







He thought that death had turned his brain that color. Then he saw that the mass pulsed like a heartbeat.

“Oh, my,” Emma gasped.

The black mass leaped at Emma, evacuating the empty skull of the dead man with a sucking noise that echoed throughout the room. Emma screamed and raised her arms to protect her face as the creature flew toward her.

Matt was in motion at once, but Jesse Quinn was there before him. The American threw out an arm and swept Emma away as if the action were something she did every day. Her other hand had already drawn one of the .44 revolvers from her belt.

The creature flared in midair, its bulbous head splitting into the three-pronged claw that resembled a chicken’s foot. The tentacles at its posterior end were no longer short and weak. Now they were thick and strong and stretched at least three feet long. The tentacles whipped forward toward Jessie’s face, sliding around the bulbous mass and joining the three-toed claw in the blink of an eye. Matt had never seen anything move so quickly….
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THE MYSTERY UNRAVELS


Chapter 1

London, England
1887

Dodging low-hanging branches, Matt Hunter rode the galloping horse through the night-steeped woods. The light rain that had come with the evening had long since drenched his clothing. He fervently hoped the shadows draped across Hackney Marsh didn’t disguise a hole that he or the horse might see too late to avoid.

Hackney Marsh held wetlands and patches of forest that hadn’t yet been cleared by builders or families laying up wood for winter. Much of the immediate area was uninhabitable, covered by standing water and islands of brush and weeds that refused to die.

Matt didn’t know how many unmarked graves lay in the marshlands. In his seventeen years, he’d heard dozens of stories about thieves who had struck during the night. Some said the marshlands were haunted by restless spirits looking for retribution.

The trail wove between two thick stands of trees perched on knobby knees in pools of muck and dank water. Only a short distance ahead, a tree lay across the road. The white flesh of the tree gleamed in the moonlight, showing the marks of axes on its trunk and stump.

The horse’s muscles bunched for a second, then the animal released and left the ground in a graceful arc that took it over the fallen tree. The treacherous ground gave way under the horse’s hooves for a moment and the animal struggled to stay erect. Then it gathered itself and exploded forward again, staying with the trail.

Mist hung heavy in the air. Fogbanks coiled across the marsh. Small flickers of light played over the water.

Finally, when Matt was most beginning to doubt his chances of cutting cross-country to get ahead of his quarry, yellow coach lights glimmered in the distance, jerking between the boles of trees. The lights carved tunnels through the darkness and the rain.

The horse’s breath came out in gray gusts. Matt felt sorry for the animal. He’d nearly pushed the horse to its death during the run from London.

“Stay with me,” Matt said, patting the horse on the side of the neck. “Our race is nearly run.”

The horse snorted and flicked its ears.

Matt reached to the back of the saddle, sliding free the British military rifle he’d outfitted himself with. Dressed in black as he was—boots, breeches, shirt, and long woolen coat—Matt knew the coach driver wouldn’t see him till it was too late. He held the rifle in both hands and pulled the horse to a stop in the middle of Stratford Road.

Fear mixed with the anger that filled him. He didn’t know what to expect. He’d never accosted a coach before, but he knew that drivers didn’t take well to highwaymen.

And if the driver is directly in Creighdor’s control, Matt told himself as he watched the coach lights come closer, blood will spill tonight.

The prospect chilled him, but he knew he wouldn’t falter. He’d already slain men in his pursuit of his father’s killer.

The coach approached. Creaks of the vehicle and the jingle of the harness mixed with the drumming of horses’ hooves. Its lights came closer, then washed over him.

The driver, a large, burly man with long chin whiskers and a tall hat, spotted Matt. He leaned back in the seat for just an instant.

“Stop!” Matt ordered in the most authoritative voice he could muster. His command was all but lost in the sudden crack of thunder.

In response, the coachman lashed the reins across the rumps of the two-horse team. The nervous animals surged forward as a jagged streak of lightning blazed through the sky and turned everything stark blue-white for a moment. The sudden lightning seemed to freeze the raindrops in the air, but they kept falling. And the coach kept coming.

The team missed Matt by mere inches. After the coach whizzed past him, Matt urged his horse into quick pursuit.

He caught up with the vehicle before it had gone a hundred yards. Guiding his mount along the side of the road, he rapidly overtook the team. Ahead, the road crossed a small bridge that spanned a particularly nasty bit of the marshlands.

Thrusting the rifle back into the saddle scabbard, Matt matched pace with the horse team. He leaned forward, staying balanced over his own mount, and seized the closer horse’s halter in a fist.

Without warning, fire blazed through his arm. He cried out but stubbornly held onto the horse’s harness. Gazing over his shoulder, he saw the coach driver hauling back his whip for another strike.

The second blow was off the mark, though. The whip laid open the side of the horse’s face, narrowly missing the poor creature’s eye. Surprised by the sudden agony as well as another flash of lightning and a peal of thunder, the horse bolted to the right, aiming straight at the corner of the bridge.

Almost too late, the horse on the other side muscled its companion back toward the bridge. Both horses shoved Matt’s mount aside, but they failed to bring the coach back properly.

The vehicle’s right front wheel missed the flat bridge entirely. Caught, the coach jerked to a stop, causing both horses to rear violently and nearly fall.

Matt wheeled his own horse around, bringing it to a stop on the other side of the short bridge. Leaning precariously, the coach gave up the losing battle against gravity and fell into the dank water of the marshland.

With a horrendous oath, the driver tumbled from the seat. He fell into the muck face-first.

Moving instantly, Matt grabbed the rifle from the scabbard again and swung down from his horse. He looped the reins around a nearby bush and walked toward the driver.

Lightning blazed again as the man raised himself from the muck and extended a hand in front of him. For a moment Matt didn’t know he’d been shot. The lightning and thunder masked the muzzle flash and the detonation of gunpowder. He thought the burning pain in his right shoulder had been inflicted by the whip. He staggered, though, and that warned him.

The driver’s second shot came only a second later, while he still lay in the marshland. The second bullet missed Matt’s head by inches.

Pulling the rifle to his shoulder, aiming by instinct and training, Matt fired. The rifle kicked painfully into his wounded arm.

Sparks flared to brief life as the pistol leaped from the driver’s hand and dropped somewhere in the muck.

Matt levered another round into the breech and kept walking toward the driver. Without hesitation he entered the dank water. He would not turn away from the man.

“My ’and!” the driver squalled in fear and pain. “You’ve gone an’ ruined my ’and!”

The coach lay in the water behind the man. One of the lights was immersed, but the other burned steadily on the vehicle’s side. The light was enough to show the man’s mangled hand bleeding profusely. The round had taken off two or more fingers.

The grisly sight nearly unnerved Matt. He’d seen worse wounds, but he’d never gotten used to them. Hitting the man’s hand and knocking the pistol away had been luck. He’d aimed at the man’s arm, intending to disable him. Still, all he had to do was remember his father’s horrible death to tighten his resolve.

“If you have any more surprises,” Matt threatened as he continued walking, “another pistol—or even a knife—I give you my word that I’ll put a bullet between your eyes and leave you for the swamp rats.”

“Don’t!” the man pleaded. He came to his knees, water up to his waist, and held his injured hand to his chest. “Don’t kill me! I ain’t done nothin’ to deserve killin’ over!”

Matt kept the rifle pointed at the center of the driver’s chest. “Lucius Creighdor,” Matt said in a cold voice.

The man looked at Matt and did his best to appear confused. “I don’ know what you’re talkin’ about. ’Onest, I don’t.”

“You’re transporting a package for Creighdor,” Matt said. Creighdor was constantly shipping things into and out of London.

“I’m ’aulin’ cargo,” the man agreed. “Don’t know no one named Creighdor.” The man’s eyelids fluttered.

“You’re lying,” Matt said. “You were seen taking a package from one of his people.”

The man hiccuped his fear. He tried to speak twice and couldn’t.

Matt waited. Silence was often more threatening.

Shaking his head, his voice breaking, the driver spoke in a hoarse voice. “Creighdor will kill me!”

“What do you think I will do?”

The man shook his head and mewled. Knowing he was the cause of the man’s fear sickened Matt.

“I want the package,” Matt said. Cold from the marsh water ate through his knee-high riding boots and penetrated his bones. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You ruined my ’and,” the man accused. “I ain’t never gonna be the same.”

For an instant, uncertainty brushed Matt, as chill and insistent as the water and the fog surrounding them. What right did he have to pursue his mission of vengeance as far as he had?

Then he hardened his heart. His father had fought the battle for seven long years, since Creighdor or Scanlon or both had murdered Matt’s mother. If anyone had a right, he did.

“The package,” Matt repeated.

After only a brief hesitation, the driver said, “It’s up under the seat, it is. I’ve got an ’idey-’ole there. For important stuff.”

And for contraband, Matt told himself. Keeping the rifle pointed at the man, he crossed to the overturned coach and reached up under the driver’s seat to find the hidden area. He took a small knife from his boot top and cut the leather hinges. The front fell open. A small box was nestled inside.

Mesmerized, knowing that he was about to put his hands on another of Creighdor’s secrets, Matt reached in for the package. Movement at the edge of his vision warned him that the driver was up to something.

Snapping his head around, Matt watched as the driver shook a small revolver from inside his left sleeve. He brought the weapon level with unbelievable speed. A madman’s smile twisted his lower face.


Chapter 2

Matt tried to bring his rifle to bear, but there wasn’t enough time. The man’s revolver spat flame and a bullet dug wooden splinters from the coach next to Matt’s ear.

Then the driver’s head snapped back as a neat round hole formed in the center of his forehead. He went stiff-legged and fell backward into the water.

Horses’ hooves slapped the wet ground to Matt’s right, coming back along the road from Hackney and London. He stayed close to the coach and peered down the road. It was possible that Creighdor had sent men to kill him and the driver. The driver could have been a casualty of his own mates.

Two figures on horseback appeared under a blaze of lightning. As they neared the overturned coach, the warm flames of the surviving lantern brought them out of the darkness a little more.

“Matt!” a voice called.

“Paul?” Matt relaxed, but only a little, as he recognized his friend’s voice. Paul Chadwick-Standish was a friend since childhood, one of only two who had stayed true after Lady Brockton’s mysterious murder and Lord Brockton’s apparent madness had settled in.

Even in wet traveling clothes, Paul was elegant. He was lean as a rapier and had blazing red hair that looked burnished in the lantern light. He carried a rifle in his hand.

“It’s me,” Paul said. He gazed at the dead man, obviously not happy with what he saw.

“An’ me,” another male voice called.

Gabriel was another friend, but only of the past few years, when Matt’s loneliness had driven him to despair and he’d sought solace in London’s streets at night. Gabriel was also an accomplished thief with a horde of young homeless and near-to-homeless boys who worked with him. He had a thick shock of shoulder-length black hair he kept pulled back, and depthless black eyes. He was shorter than Paul, being only a few inches over five feet, but looked more wiry.

“Are you all right?” Paul asked as he pulled his horse to a stop on the bridge.

“Yes. Was it you who made that shot?” Matt noticed that Gabriel wasn’t carrying a rifle, and the distance had surely been too far for a pistol.

“Yes.” Paul glanced at the dead man floating in the dark water and looked pained.

“’E very nearly ’ad you,” Gabriel announced. “’E ’ad you dead in ’is sights, ’e did. Why, if’n Paul ’adn’t made such a fine shot, like as not you wouldn’t be ’ere, mate.”

Matt waded through the water to reclaim his horse. He pulled himself into the saddle just as Gabriel tossed his reins to Paul and dismounted.

“I wasn’t aware that you knew how to ride, Gabriel,” Matt said.

Gabriel frowned as he walked through the marsh water. “Not something I often lay claim to, an’ not somethin’ I much enjoy. I prefer me own two feet to get me around. Still, I knew I wasn’t gonna be able to keep up with you on me own.” He knelt, keeping his body just out of the water, and began going through the dead man’s pockets.

“You’re robbing him?” Paul asked, incredulously.

“Why not?” Gabriel responded. “It ain’t like we’re rushed at this point, is it?” He dropped the dead man’s coins into his pockets. “An’ I promise, you ain’t gonna get much off of ol’ Fat Willie. ’E wasn’t one to be ’angin’ on to wealth.” A watch disappeared into Gabriel’s pocket. “Always spendin’ it, ’e was.”

“You knew him?” Paid asked.

“I did,” Gabriel admitted. “Wasn’t proud of it, an’ ’e weren’t no friend of mine. Fat Willie, ’e was a bad ’un.” He glanced at Paul. “You ain’t gotta feel bad about doin’ for ’im. Fat Willie, ’e only ’ad one claim to fame.” He stood. “’E killed ’is wife, ’e did. Only the peelers couldn’t prove it.”

“Why couldn’t the police prove it?” Paul asked.

Gabriel looked up and grinned. “’Cause Fat Willie ate ’er.”

Paul grimaced. “That made him famous? The fact that he got away with murdering his poor wife?”

“Oh, ’is wife was no saint. She’d murdered people a time or two. It’s just that she was so, so bloomin’ fat.” Gabriel held his arms out to demonstrate enormous girth. “’E ate all of ’er. That’s what made ’im famous.”

“That’s a positively horrid story,” Paul commented.

“An’ all of it true.” Gabriel held up a hand. “My ’and to God. That’s why you shouldn’t feel bad about pottin’ ’im.”

“I won’t,” Paul promised earnestly.

Matt rode his horse over to the coach team, slipping off their harnesses so they could run free.

“You’re injured,” Paul said, riding over to him. “I saw blood.” He caught the bridle of Matt’s horse and turned the animal around so the lantern light fell across Matt’s wounded arm. Blood gleamed in threads that ran down Matt’s hand, only slightly crimson in the rain and the darkness.

“I’ll live,” Matt replied. He pulled out the package he’d gotten from the coach’s hiding place. “I’ve got Creighdor’s delivery.”

Plain brown paper covered the square object. He pulled at the paper but found that the covering, even though wet, didn’t easily yield its secrets.

“Don’t open it here,” Paul said. “It could be booby-trapped.”

“I hadn’t considered that.” Reluctantly Matt put the package under his woolen coat. He glanced at the dead man floating facedown in the water. “Seems like a lot of trouble to have gone to.”

“Creighdor doesn’t want his secrets known. A booby trap could be designed to destroy the contents rather than the person who intercepted it. Whatever secrets the package holds, it can keep them till we’re back in London.”

By the time they reached the city and stabled the horses with a hostler Gabriel knew, Matt was drenched, chilled to the bone with the cold weather and the fever that had gripped him during the ride. He was also nervous. He’d never been shot before and he didn’t know how badly he was hurt. The wounded shoulder throbbed constantly.

Although it was now almost one o’clock in the morning, London wasn’t yet abed. Lantern lights blazed in several businesses and apartments. Dark gray smudges of smoke from the factory chimneys stood out against the black clouds that filled the sky and blotted out the stars.

They took a hansom cab to the East End. From there Gabriel guided them through a twisted maze of alleyways between businesses and flats. They arrived finally at a basement space that had once housed a leather shop. Matt knew that only from the splintered and faded wooden sign hanging beside the door. During the past few days Gabriel had kept them on the move throughout London’s seamier neighborhoods, never using the same spot twice. Creighdor’s men diligently searched for them and the prize they held.

Gabriel worked his skills with his lock picks and let them inside the shop.

“If you get caught with those lock picks,” Paul pointed out, “it’ll be a short trip to Newgate Prison for you. And likely a sudden drop at the end of a rope.”

In the darkness inside the shop, Gabriel grinned. He doffed his hat and shook the rain from it. “An’ which would you ’ave me more worried about? Bobbies I been gettin’ away from all me life? Or the likes of Creighdor an’ ’is lackeys?”

“If you’re caught with us,” Paul said, “we could get locked up as well.”

“Trust me,” Gabriel said, “no one will ever find ’em. Stay ’ere. I’ll fetch a light for us.”

Matt stood and felt the rain dripping around him. The room had a musty smell that spoke of months of being closed up. No one had been there in a long time. Gabriel’s knowledge of what places were available continually amazed him.

The thief made his way through the darkness as surely as a bat. Metal clanked and a lucifer fired. He touched the match to a candlewick, catching it aflame, then dropping the glass back into place. Dim orange light belled out from the candle but didn’t quite touch the stained walls.

Paul glanced around the shop’s empty shelves and looked clearly unhappy. Pieces of cast-off leather littered the dirty floor. “This filth is hardly the place to bring Matt when he’s wounded.”

Gabriel took no offense. “It’s the best we got. Beggars can’t be choosers.” He pulled out a chair and tapped it. “Sit ’ere, Matt. Let’s ’ave a look at your arm.”

Feeling weak and a little sick, the fever drumming between his temples, Matt sat. Gabriel helped him undress, stripping him to the waist.

“Lucky,” Gabriel commented, poking at his shoulder. “The ball went clean through.”

Flinching from the pain, Matt said, “Luck would have meant I’d not been hit at all.”

“Well now, there’s different degrees of luck, ain’t there?”

“The wound will have to be cleaned,” Paul said. “There could be all manner of infectious material inside.” He fingered the torn edges of Matt’s shirt “Some of the cloth from his shirt or his coat could be in there. That could be enough to cause corruption to set in.”

Matt studied the hole in his shoulder. The exit wound was nearly twice the size of the entry wound. The hole was bruised and black. Surely nothing remained inside. But the thought was a sobering one. A number of sailors and dockworkers had missing limbs due to gangrenous infections from wounds poorly tended.

“I could patch ’im up right enough,” Gabriel stated, “but I ain’t no proper doctor, I ain’t. Don’t feel comfortable going in after whatever might be in there. I could ’urt ’im just as much as I could ’elp ’im.” Worry creased his narrow face.

“I can’t do it,” Paul said. “He needs a physician.”

“Going to a physician is out of the question,” Matt said. “There would be too many questions, and we don’t know how many resources Creighdor has.”

“We’ll need Mr. Chaudhary’s assistance in this.” Paul looked at Gabriel. Narada Chaudhary was a Hindu antiquities dealer who had crossed paths with Creighdor in the past and was now part of Matt’s undeclared army striving to bring the man down. “Can you send one of your lads around to fetch him?”

Gabriel nodded and stepped outside. “I’ll be back soon as I can.” He closed the door afterward.

Ignoring the jabbing pain in his shoulder and the fiery ache in his head, Matt put the package on the nearby workbench. He slipped the knife from his boot top and slid the blade under the brown paper, angling it to slice the twine wrapped round the package. Before he knew it, he was holding his breath.

Behind the glass, the candle flame flickered.

Surprisingly, Matt’s hands remained steady. He cut through the twine and teased the paper open with the knife blade. A patch of lacquered cherrywood showed through.

When the paper was peeled away, the object stood revealed. The box was a perfect cube, perhaps five inches across in all three directions, and showed signs of age. Old scars marred the red finish.

Beeswax held a Z-shaped brass bar on one face. A slot in another face looked rather like a keyhole.

Paul stepped closer, still wary of the box. His voice was thick with disgust. “Do you know what it is?”

“No.”

“It’s a child’s jack-in-the-box.”

Matt tapped the box with the knife blade. “Perhaps.” But he knew it could be something much worse. He turned the box over and used the blade to pry at the lid. The wood splintered. Knowing he was only going to break the box, he prized the key from the beeswax, then fitted it into the keyhole. He turned the lever, listening to gears ratcheting inside as the spring inside grew tighter and tighter.

Without warning the top opened and a garish figure sprang out. Even though he’d been prepared for the explosion of movement, Matt nearly dropped the thing.

Paul cursed.

It was a clown. At least, the description fit the nominal requirements for being a clown. It had a jester’s cap, bushy hair, and a painted face.

But instead of a smile or a sad look, the clown bore a look of total malice. The white face powder was the jaundiced color of old bone. Inverted black triangles covered the eyes and made the raptor’s beak of a nose stand out even more prominently. The rouged lips drew back in a wolfish snarl, baring pointed shark’s teeth that didn’t quite meet. In both hands the clown gripped wicked knives that bounced and stabbed the air.

Then a voice that sounded at once cultured and totally mad came out of the box. “Stay away, Matthew Hunter! Stay away or you shall surely die!”


Chapter 3

Creighdor’s mockin’ us, ’e is. Tryin’ to show us ’ow much smarter ’e is than we are.”

Matt couldn’t disagree with Gabriel’s assessment of the night’s events. He stared at the wicked jack-in-the-box on the table. The figure leaned over, looking like a puppet with most of its strings cut.

“Creighdor is warning you,” Narada Chaudhary said in his quiet voice. He sat on a stool at Matt’s side while tending to the gunshot wound in Matt’s shoulder.

In his early fifties, Chaudhary stood a little over five and a half feet tall. His dark complexion and graying black hair and beard spoke of his origins in India. He had left his native country some years ago and brought his family to London to operate a small import/export shop specializing in antiquities. He wore shopkeeper’s clothing, complete with a leather apron stained with Matt’s blood.

“Warning us?” Paul challenged. “That driver would have killed Matt. He tried. And he very nearly succeeded.”

“I do not think that was Creighdor’s intent,” Chaudhary said. “He planned for you to find the package. If the driver had killed Matt, I should think Creighdor would have been very vexed.”

“Why?” Paul demanded. “Given the circumstances, I would be more inclined to believe that Creighdor would want Matt dead.”

“Creighdor doesn’t yet have Lord Brockton’s missing book.”

A brief image of the book about Creighdor that his father had shown him—painstakingly compiled by Lord Brockton over the years—flashed through Matt’s mind. He had barely looked at the book, barely heard some of the stories his father had to tell, before one of the mysterious animated gargoyles under the control of Creighdor and his minions arrived and killed Roger Hunter.

Sometimes, when Matt was all alone and the nervous energy that filled him quieted, he could almost remember the drawings and pictures that had been in that book. Unfortunately, his memories were all of his father’s portraits of his mother. That book had been lost in the fire that had consumed the apartment building where Roger Hunter had been murdered.

“We don’t know if there is another book,” Matt said. But the strange key his father had left for him, now hanging around his neck, reminded him that something was hidden. And it had let him know that Lord Brockton had been more attentive to secrets than Matt had believed. His father had always told him that the only way two men could keep a secret was if one of them was dead.

After finding out about the first book, Gabriel had deduced that Lord Brockton had kept a second book, as so many businessmen did. That had yet to be proven, though.

And even if it does exist, Matt thought tiredly, it’s probably lost forever.

“Creighdor came to you looking for the book in Mayfair,” Chaudhary reminded.

That encounter would have cost Paul’s life if Creighdor had had his way. Paul’s hand leaped to his neck, absently stroking the small pink scar there.

“Creighdor could be wrong as well.” But Matt remembered how certain Creighdor had been that the book existed. The man might not have looked fearful about the possibility, but he had been concerned enough to send men after Paul and Matt.

“Yes.” Chaudhary reached into the small medical kit he’d brought with him. “If Creighdor chooses to believe the book does not exist, I think things will go very differently for all of us. You are still new to this fight against Creighdor. You have much to learn about his predatory nature.”

Matt silently accepted that. Narada Chaudhary had encountered Lucius Creighdor back in his country years ago. That seemed impossible given Creighdor’s apparent youthful appearance, that of a man in his mid-twenties, but Chaudhary insisted Creighdor was the man who had taken his brother’s life more than a dozen years ago. An investigation into Egyptian imports had brought Roger Hunter to Chaudhary’s shop months ago. Lord Brockton had brought Creighdor’s presence to Chaudhary’s attention, and Chaudhary had given Lord Brockton information about his foe.

Following up on the information he’d ferreted out after his father’s death, Matt had tracked his father’s trail back to the mysterious mummy that Creighdor had been after.

In the end, after discovering what Creighdor had done, Matt and his friends had stolen aboard a ketch to examine the mummy. While aboard Saucy Lass, Matt had seen the mummy’s eyes glow and project moving pictures of ancient Egypt. The moving pictures beamed from the mummy’s head were among a growing list of Creighdor’s secrets that Matt had yet to fathom.
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