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PROLOGUE



Late in the reign of Queen Victoria …


Astonishing Exhibition of Psychical Powers


By


Gilbert Otford


Correspondent


The Flying Intelligencer


Mrs. Fordyce, the noted author, recently gave a thrilling demonstration of psychical powers before a small, private audience composed entirely of ladies.


Those who attended described a compelling scene. The room was darkened in a most dramatic fashion. Mrs. Fordyce was seated alone at a table that was illuminated by a single lamp. From that position she proceeded to answer questions and make observations of a most personal nature about many of those present.


Following the exhibition, it was generally agreed that only the possession of the most extraordinary psychical gifts could account for Mrs. Fordyce’s uncanny ability to respond correctly to the inquiries put to her. The startling accuracy of her remarks about those in the room with whom she had not been previously acquainted left a marked impression.


Mrs. Fordyce was afterward besieged by requests for séances and sittings. It was also suggested that she apply to Mr. Reed, the president of the Society for Psychical Investigations, for permission to be tested at Wintersett House, the headquarters of the Society. She refused all such invitations, making it plain that there will be no more demonstrations or exhibitions of her abilities.


It is commonly held among those who study such phenomena that the use of psychical talents places considerable stress on the nerves, which, as nature has ordained, are far more fragile in women than they are in men.


Mr. Reed told this correspondent that a concern for the health of her nerves is only one reason why a female practitioner would be hesitant to conduct demonstrations. He explained that the innate delicacy of feeling and desire for modesty that is the hallmark of a true lady ensures that any woman possessed of both genuine psychical abilities and a fine sense of the proprieties will be extremely resistant to the notion of exhibiting her powers in any public setting.





ONE



The face of the dead medium was a ghostly blur beneath the bloodstained wedding veil.


In life she had been quite pretty. The long, heavy skirts of a dark blue gown were crumpled around shapely legs clad in white stockings. The iron poker that had been used to crush the back of her skull had been dropped nearby.


Adam Hardesty moved across the small, shadowy room, willing himself to push through the invisible barrier created by the peculiar scent and chill of death. He crouched beside the body and held the candle aloft.


Through the gossamer veil he saw the glitter of the blue beads that trimmed the necklace around Elizabeth Delmont’s throat. A matching pair of earrings dangled from her ears. On the floor next to her pale, lifeless fingers was a broken pocket watch. The glass had been shattered, the hands forever locked at midnight.


Removing his own watch from the pocket of his trousers, he checked the time. Two-ten. If the timepiece on the carpet had, in fact, been smashed in the course of the violent struggle that appeared to have taken place in the chamber, Delmont had been murdered a little more than two hours earlier.


A mourning brooch decorated with black enamel rested on the tightly laced, stiffly shaped bodice of the blue gown. The brooch looked as if it had been deliberately positioned on Delmont’s bosom in a grim parody of funereal respect.


He picked up the brooch and turned it over to look at the reverse side. The flickering candle illuminated a small photograph: a portrait of a fair-haired woman dressed in a wedding veil and a white gown. The lady appeared to be no more than eighteen or nineteen. Something about the sad, resigned expression on her beautiful, unsmiling face gave the impression that she was not looking forward to married life. Under the picture a lock of tightly coiled blond hair was secured beneath a beveled crystal.


He studied the woman in the photograph for a long moment, memorizing every detail visible in the tiny picture. When he was finished, he carefully repositioned the brooch on Delmont’s bodice. The police might find it a useful clue.


Rising, he turned slowly on his heel to survey the room in which Elizabeth Delmont had been killed. The space looked as if a violent storm had blown through it, leaving a trail of wreckage to mark its path. The large table in the center was overturned, revealing an odd mechanism underneath. Delmont had no doubt employed the concealed apparatus to cause the heavy wooden object to float and tilt in midair. Gullible sitters took such activities as a sign that spirits were present.


Two drawers had been built into the side of the table, just beneath the top. Both stood open. He walked closer and experimentally closed each drawer. As he suspected, when shut, they were undetectable to the eye.


He ran his fingertips around the entire edge of the square table, searching for other cleverly concealed drawers. He found none.


Several chairs were scattered carelessly about. A variety of odd objects littered the carpet, including a flute, a voice trumpet, some bells and a set of musical chimes.


A telescoping rod, a slate and some padlocks were tumbled in a heap near an open closet. He scooped up one of the locks and examined it in the light of the candle. It took only a few seconds to find the hidden spring that could be used by the wearer to unlock the device.


Next to one chair lay a deathly white arm that appeared to have been neatly amputated at the elbow. The gracefully shaped hand was still attached. He nudged it with the toe of his shoe.


Wax, he concluded; carefully detailed, right down to the white fingernails and the lines on the palm.


He was a skeptic who had no patience with the current rage for psychical research. Nevertheless, he was well aware that when news of the medium’s death got into the papers, there would be no shortage of people who would be more than ready to believe that Delmont had been dispatched by dangerous spirits that she had summoned from the Other Side.


When it came to scandals, he had a single, inviolable rule: Do not become involved in one. The last thing he wanted was for Delmont’s death to become a sensation in the papers, but there was little likelihood that could be avoided now. The only thing he could do was endeavor to keep his own name out of the press’s reports.


He searched the remainder of the séance room thoroughly on the assumption that it was the place in the house where the medium would most likely have concealed her secrets. He discovered three more hidden compartments, one in a wall and two in the floor, but there was no sign of the diary.


When he finished, he climbed the stairs to Elizabeth Delmont’s bedchamber and methodically went through every drawer and the wardrobe.


It was a futile effort. The only item of interest was a small catalog bearing the title The Secrets of the Mediums. The array of items offered for sale included a number of artificial body parts designed to simulate ghostly manifestations, trick mirrors and an odd contraption composed of wires and pulleys capable of producing the appearance of levitation. The firm guaranteed potential clients that all transactions would be conducted in strict confidence and with complete discretion.


Downstairs, he walked along the darkened hall, intending to let himself out of the house through the kitchen door. He had done his best. It was impossible to search every square inch of the house in hopes of finding another secret compartment or cupboard.


When he passed the gloom-filled parlor, he glimpsed a desk amid the assortment of heavy furniture.


He went into the room, crossed the red and black patterned carpet and quickly opened the various drawers. None contained the diary but casually tucked into a cubbyhole was a sheet of paper with a list of names and addresses. Yesterday’s date and the words nine o’clock had been noted at the top of the page.


He studied the list for a few seconds before it came to him that he was most likely looking at the names of the sitters who had attended Elizabeth Delmont’s last séance.


One of the names was heavily underlined. There was something vaguely familiar about it but he could not quite place it. That in and of itself was disturbing. He possessed an excellent memory. Such a talent had been necessary in the old days when he had sold gossip and other peoples’ secrets to earn a living.


He moved in far more elevated circles now, but some things had not changed. He never forgot a name or a face or a rumor. Information gave him power in the glittering, treacherous jungles of Society, just as it had helped him survive on the streets of London in his youth.


He concentrated on the underlined name, trying to summon up an image or an impression or even a trivial bit of gossip. A fleeting memory surfaced. He was almost certain that Julia or Wilson had mentioned the name in passing. Something to do with a piece in the newspaper. Not The Times; he was certain of that. He read it faithfully every day.


The reference must have come from one of the less respectable papers, he decided. The sort that relied on lurid accounts of sensations—violent crimes and illicit sexual scandals—to sell copies.


He had paid no attention at the time because the person mentioned did not inhabit the relatively small world of wealth and privilege that was his hunting ground.


A trickle of ghostly electricity stirred the hair on the back of his neck.


Mrs. Fordyce. 22 Corley Lane.


This time he would not forget the name.





TWO



The mysterious gentleman wore an invisible cloak fashioned of intrigue and shadow. There was something quite thrilling, even a bit unnerving, about the sight of him looming there in the doorway of her small study, Caroline Fordyce thought. Anticipation, curiosity and a strange awareness sparkled through her.


It was barely nine o’clock in the morning and she had never met Adam Grove before in her life. A lady endowed with a proper respect for the proprieties would never have permitted him to be admitted into the house; certainly not at such an early hour, she thought. But a too-careful observance of the proprieties made for a very unexciting existence. She ought to know; she had been excruciatingly cautious about the proprieties for the past three years, and things had been wretchedly dull indeed here at Number 22 Corley Lane.


“Please sit down, Mr. Grove.” Caroline rose from her desk and went to stand in front of the garden window, putting the warm light of the sunny morning behind her so that it illuminated her visitor more clearly. “My housekeeper informs me that you have called to discuss a matter that you seem to believe is of grave importance to both of us.”


Indeed, it was the phrase grave importance that had quickened her interest and induced her to instruct Mrs. Plummer to show Grove into her study. Such deliciously ominous-sounding words, she thought happily. The phrase grave importance practically vibrated with the promise of a Startling Incident.


People never called here at 22 Corley Lane with news of grave importance, not unless one counted the fishmonger’s young daughter, who had quietly advised Mrs. Plummer to take a good whiff of the salmon before purchasing it last week, as it had gone off. The girl had explained that her father had treated the fish with some substance designed to conceal the odor of decay. She had confided that she had not wanted to be responsible for poisoning the entire household. “As if I’d have been taken in by that sort of sharp practice,” Mrs. Plummer had announced, disdain dripping from every word.


Such was the nature of gravely important news in this household.


In all probability, this morning’s surprise visitor would soon discover that he had got the wrong address and would take his news of grave importance elsewhere, Caroline thought. But in the meantime, she intended to take full advantage of the diverting interruption to her routine.


“Thank you for seeing me on such short notice, Mrs. Fordyce,” Adam Grove said from the doorway.


Oh, my goodness, she thought. His voice was wonderfully compelling, low and deep and charged with cool masculine assurance. Another whisper of awareness shot through her. But this time it induced a shiver of caution. She sensed that Grove was a man endowed with a formidable will; the sort who was accustomed to achieving his objectives, perhaps at any cost.


Inspiration struck with the force of summer lightning. Adam Grove was exactly what she had been searching for all morning. He was perfect.


She glanced at the paper and pen on her desk, wondering if she dared take notes. She did not want to alarm Grove or send him packing too quickly. He would discover his mistake soon enough and take himself off to the correct address. Meanwhile, this was a golden opportunity and she did not intend to waste it. Perhaps he would not notice if she merely jotted down a few observations now and again during their conversation.


“Naturally, I felt obliged to hear your news of grave importance, sir,” she said, slipping as casually as possible back to the chair behind her desk.


“I would not have called at this hour had not the subject of my visit been of the utmost urgency,” he assured her.


She sat down, reached for her pen and gave him an encouraging smile. “Won’t you please be seated, sir?”


“Thank you.”


She watched him cross the small room to take the chair she had indicated. When he moved into the light, she got a close look at his expensively cut coat and trousers. Her fingers clenched around the pen.


Be careful, she thought. This man was from the Other World; not the unseen realm that was the source of such interest among psychical researchers, but the far more dangerous sphere of Society. It was a place where the wealthy and the powerful made all the rules and rode roughshod over those they viewed as their social inferiors. Three years ago she had had a disastrous experience with a man who moved in privileged circles. It had taught her a lesson she did not plan to forget, regardless of how mysterious and intriguing Mr. Adam Grove proved to be.


She studied him, trying not to be obvious about it. Grove was lean and well-made in a manly fashion. His movements were economical and restrained, yet endowed with a supple grace. One got the impression that he could react swiftly to a threat of danger but that both his strength and will were under complete control. He charged the atmosphere of the room with energy and a masculine vitality that was impossible to ignore.


No doubt about it; he was a perfect model for the character of Edmund Drake.


She quickly wrote Charges atmosphere with masc. vitality in what she hoped was an offhand manner, as though she were merely making a shopping list.


She decided that she should also make some notes regarding his style of dress. It was at once elegant and distinguished and yet quite apart from the current masculine fashion, which favored such eye-dazzling combinations as polka-dot shirts and plaid trousers.


Grove was attired from head to foot in tones of deepest, darkest gray. His shirt was the singular exception. It was a pristine white. The collar was turned back in the new “gates ajar” mode that appeared to be infinitely more comfortable than the usual high-standing styles. His tie was knotted in a precise four-in-hand.


No wonder she had been having so much trouble trying to decide how to dress Edmund Drake. She had been attempting to put him into the sort of boldly striped pants and brightly patterned shirts that she had observed on any number of fashionable gentlemen lately. Such glaringly bright attire was entirely wrong for Edmund. He needed to project menace and an aura of resolute determination. Polka dots, stripes and plaids did not suit him at all.


She wrote Dark gray jacket and trousers without glancing down at the paper.


Grove sat in the wingback chair in front of the hearth. “I see I have interrupted your morning correspondence. Again, my apologies.”


“Think nothing of it, sir.” She gave him her most reassuring smile. “I am merely making a few notes to remind myself of some small details that must be attended to later.”


“I see.”


Grove’s hair was just right for Edmund Drake, too, she thought. It was of a hue that was very nearly black with the merest smattering of silver at the temples. It was cut short and brushed close to his head. He had not succumbed to the current rage for mustaches and short beards, but she could see the hint of a dark shadow on the hard planes and angles of his face. She realized that he had not shaved that morning. How odd.


Edmund Drake’s clothing and hairstyle were not the only things that would have to be changed in order to make the character more ominous. She saw at once that she had erred when she had decided to portray him as handsome. It was quite clear to her now that his features should have the same chillingly ascetic lines that marked Adam Grove’s face. Indeed, Drake must become a man who had been shaped by the hot, refining fires of a harsh and murky past.


She jotted down the words Fierce features.


From where he sat Adam Grove could not possibly see across the ornately carved back of the rococo-style desktop to discern what she had written but she sensed that he was observing her. She paused and looked up with a bright smile.


And immediately froze when she saw that impatience and cold intelligence had made dark green mirrors of his eyes.


Very carefully and again without looking down she scrawled the words Eyes like emeralds. Glow in dark?


“More notes to yourself, Mrs. Fordyce?” The slight twist of his mouth lacked all traces of politesse.


“Yes. My apologies.” Hastily she put down the pen.


Now that he was sitting in stronger light she could see the lines of a grim weariness that bracketed his mouth and etched the corners of his eyes. The day was still quite young. What could account for that subtle air of exhaustion?


“Would you care for a cup of tea?” she asked gently.


He looked somewhat surprised by the offer. “No, thank you. I do not intend to stay long.”


“I see. Perhaps you should tell me precisely why you are here, sir.”


“Very well.” He paused, ensuring that he had her full attention. “I believe you were acquainted with a woman named Elizabeth Delmont?”


For an instant her mind went blank. Then the name registered.


“The medium in Hamsey Street?” she asked.


“Yes.”


She sat back in her chair. Of all the subjects he might have raised, this was the last one she would have expected. Although it seemed that the entire country was caught up in a tremendous fascination with séances, mediums and the study of psychical powers, she simply could not imagine a gentleman of Adam Grove’s temperament taking a serious interest in such matters.


“I have met her, yes,” she said slowly. “As it happens, I attended a séance at Mrs. Delmont’s house last night together with my aunts.” She hesitated. “Why do you ask?”


“Elizabeth Delmont is dead.”


Stunned, she merely stared at him for a few seconds. “I beg your pardon?”


“Murdered sometime after the séance ended last night,” he added, much too calmly.


“Murdered.” She swallowed hard. “Are you quite certain?”


“I found the body myself shortly after two this morning.”


“You found the body?” It took her an instant to recover from that unnerving announcement. “I don’t understand.”


“Someone used a poker to crush her skull.”


Ice formed in her stomach. It occurred to her that the decision to entertain a mysterious gentleman who claimed to have discovered a murdered woman might not prove to be one of her sounder notions. She glanced at the bellpull that hung beside the desk. Perhaps she should summon Mrs. Plummer.


But even as she started to reach surreptitiously for the rope to alert the housekeeper, she found herself succumbing to her greatest vice, curiosity.


“May I ask why you went to Mrs. Delmont’s house at such a late hour?” she said.


As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she realized that she had blundered badly. Heat rose in her cheeks. There was only one reason why a wealthy, obviously virile man such as Adam Grove might have called upon Elizabeth Delmont at two in the morning.


Mrs. Delmont had been a very beautiful woman possessed of an alluring figure and a sensual manner that had certainly captivated Mr. McDaniel, the elderly widower who had been one of the sitters at last night’s séance. The medium had no doubt had a similar effect on a number of gentlemen.


“No, Mrs. Fordyce, Elizabeth Delmont was not my mistress,” Adam said, as though he had read her mind. “In point of fact, I had never encountered her until last night. When I did find her it was much too late for an introduction.”


“I see.” She fought back the hot blush and tried to project a worldly air. She was supposed to be a widow, after all; a lady possessed of some experience of the world. “Forgive me, Mr. Grove. This entire conversation has taken an extremely odd turn. I had no idea that Mrs. Delmont had died.”


“Murdered was the word I used.” Adam studied her thoughtfully. “You said this conversation was not proceeding along the lines that you had anticipated. Tell, me, why did you believe that I had come here today?”


“To be quite truthful, I assumed that you had mistaken the address,” she admitted.


“If that was the case, why did you not instruct your housekeeper to verify that I had the correct number?” he asked with a depressing sort of logic.


“I confess, I was curious to know the nature of your news.” She spread her hands wide. “We rarely receive callers who come upon business of grave importance here, you see. In fact, I cannot recall any such visitors in the whole of the three years we have lived here.”


“We?”


“My two aunts live with me. They are out at the moment, taking their morning exercise. Aunt Emma and Aunt Milly are great believers in the importance of brisk daily walks.”


He frowned. “I did not see their names on the list of sitters. You say they accompanied you to the séance last night?”


She did not like the way this was going. It was beginning to feel as though he was interrogating her.


“Yes,” she said, treading carefully now. “They did not want me to go out alone at night. Mrs. Delmont had no objection to their presence.”


“Why did you attend the séance? Did you really believe that Elizabeth Delmont could communicate with spirits?” He did not bother to conceal his scathing opinion of such a notion.


His sarcasm annoyed her. She felt obliged to defend her actions.


“I would remind you, sir,” she said very crisply, “that a great many eminent, educated, well-respected individuals take spiritualism and other psychical matters seriously.”


“Fools, the lot of them.”


“A number of societies and clubs have been formed to conduct research into psychical events and to investigate the claims of mediums. Several learned journals in the field are published regularly.” She reached across her desk and snatched up the copy of New Dawn that had arrived yesterday. “This one, for instance. It is published by the Society for Psychical Investigations, and I assure you the articles are well documented.”


“Documented nonsense.” He moved one hand in a dismissive manner. “It is obvious to any logical person that those who claim to possess psychical powers are all charlatans and frauds.”


“I daresay you are entitled to your opinion,” she retorted. “But forgive me for pointing out that it does not imply an open, inquiring mind.”


He smiled humorlessly. “How open is your mind, Mrs. Fordyce? Do you really take the business of manifestations and spirit voices and table rappings seriously?”


She sat a little straighter in her chair. “As it happens, I have recently conducted some research of my own.”


“And have you discovered any mediums you consider to be genuine? Mrs. Delmont, for instance?”


“No,” she admitted, reluctant to concede him the ground. “As a matter of fact, I do not believe that it is possible to communicate with spirits.”


“I am relieved to hear that. It renews my initial impression of your intelligence.”


She glared at him. “May I remind you, sir, that the field of psychical research is expanding rapidly. Lately it has begun to encompass a wide variety of phenomena, not just the summoning of spirits. While I do not believe that mediums can communicate with ghosts and phantoms, I am not at all prepared to dismiss other types of psychical powers out of hand.”


His green eyes tightened ever so slightly at the corners, sharpening his gaze in a dangerous manner. “If you do not believe that mediums can contact the spirit world, why did you attend the séance at Elizabeth Delmont’s house last night?”


No doubt about it, he was most definitely conducting an interrogation. She glanced again at the bellpull.


“There is no need to call your housekeeper to rescue you,” he said dryly. “I mean you no harm. But I do mean to get some answers.”


She frowned. “You sound like a policeman, Mr. Grove.”


“Calm yourself, Mrs. Fordyce. I promise you that I have no connection to the police.”


“Then why in heaven’s name are you here, sir? What do you want?”


“Information,” he said simply. “Why did you attend the séance?”


He was quite relentless, she thought.


“I told you, I have been conducting research into psychical phenomena,” she said. “Your opinions to the contrary, it is considered a legitimate field of inquiry.”


He shook his head in disgust. “Parlor tricks and games. Nothing more.”


It was past time to ask a few questions of her own, she decided. She clasped her hands together on top of her desk and assumed what she hoped was a firm, authoritative manner.


“I am very sorry to learn that Mrs. Delmont was murdered,” she said evenly. “But I’m afraid that I fail to comprehend why you are interested in the circumstances of her death. Indeed, if you and Mrs. Delmont were not, ah, intimately acquainted, why did you go to her house at two o’clock in the morning?”


“Suffice it to say that I had my reasons for calling on Elizabeth Delmont at that hour and that those reasons were extremely urgent. Now that she is dead, I am left with no choice but to discover the identity of her killer.”


She was stunned. “You intend to hunt him down yourself?”


“Yes.”


“Surely that is a job for the police, sir.”


He shrugged. “They will make their inquiries, naturally, but I very much doubt that they will find the villain.”


She unlocked her hands and seized her pen again. “This is very interesting, Mr. Grove. Indeed, it is riveting.” She wrote Determined and relentless on the sheet of paper. “Let me see if I have got the facts in the correct order. You are conducting an inquiry into Mrs. Delmont’s death, and you came here to ask me if I had any information concerning her murder.”


He watched her swiftly moving pen. “That certainly sums up the situation.”


Talk about a Startling Incident, she thought. Incidents did not come much more startling than this one.


“I shall be delighted to tell you everything I can remember, sir, if you will first explain your interest in the affair.”


He studied her as though she were an unusual biological specimen that had turned up unexpectedly and was proving difficult to identify. The tall clock ticked in the silence.


After a long moment, he appeared to come to a conclusion.


“Very well,” he said, “I will answer some of your questions. But in return I must insist that you keep what I am about to tell you in strictest confidence.”


“Yes, of course.” She jotted the word Secretive down on the paper.


He was out of the chair before she realized he had even moved.


“What on earth?” Startled by the suddenness of his actions, she gasped and dropped her pen.


He crossed the space between them in two strides, reached out and plucked the sheet of paper off the desk.


So much for his apparent weariness, she thought. And to think she had been feeling rather sorry for him.


“Sir.” She tried to snatch the paper out of his hand. “Kindly give me that at once. What do you think you are doing?”


“I am curious about your list of errands, madam.” He scanned the page quickly, his expression turning colder by the second. “Dark gray jacket and trousers? Fierce features? What the devil is going on here?”


“I do not see that my notes are of any importance to you, sir.”


“I just told you that I insist that this matter be held in confidence. There is a potential for scandal here. I have a strict rule about that sort of thing.”


She frowned. “You have a rule regarding scandals? What is it?”


“I prefer to avoid them.”


“Doesn’t everyone?” Unable to get hold of the paper, she took refuge in an air of haughty aplomb. “Trust me, sir, I, too, have no wish to become embroiled in a scandal. I certainly have no intention of discussing your investigation outside this house.”


“Then why did you find it necessary to write down these comments?”


Righteous indignation welled up inside her. “I was merely organizing my thoughts.”


He surveyed what she had written. “Am I correct in assuming that some of these scribblings relate to my attire and the color of my eyes, Mrs. Fordyce?”


“Well—”


“I demand to know why you put your observations on paper. Damnation, woman, if you think to make me a subject of your private journal—”


“I assure you, I have no intention of putting you into my personal journal.” She was able to make the statement with perfect sincerity because it was nothing less than the exact truth.


“Then I must conclude that you are indeed deeply involved in this affair of the murdered medium,” he drawled in tones of silky menace.


She was horrified. “That is not true.”


“There is no other logical reason for you to be taking such personal notes. If you are not making a record of our conversation for your journal, then I can only conclude that you are doing so in order to prepare a report for your accomplice.”


“Accomplice.” She shot to her feet, disoriented and badly frightened now. “That is outrageous, sir. How dare you insinuate that I might be involved in a matter of murder?”


He snapped the paper in front of her face. “How else can you explain the need to record this interview?”


She fought to pull herself together and to think clearly. “I owe you no explanations, Mr. Grove. Quite the reverse. I would remind you that you are the one who barged into this house today.”


That accusation clearly irritated him. “You make it sound as though I forced my way inside. That was not the case. You instructed your housekeeper to admit me.”


“Only because you told her that you had come upon business that was of grave importance to both of us.” She drew herself up. “But the truth is that Mrs. Delmont’s untimely death appears to be gravely important only to you, Mr. Grove.”


“You are wrong on that account, Mrs. Fordyce.”


“Nonsense,” she declared in ringing accents, confident of her position. “I have no interest whatsoever in the circumstances surrounding the murder of Elizabeth Delmont.”


Adam raised his brows. He said nothing.


Two or three seconds of tense silence gripped the room.


“Other than a perfectly natural curiosity and the quite normal concern that are only to be expected from a person who has just learned of a ghastly crime, of course,” she amended smoothly.


“On the contrary, Mrs. Fordyce, I am convinced that your interest in this affair goes a good deal deeper than mere curiosity and casual concern.”


“How is that possible?” she demanded. “I met the woman only last night. I had no intention of ever seeing her again. I would also remind you that I and my aunts were not the only people who attended Delmont’s last séance. There were two other sitters present. I believe their names were Mrs. Howell and Mr. McDaniel.”


He went to stand by the window, looking out into the garden. In spite of the veil of fatigue that drifted about him, his strong, sleek shoulders were set in stern, unrelenting lines.


“Both of whom are quite elderly and frail,” he said flatly. “I do not believe that either of them possesses the strength or determination necessary to crush the skull of a younger, stronger person with a poker, let alone overturn a heavy table and a number of chairs.”


She hesitated. “You spoke with them?”


“There was no need to interview them personally. I made some discreet observations and inquiries in the streets where they live. I am convinced that neither of them is involved in this business.”


“Well, I suppose it is rather unlikely,” she admitted.


“Tell me what occurred in the course of the séance,” he said quietly.


“There is not much to tell.” She widened her hands. “Just the usual sort of rappings and tappings. One or two manifestations. Some financial advice from the spirit world.”


“Financial advice?” he asked with unexpected sharpness.


“Yes, Mr. McDaniel was told that he would soon be offered an excellent investment opportunity. It was nothing out of the ordinary. Sitters are often informed by the spirits that they may be in line for an unexpected inheritance or that they will receive money from some unanticipated source.”


“I see.” He turned around slowly and looked at her with an expression that would not have been out of place on the face of the devil himself. “So the subject of money arose, did it?”


She clenched the chair back so tightly that the blood was squeezed out of her knuckles. She could scarcely breathe. Was he going to go to the police to lodge a charge of murder against her and her aunts?


She knew now that the three of them were in grave danger. They were all innocent, but she did not doubt for a moment that if a gentleman of Adam Grove’s obvious power and position accused them of murder, they would be in desperate straits.


They had no choice but to flee London immediately, she decided, thinking quickly. Their only hope was to disappear again, just as they had three years ago. She tried to recall how much money was on hand in the house. As soon as Adam Grove departed, she would send Mrs. Plummer out to obtain a train schedule. How quickly could they pack?


Adam’s black brows came together in a heavy line. “Are you all right, Mrs. Fordyce? You look as if you are going to faint.”


Rage spiked through her, briefly suppressing her panic.


“You have threatened my life, sir, and the lives of my aunts. How did you expect me to react?”


He frowned. “What are you talking about? I have made no threats, madam.”


“You have as much as accused one or all of us of murder. If you take your suspicions to the police, we will be arrested and thrown into prison. We will hang.”


“Mrs. Fordyce, you are allowing your imagination to run away with your powers of reason and logic. I may harbor some suspicions but there remains the little matter of evidence.”


“Bah. None of the three of us can prove that she did not return after the séance to murder the medium. It would be our word against yours, sir, and we are both well aware that three ladies in our modest circumstances who lack social connections would not stand a chance if a man of your rank and wealth chose to point the finger of blame at us.”


“Get hold of yourself, woman. I am in no mood to deal with a case of hysteria.”


Her fury gave her strength. “How dare you tell me not to succumb to hysteria? My aunts and I are facing the gallows because of you, sir.”


“Not quite,” he growled.


“Yes, quite.”


“Hell and damnation. I have had enough of these theatrics.” He took a step toward her.


“Stop.” She gripped the back of the chair with both hands and swung it around so that it formed a barrier between them. “Do not come any closer. I will scream bloody murder if you take one more step. Mrs. Plummer and the neighbors will hear me, I promise you.”


He halted, exhaling heavily. “Kindly calm yourself, Mrs. Fordyce. This is all very wearying, not to mention a waste of everyone’s time.”


“It is impossible for me to be calm in the face of such dire threats.”


He gave her a considering look. “Did you, by any chance, ever pursue a career on the stage, Mrs. Fordyce? You seem to have a distinct flair for melodrama.”


“Oddly enough, I find a dramatic reaction entirely appropriate in this situation,” she said through her teeth.


He studied her for a long moment. She got the impression that he was recalculating some secret scheme.


“Breathe deeply, madam, and compose yourself,” he said finally. “I have no intention of having you or your aunts taken up on a charge of murder.”


“Why should I believe you?”


He rubbed his temples. “You must trust me when I tell you that justice is not my chief concern here. I am content to leave that problem for the police, although I doubt that they will be successful. They are reasonably efficient when it comes to catching ordinary murderers, but this was not an ordinary killing.”


She sensed that he was telling the truth. Nevertheless, she did not release her grip on the chair. “If you did not come here seeking justice for Elizabeth Delmont, what do you want, Mr. Grove?”


He watched her with cool speculation. “My only goal in this affair is to recover the diary.”


She did not try to hide her confusion. “What diary?”


“The one that was stolen from Elizabeth Delmont’s house last night.”


She puzzled that out as best she could. “You seek Mrs. Delmont’s diary? Well, I assure you, I know nothing of it and neither do my aunts. Furthermore, I can tell you with absolute certainty that I did not notice any diary in the room at the séance last night.”


He contemplated her for another moment and then shook his head, as though he had reluctantly accepted defeat.


“Do you know, I believe you may be telling me the truth, Mrs. Fordyce. Indeed, it appears that I was wrong about you.”


She allowed herself to relax ever so slightly. “Wrong, sir?”


“I came here this morning in hopes of surprising you into admitting that you had taken the damned diary. At the very least I thought you might be able to give me some notion of what had happened to it.”


“Why is this particular diary so important to you?”


His smile was as sharp and deadly as a knife. “Suffice it to say that Mrs. Delmont presumed to think that she could use it to blackmail me.”


Mrs. Delmont had evidently allowed greed to overwhelm caution and good sense, Caroline thought. No sane, sensible person would take the risk of trying to extort money from this man.


“What made you think that I might know something concerning its whereabouts?” she demanded.


He widened his stance and clasped his hands behind his back. “You and the other sitters at the séance were the last people to see Elizabeth Delmont alive, aside from the killer, of course. I learned from one of Delmont’s neighbors that the housekeeper was given the night off.”


“Yes, that’s true. Mrs. Delmont herself opened the door to us. She said she always gave her housekeeper the night off on séance evenings because she could not go into a proper trance if there was anyone other than the sitters present. Indeed, the comment made me wonder if perhaps—”


“Yes?” he prompted. “What did it cause you to wonder about, Mrs. Fordyce?”


“Well, if you must know, it occurred to me that perhaps Mrs. Delmont did not like to have her housekeeper present while she conducted a séance because she was afraid that the woman would become wise to her tricks and perhaps expose her in exchange for a bribe. Psychical investigators have been known to pay the servants who work for mediums to spy on their employers, you see.”


“A clever notion, Mrs. Fordyce.” Adam looked approving of her logic. “I suspect that you are right. Mediums are notoriously secretive.”


“How did you learn my name and address?”


“When I discovered the body, I also found a list of the sitters who had attended the final séance. The addresses had been put down alongside the names.”


“I see.”


Her imagination conjured up a disturbing image of Adam Grove methodically searching Mrs. Delmont’s parlor while the body of the murdered woman lay crumpled on the floor. It was a chilling vision, one that said a great deal about Grove’s nerve. She swallowed hard.


“I spent the remainder of the night and the early hours of this morning talking to servants, carriage drivers and …” He hesitated, as though choosing his words carefully. “… others who make their living on the streets near Delmont’s house. Among other things I was able to verify Mrs. Delmont’s housekeeper was busy attending her daughter, who was in the process of giving birth last night. Her alibi is unshakable. That left me with your name, Mrs. Fordyce.”


“No wonder you look so weary,” she said quietly. “You have been up all night.”


He absently rubbed his stubbled jaw and grimaced. “My apologies for my appearance.”


“It is hardly a matter of importance, given the circumstances.” She hesitated. “So you came here today with the intention of confronting me in this alarming manner. Your goal was to frighten me and thereby trick me into revealing some dreadful conspiracy, wasn’t it?”


He shoved a hand through his short, dark hair, showing no sign of remorse. “That was more or less my plan, yes.”


Uneasily aware that he might not have abandoned the notion entirely, she searched her brain for other possible suspects.


“Perhaps Mrs. Delmont was the victim of a burglar who attacked her after he broke into the house,” she suggested.


“I searched the place from top to bottom. There was no evidence that the doors or windows had been forced. It appeared that she had let the killer in.”


The offhand manner in which he delivered that information deepened her sense of unease. “You certainly made a number of close observations last night, Mr. Grove. One would have thought that the proximity of a savagely murdered woman would have made it difficult to think and act so methodically and logically.”


“Unfortunately, it appears that I did not make any especially useful observations,” he said. He went toward the door with a purposeful stride. “I have wasted your time and my own. I would take it as a great favor if you would refrain from discussing this conversation with anyone else.”


She did not respond to that.


He stopped, one hand on the doorknob, and looked at her. “Well, Mrs. Fordyce? Can I depend upon you to keep our discussion confidential?”


She braced herself. “That depends, sir.”


He was cynically amused. “Of course. You no doubt wish to be compensated for your silence. Name your price, Mrs. Fordyce.”


Another flash of anger crackled through her. “You cannot buy my silence, Mr. Grove. I do not want your money. What concerns me is the safety and security of my aunts and myself. If any one of us is placed in danger of arrest because of your actions, I shall not hesitate to give the police your name and tell them every detail of this discussion.”


“I doubt very much that the police will give you any trouble. As you suggested, they will likely conclude that Mrs. Delmont was murdered by a burglar and that will be the end of it.”


“How can you be sure of that?”


“Because that is the simplest answer, and the officers of the law are known to prefer that sort of explanation.”


“What if they find the list of sitters and proceed to make them all suspects, as you did, sir?”


He reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. “They won’t find the list.”


She stared at the paper. “You took it?”


“I am quite certain that none of the names on this list would be of any practical use to the police.”


“I see.” She did not know what to say.


“Speaking of names,” he said rather casually. “I should tell you that it would not do you any good to give mine to the police.”


“Why?” she asked coldly. “Because a gentleman of your obvious wealth and position does not need to worry overmuch about answering questions from the police?”


“No one is above the law. But that is not the reason why I advised you not to give them my name.” His mouth curved in a cryptic smile. “The problem is that Mr. Grove does not exist. I invented him for this interview. When I walk out your front door today, he will vanish just like one of those ghostly manifestations that are so popular at séances.”


She sat down quite suddenly, head whirling. “Good heavens. You gave me a false name?”


“Yes. Will you be so good as to indulge me with an answer to one last question?”


She blinked, still struggling to collect herself and her scattered thoughts. “What is it?”


He held up the paper that he had taken from her desk. “Why the devil were you making all these notes?”


“Oh, those.” Glumly she surveyed the page he held. “I am an author, sir. My novels are serialized in the Flying Intelligencer.” She paused. “Perhaps you read that paper?”


“No, I do not. As I recall, it is one of those extremely irritating newspapers that thrives on sensation.”


“Well—”


“The sort of paper that resorts to printing news of illicit scandals and lurid crimes in order to attract readers.”


She sighed. “I expect you prefer The Times.”


“Yes.”


“No surprise there, I suppose,” she muttered. “Tell me, don’t you find it rather dull reading?”


“I find it accurate and reliable reading, Mrs. Fordyce. Just the sort of newspaper reading that I prefer.”


“Of course it is. As I was saying, the Flying Intelligencer prints my novels. I am required by the terms of my contract to supply my publisher, Mr. Spraggett, with a new chapter every week. I have been having some trouble with one of the characters, Edmund Drake. He is very important to the story but I have been having difficulty getting him down properly on paper. There has been something rather vague about him, I’m afraid. He requires sharpening up.”


He looked reluctantly fascinated and, perhaps, bemused. “You took notes about my appearance and attire so that you could apply them to the hero of your story?”


“Heavens, no,” she assured him with an airy wave of her hand. “Whatever gave you that idea? Edmund Drake is not the hero of my tale. He is the villain of the piece.”





THREE



For some wholly irrational reason, it annoyed him that she had cast him in the role of the villain.


Adam Hardesty brooded on the disastrous encounter that he had just concluded with the very unexpected, very intriguing Mrs. Caroline Fordyce while he made his way home to the mansion in Laxton Square. He was well aware that the lady’s opinion of him should have been at the bottom of his long list of problems, especially given the rapidly rising tide of disasters that he was attempting to hold at bay.


Nevertheless, knowing that Caroline Fordyce considered him an excellent model for a villain rankled. His intuition told him that it was not his fierce features alone that had given her such a low opinion of him. He had the distinct impression that Mrs. Fordyce did not hold men from his world in high esteem.


She, on the other hand, had commanded his immediate and cautious respect. One look into her intelligent, curious, exceedingly lovely hazel eyes had told him that he was dealing with a potentially formidable adversary. He had warned himself to take great care in his dealings with the lady.


Unfortunately, respect was not the only reaction Caroline Fordyce had elicited in him. She had aroused all of his senses at first sight. Exhausted as he had been after the long night of fruitless inquiries, he had nevertheless responded to her in a very physical, extremely disturbing way.


Damn. He did not need this sort of complication. What the devil was the matter with him? Even as a youth he had rarely allowed himself to be controlled by his passions. He had learned long ago that self-discipline was the key to survival and success both on the streets and in the equally perilous world of Society. He had established a set of rules for himself and he lived by them. They governed his intimate liaisons just as they did everything else in his life.


His rules had served him well. He had no intention of abandoning them now.


Nevertheless, he could not stop thinking about that first glimpse of Caroline Fordyce and wondering at the compelling sensations that had gripped him. The image of her sitting at her dainty little desk, illuminated by the bright glow of the morning sunlight, seemed to have become fixed in his brain.


She had worn a simple, unadorned housedress of a warm, coppery color. The gown had been designed for ladies to wear in the home and therefore lacked the ruffled petticoats and elaborately tied-back skirts of more formal feminine attire. The lines of the prim, snug-fitting bodice had emphasized the feminine curves of her high breasts and slender waist.


Caroline’s glossy golden-brown hair had been drawn up and back into a neat coil that accented the graceful line of the nape of her neck and the quiet pride with which she carried herself. He calculated her age to be somewhere in the mid-twenties.


Her voice had touched him with the impact of an inviting caress. From another woman it would have seemed deliberately provocative, but he sensed that the effect was not premeditated in this case. He was quite certain that Caroline’s manner of speaking was an innate part of who she was. It hinted at deep passions.


What had become of the late Mr. Fordyce? he wondered. Dead of old age? Carried off by a fever? An accident? Whatever the case, he was relieved that the widow did not feel compelled to follow what, in his opinion, was the extremely unfortunate style for elaborate mourning that had been set by the queen after the loss of her beloved Albert. Sometimes it seemed to him that half the ladies in England were attired in crepe and weeping veils. It never ceased to amaze him that the fair sex had managed to elevate the somber attire and accessories indicative of deep sorrow to the very pinnacle of fashion.
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