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				For Mega

				Who believed.

				And in memory of Eddie

				September 27, 2005 – August 11, 2007

				This waltz is for you.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				September 2, 1827

				 

				Mitchell Boarding House

				Edinburgh, Scotland

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				I hope that this letter finds you and your esteemed father well. You must forgive me for my tardiness in writing, but I am sure you are aware of the intricacies involved in accepting a new post. My journey here was fraught with great anxiety, and I hesitate to trouble you with the details, all of which have thankfully been sorted now. I will start by saying, however, that it is with great pleasure that I sit to write you. Your acquiescence in receiving my letters has been assuredly the high point of this stressful venture and I hope that my delay in writing has not succeeded in changing your mind. If so, then please accept my sincerest apologies, and let me start again.

				I am of two minds of how to begin this. I know that there is much you do not know of me, and even though I spent several months working alongside your father, I am very much aware that our instances of meeting were few and far between. A few dinners. One walk. A luncheon. Pleasant times, all, but not constant enough, I am afraid, for you to know much about me.

				There is much I do not know of you, and certainly the traits and quirks described by your father were interesting and intriguing. (I hope you can forgive my natural curiosity. I mean no disrespect.) A father’s perception of a daughter, even at its most pleasant, which I assure you was the case here, is still not a complete description of character and personality. I wish to know about you. From you.

				I can assume that what you have heard of me has been filtered through the opinion of a man speaking of his assistant. I hope what your father has said is good, but at best, it can be no more descriptive than “Mr. Purefoy is a good, steady worker. He is punctual.”

				Hardly the stuff for conversation, especially with a lady. So, I thought I might begin by explaining a little about myself. I have hopes that you shall feel comfortable enough with these letters to tell me more about you. Your thoughts. Your interests. Episodes from your daily life. I shall endeavor to do the same, if you are agreeable.

				I also thought that perhaps I should begin by describing my current surroundings and daily life. Your father mentioned to me that you had never been to Edinburgh, so you might wish for a travel description. I am more than happy to describe it, should you desire to know it at all. You might want to know about the men with whom I work. Your father spoke of your shared interest in science and medicine, of your very noble interests in literature. I could speak of these things as well.

				I have always possessed a deep and abiding love of all things scientific, and to discover a lady who shares such passions is a wonderful thought. Do your passions center upon the incredible discoveries that science can provide, or are you more interested in perfecting and mastering what has already been achieved? Is it a blending of the two studies? That is what I claim, a deep love and excitement for what could be created, while also maintaining an awareness of what has been proven possible. But will I offend you by assuming that your specific interests are the same?

				And so, you can see my dilemma. My puzzle. I am already tardy in my promised letter, and am at a complete loss as to which conversational path you might prefer. I hesitate to select either the more personal or the more descriptive, fearing that I have already irritated you enough by my tardiness. Sending you a letter now, full of offensive description or offensive chatter, hardly helps me achieve your high esteem. Until I hear from you, and I truly hope I do shortly, then I cannot know if my conversational course is acceptable.

				And so, I have selected to do a blending of the two. Personal and descriptive of my surroundings.

				My name is Alistair Charles Purefoy, and as you know, I serve as assistant to physicians. I am five and twenty. My interests are in the field of science, in discovering medicinal cures and advances. I am the youngest son of a butcher, whose shop is based in London. My two brothers have gone into the family business, as I was expected to. My passions lie elsewhere, however, and I was allowed by an indulgent father to pursue my interests in science and medicine.

				You must forgive me for speaking crassly when I tell you that the butchery is an extremely profitable and successful business. Should I return to London, my share in it is considerable, which seemed to please your father greatly. I hope that it pleases you as well, to know that I do have prospects. My interest in science will hopefully become successful work, but you must know that I am not a man without means.

				My father and brothers used their connections to secure my passage across the demilitarized zone that separates the boundary between Scotland and England. “Why Scotland?” you might ask. I can fill pages with reasons why I would risk my life at such a dangerous crossing. Certainly, there are valuable men of science to be apprenticed to within London proper, or even beyond the city confines. At first, I did consider these as options, as certainly did my father.

				I shall not bore you with the long-winded explanations of why I chose such a dangerous passage. I knew full well that should I be discovered in the Crossing, I would be shot as a traitor. Mostly, I found it an exciting concept. The lure of danger. The promise of practicing science in a land without the choking constrictions imposed by the English king. I wanted to learn science, and the more daring and therefore more interesting men to learn from are in the North.

				As I have said, my interests lie in the fantastic. I am unafraid of the difficult work necessary for any innovation, and I certainly enjoy learning every nuance of discoveries already made. Of the two thoughts, I am a very definite blend. Hard work and past success are necessary to achieve great advances, and I am certainly committed to much toil and strain. The results of such labor tend, at least for me, to border on the fantastic. My mind is often filled with such things, such incredible concepts . . . a machine of perpetual motion, a device that could, at least in theory, capture and power itself, endless rotation after rotation. The possibilities of creating such a thing could change the very fabric of life as we know it. Or consider a Steambox, even more mysterious. Who knows what advances could be made should such alleged power be harnessed? How I love to contemplate the thrill of the learned men of our past when they made their momentous discoveries. Archimedes with his illustrious screw or Leonardo in his infinite greatness!

				If these things are to be done, if they are possible in our time, then one must go North to take part!

				My posting alongside your father was my third posting in such an assisting capacity. All of my assignments received favorable reviews. I have impeccable references, for which your father can vouch. At each posting, I was requested to stay on for the next assignment, but I have always considered myself to have “gypsy feet.” I like the newness of a place. I like the adventure of learning a new city or town. I like making new acquaintances, and learning what advances these great men of science and medicine are making.

				The only posting that I have wished to stay on longer was with your father, but since he was retiring from the medical profession, then staying was not an option. Leaving Inverness was the first time my “gypsy feet” have been loathe to move. I have come to enjoy the solitude of the Highlands. I like the rugged beauty. The warm hospitality. I even do not mind the cold, blistering though it has been. Cold air sharpens wits, and braces the humors. All good things, in my consideration.

				I held out hope that perhaps your father would decide otherwise, would not retire, and would accept a new assignment. When he did not, my hopes were dashed.

				I had hoped to see you one more time before I left, and was disappointed that I did not. I was, however, heartened by the packed luncheon, and you must forgive me for imagining that it was you that oversaw its preparation. Foolish imaginings, possibly, but they kept me occupied during the short coach trip to the Inverness Air Station.

				And so I began my journey to my new posting. I am to serve as physician’s assistant to one Dr. Ian Hyde at the Edinburgh Operating Theatre and in his private practice as well.

				I suppose I do have to include some of the travel details, stressful as they are, if this is to be a true accounting of my daily life. I will endeavor to be brief. The coach journey, taking me from you, was dismally over-packed. It was with intense relief that I was deposited at the Air Station, although you must know that I was already suffering from an intense bout of foreboding.

				I have never had much luck while flying. Heights have never been a pleasure, but the arrangements had been made for me. Not by me. Rationally, I was aware that travel South was best conducted via air. It is quicker and less dangerous, avoiding the usual threat of highwaymen and such. Edinburgh required me to report to my duties swiftly, and the airship was necessary.

				I knew this, and yet it did little to cheer me. There was also an unfortunate confusion with regard to my trunks, which required an angry argument with a fellow passenger, who mistakenly believed my belongings were his own. It was not until I opened the trunk, displaying my surgical knives and sundries, that he was satisfied that I was not, in fact, absconding with his things.

				Hardly a good beginning. I only wish the rest of the tale brightened.

				I found myself, dusty and already exhausted by cramped travel, standing on the platform at the Inverness Air Station. I took your father’s advice and personally watched as my two trunks were loaded into the cargo bay. After the troubles I had already encountered, I was not willing for one of the roughened dockhands to negligently forget my luggage, as your father warned they are wont to do.

				Once that was settled, I boarded. The Edinburgh Doctoral Council was kind enough to reserve me a seat, which would make the travel far more comfortable than I originally anticipated. I had feared that they would not do so, that my ticket would be Standing Room, which meant that at best, I might be able to procure a bit of space for myself on deck.

				As it was, I found myself ushered to a small, narrow wooden seat with a bit of room for my carpetbag to be stowed at my feet. A wonderful and much appreciated surprise. I possessed a Middle Grade ticket, which provided the seat and the option to purchase drink and food from a passing cart. The Lower ticket allowed passage, but without a seat and without dining options. The Upper ticket, the luxurious one, gave access to a private dining room with settees and comfortable, padded chairs, all arranged in front of the picture windows.

				I am to assume that you are unfamiliar with the confines and construction of airships. Forgive me for being editorial in my descriptions. It is impossible for me to describe it properly, I fear, since mine own opinions on such modes of travel are inexplicably entwined with any descriptions. I realize that most people prefer the luxury and convenience of such travel, but I am of the firmest opinion that the true pleasures of traveling involve the journey itself. And for me, journey by air will never be as great as the necessary time saved.

				But, for your edification, I will briefly describe the airship. Two teak decks, an upper and lower, joined by a cascading staircase. These are usually crowded with the Lower traveling tickets, the Standing Room, except for the sections that are cordoned off by the Air Crew, for necessary walkways and such. There is a central cabin, large and cavernous, which is ensconced beneath the overhead zeppelin balloon. This is divided into the Middle Class seats, with a large part designated as the separate Upper Class dining and seating area. There is a bridge and crew space. And of course, cargo for all the luggage.

				The seats around me were crowded, but with a nice enough cluster of travelers. The conversation was a low murmur, and very few were interested in the business of others. Unhappily, my seat was next to a small porthole window, which was likely a luxury selected by the Council. But for me, any glimpse of the land and sky outside was going to prove miserable.

				I contented myself with thoughts, as I have said before, that the exquisitely packed luncheon was your arrangement. The marmalade was especially appreciated, and made me remember how good it always was at your father’s table.

				The steam whistle announced our departure. I could hear the hiss and sizzle of gas as it was released into the zeppelin. Liftoff was as horrible as I had expected, and I felt a keen sense of sadness and regret to be leaving the Highlands. My foolish desire to attempt to view your cottage, too far in the distance to be possible, resulted in severe dizziness and quite an awful headache. The bottle of barley water, thoughtfully sent, was much appreciated and helpful.

				Once I was able, I busied myself in acquainting myself with the information regarding my new posting. That information was scarce, which ignited my curiosity regarding the mysterious Dr. Hyde. Normally, when assigned, I am provided an extensive dossier as to whom I shall be working alongside. Not so this time, although I did not find it too surprising, considering that this assignment has been strange from the moment I decided upon it.

				The original bulletin announcing the posting was odd enough. In my previous assignments, the details and expectations of the assistant were outlined in the original hiring query, as well as a complete description of the presiding physician. This was different, and part of what drew my attention to it in the first place was the shocking lack of information presented.

				The bulletin simply read that the Edinburgh Doctoral Council requested a physician’s assistant who was “a man with strong constitution who is willing to involve himself in the pursuit of science in its most basic form.”

				I found it intriguing, this concept of basic form. What was intended? Implied? Still, it was with a lackluster enthusiasm that I sent off my application. Edinburgh is a lifetime away from the Highlands, and I was still under the false hope that your father might reconsider his retirement.

				You can imagine my shock to find myself hired. A representative from the Council visited Inverness and we spoke briefly. All the arrangements were made. Salary set, and if I might be crass once again, let me assure you that this salary is one that you and your father would find extremely pleasing, should my financial situation be of any interest to you. They secured me a room in a boarding house, so that I would not have to trouble myself with such detail upon arriving. I was to be working alongside Mr. Ian Hyde, although they refused to answer even my most basic questions about the doctor.

				Fascinating. I found my thoughts occupied on that long, arduous flight to Edinburgh with little other than the supreme lack of knowledge I had been awarded. So strange, really. I had no idea of what particular type of science we would be studying, or what my assignment would be. Would it be mere learning of the past? I dared not hope for more, for the possibility of discovering that which I most longed for. Thoughts of the drawings from the great masters of science of possible machines filled my mind, sketches of Steamboxes and such like, perplexities of perpetual motion. And with no details of my superior, it made for hours’ worth of worrying and speculation on what was to come.

				Frankly, I was pleased to have something to ponder, considering the journey South was far longer than I would have wished. The airship makes several stops along the way, at various stations, and I was grateful that there was abundant time to step out on the platforms and catch a few fresh breaths of cold air. The wooden seat becomes far less comfortable as the hours progress, and the surrounding company turns far less agreeable. The headache caused my eyes to ache, which made any further reading impossible.

				Forgive me for complaining, but as I have said, my opinions on this mode of travel make it impossible to report such details without bias.

				We flew through the night. Through the steady rain. I suppose some consider the zeppelin as a grand gliding through the air, but from what I could observe, none of the travelers sitting close to me possessed this sentiment. With each passing hour, the discomfort was more pronounced, and it was with great, communal relief that the captain announced that we were finally approaching Edinburgh.

				In anticipation of the heavy crowd disembarking, I decided it best to vacate my seat before landing. I managed to procure myself a nice positioning alongside one of the lower railings. The rain had lessened to a light drizzle, and I had possession of my warmest cloak, so the wind was not a bother. Dawn was creeping across the sky as we approached, and I must say, for all of my troubles and ill health, the sight of Edinburgh in the early morning sunlight was truly something to witness.

				You must forgive me for being poetic when I describe the outline of the city in the cold grey mists of dawn. The sun was just rising, providing ample light to see the majestic castle perched high upon its lofty hilltop. There was a glow of gas lamps as we drifted above the tight mazes of streets. I clutched the rain-dampened railing and stared at the grey facades of buildings, clustered so closely together that it was difficult to decide where first one left off and the other began. I enjoyed the higgledy-piggledy of it. The way it stretched out around the base of the castle. The funiculars, wheezing their way up the sharp inclines. The thick steam and coal smoke that made the air thick and cloying. I could see the endless processions of carriages and horses. I could see people, already on their busy ways, wrapped tightly in coats and shawls.

				Again, forgive me for my pathetic poetry, but at that moment, staring at the medieval splendor that is Edinburgh, I felt as if I were witnessing life as it happened. The larger picture, looking down upon it all, just like angels must from Heaven. There was a frenzy of activity, even at dawn. From my bird’s-eye view, I felt as if I could see it all, and with the mountains as backdrop, it was as if I were bearing witness to a very expensive stage production.

				I managed to disembark with barely a fuss. My trunks were loaded onto a waiting carriage, and I was met by a junior official from the Doctoral Council. He informed me that I was to make myself comfortable in the city for a few days, and my initial orientation and meeting with Dr. Hyde would take place once I was settled. The official would take me to my boarding house, and he encouraged me to acquaint myself with my new surroundings before thinking of work.

				Again, odd. This was not the sort of welcome to which I am accustomed. I can usually expect my first hours at a new posting to be spent alongside the doctor I am to assist. Your father and I met immediately upon my arrival in Inverness, and I remember quite clearly that first dinner. So, to be delayed like this was both strange and fascinating, but the young official assured me that the Council wished for me to be as rested as possible before assuming my duties.

				The traffic was immense, and the official was loathe to answer many of my questions with regard to Dr. Hyde. I must confess to you, Miss Campbell, that his reticence only increased my curiosity about the man. His answers to any of my questions were met with an admirable evasion, and he politely turned the conversation to talks of my airship journey and suchlike.

				The incline of street was a marvel to me, and I found myself tightly gripping the top of my cane as our carriage went forth at an impossible angle. It seemed as if we were traveling up the mountainside itself, with only a very narrow road cut into the rock, without any gradual leveling. On each side were the tightly wedged buildings I had earlier so admired, and I contented myself with looking at the various businesses and shops as we passed.

				My headache returned with the terrific and terrible swaying of the carriage. Due to the perilous nature of the road, there were several times when the carriage felt suspended in air as we went up a particularly steep incline.

				The official informed me that we were in the older section of town, the Auld Toon, and that was where my lodgings had been procured. Our carriage finally stopped before a small narrow between two stone buildings. As I alighted, I could see the beginnings of impossibly steep steps that appeared to disappear off the mountainside entirely. A glance above, at the narrow’s apex, showed that this was, in fact, a pedestrian set of steps, complete with a small brass sign for a street address. Warriston’s Close.

				I liked it immediately.

				There was a fishmonger, whose doors opened onto the steps. A family who had made saws since the beginning of time. A hatter. Several other businesses as well, but I scarcely had time to investigate before my trunks were unloaded and I was being ushered down the steps myself.

				Impossibly steep, and undoubtedly dangerous, given that the rain kept the stone permanently slicked. As I descended, it was as if I were stepping into another world. The gaslights flickered in their sconces, secured against various doorways as I passed. There were windows that looked down at me. The main street, the one on which my carriage still lingered, was scarcely visible as I traversed down and down. The longer I walked, the more it seemed the rest of the city disappeared. All I knew was the teeming reality of this street, this close. This place that for the next few months would be my home.

				The close was alive with activity. Shopkeepers calling out to each other. People moving up and down the narrow staircase. It was so crowded in fact that I had great concern over my trunks being carried by carriage footmen, but they traversed both the pedestrians and incredible angles with a dexterity that I envied.

				The deeper we walked, the more amazed I became. On several occasions, there were visible offshoots from this central staircase. I afforded a few quick glances down them as I passed by, and was startled to see that they were independent closes on their own, all with their own cloying buildings, shops, and dwellings. Laundry lines were stretched out overhead, cutting off even more of the air and light. The noise of the inhabitants was greater now, and I came to understand that this strange avenue was, in fact, a city unto itself. It would be incredibly easy to get lost among the various winding ways, and I shudder to think of someone possessing your delicate constitution ever witnessing such an archaic sort of life as what I was seeing.

				This life would be best described as claustrophobic, and indeed, I immediately missed the clean, open spaces of your beloved Highlands. The buildings are too close to allow much clean air, if such was available, but Edinburgh itself is full of coal smoke. I am beginning to fear that clean air is something that does not exist here, in this bustling, crazed city.

				I suppose I will grow accustomed to such cramped living, but it was not then a pleasant thought. I forced myself to be cheerful as we pulled even with the boarding house. There were no signs indicating that this building was any different from the others flanking it, but I was assured by the official that this was, indeed, the proper locale.

				Mr. Mitchell runs the place, with his wife, who is of such dour expression that I at first dreaded the inevitable introductions. She turned out to be more pleasant than first expected, ushering me swiftly away from the teeming steps, and into the foyer of the boarding house proper.

				I tremble at my use of the word foyer, but I am at a loss of how better to describe it. The building was even more cramped on the interior than I had assumed, while standing on the threshold. I stood in a smallish reception room, which had a pitiful fire in the far corner. The furnishings were shabby and ill cared for, a few threadbare chairs and a pathetic settee. But I was pleased and gratified to see that it was indeed clean. A rawboned dog greeted us from its perch on the fireside hearth. My trunks were sent downstairs, and I was offered a glass of surprisingly sweet wine and then an offer of breakfast that I was too tired to accept.

				I was shown into an adjacent dining room, which was filled to near capacity with a rustic table and bench-styled seats. Mrs. Mitchell informed me that all of my meals were included in the boarding price, which was assumed by the Council. She worried and fussed over me with a motherly sense of care that was, unfortunately, annoying for its simpering sympathy. She was increasingly worried over my continued refusal to eat, and when I finally admitted that I was fatigued, I was quickly led into the depths of the boarding house, to what would be my new quarters.

				I do not hesitate to use the word depths. My room is located deeply underground. Below a basement. Reached only by a wide, creaking set of long wooden stairwells, which made me begin to fear that we were headed for the depths of Dante’s Inferno itself. Deeper and deeper we went, past closed doors of, I assume, other boarders. Mrs. Mitchell informed me, with a grating cheeriness, that these were coffin staircases, constructed so that a coffin could easily be carried up and down them without difficulty. This did little to comfort me as we descended.

				Upon rereading this missive, which has turned out far longer than I anticipated, I fear you will be annoyed by my incessant ramblings. I apologize, and have lost track of time entirely, sitting at my small desk in front of the sputtering candle. Speaking to you with the quill moving against the parchment. I found comfort in my Spartan quarters, writing you, and hope that I have not caused offense at such conversational wanderings.

				Please know that I await a response with bated breath. If I might be so bold, the thought of receiving a reply from you, of knowing that you are truly willing to conduct correspondence, thrills me beyond measure. I have, therefore, made arrangements with both the Edinburgh Air Station and the Inverness Air Station to have our letters transported by that method. There is no reliable post at my quarters, and so I have set up an address at the Edinburgh Air Station, in my name.

				Forgive me, but I have also set up an account for a Miss Campbell, Inverness Air Station. The Air Station Attendant has posted a letter to you, notifying you of your personal account and lockbox at the station. I know that you go into town weekly, and if it is acceptable to you, then my letters will be waiting for you there, should you wish to retrieve them. All posting costs will be addressed to my account, so please write whenever you wish. I can only hope that you wish to do so often.

				For now, I will regretfully close. Again, I apologize for the delay but have spent the past few days attempting to acquaint myself with the maze in which I live. I intend to post this on my way to the Council tomorrow morning, and it should reach you the day after.

				Tomorrow, I am to finally meet with Hyde. I must admit that my curiosity is boundless. I have yet to encounter him at all, or scarcely anyone from the Doctoral Council. In all likelihood, I will rush home to my tiny quarters, far below the city streets, and will describe to you what should be a most interesting meeting.

				Regards.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				September 3

				Mitchell Boarding House

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				My curiosity today was centered, as expected, on the mysterious Dr. Ian Hyde.

				It was with excited determination that I set off early this morning, intending to not only have my first meeting with the Doctoral Council but to finally introduce myself to the man I would be working alongside for these next few months. By now, I have achieved a modicum of success navigating the perilous steps that lead me to and fro my underground dwelling. I have become acquainted with the businesses closest to me, and have a rudimentary understanding of which narrow close leads where. A grocer! A bookstore! A coffee stall! All a few dangerous steps from my humble abode. And all necessary to my daily happiness.

				I have made acquaintance with a large number of my fellow boarders, some of whom are more pleasant than others. I find it surprising that so many of us are tenants at the Mitchell house, but the Mitchells are intent on providing themselves more income than comfort of living. That is nowhere more evident than at mealtimes, when there is hardly any meat offered and stale ends of bread. A thin gruel masquerading as soup is the normal offering, at any time of day. Again and again, I find myself reminiscing about the splendor of your father’s table, and the meals I enjoyed during my time at the boarding house in Inverness. But the grocer has been found, so I am of half a mind to start a necessary provision stock in the corner of my tiny room.

				But, as usual, I digress. My morning began pleasantly, with a stop at the coffee stall. Then on to the Air Station, winding my way through the maze of streets and steps with a noble success. I posted your letter with great happiness and trepidation, and instructed the porter to see that it would be included in today’s shipment. He assured me that it would be, and said that the postal ships move with even greater speed than passenger transport.

				I set off then into the Auld Toon proper, making my way to the Edinburgh Operating Theatre. I must admit that my nerves were somewhat frayed, what with traversing the busy, relentless pedestrian traffic that lined the pavements. It was colder this morning than it has been recently, and the rain fell more heavily, making all the grey buildings around me appear dismal and unwelcoming. Still, I am normally of cheerful disposition, and this morning was no different. I knew, without a doubt, that my work would begin, and that knowledge did much to help me ignore the soggy, cold world around me.

				This good mood remained, even when I arrived at the Council offices only to be ushered not to a meeting with Dr. Hyde, as expected, but instead to a meeting with another doctor. Full of curiosity, I made the usual inquiries of the attendant who took my rain-sodden coat and hat, but he too was closed-mouthed when it came to any queries regarding Ian Hyde.

				I was beginning to think the man was a figment of my imagination.

				I was escorted to the very warm and inviting office of Dr. William MacDougal, the head of the Edinburgh Doctoral Council. The office was beautifully appointed, looking down loftily at the bricked streets below. There was a glowing fireplace and sitting area, separate from the doctor’s paper-cluttered desk. I accepted both a seat close to the fire and the offered glass of very fine whisky, which did wonders to warm up my chilled interior. Dr. MacDougal was kind enough to join me before the fire, making it a far less formal meeting than I had at first expected.

				I also did not waste any time in inquiring if I was, indeed, to meet with Hyde. At any point this century?

				The reaction evident in Dr. MacDougal’s expression was as fascinating as the distinct lack of presence of Dr. Hyde. He registered a brief flicker of discomfort. A tight pursing of his lips, as if a thought was distasteful. There was suddenly a wariness, and then, as has been my usual experience, I was subjected to a swift and pointed conversational turn.

				“I do hope that you are finding yourself comfortable in your new city,” MacDougal said as he busied himself with refilling our whisky glasses. “Edinburgh takes some time to get to know. A very fine city, of course, but one that can be unwelcoming.”

				You can hardly blame me, Miss Campbell, but I pressed onward with my line of questioning with regard to Hyde.

				“You cannot expect me to begin my duties as the man’s assistant if I know nothing of him,” I continued. “Surely this transition would be easier if I know a few of his details.”

				MacDougal was equally determined in his conversational path. “You were given information when hired,” he replied calmly. “Surely that is enough.”

				I was a bit at a loss at this point. I had already been impudent enough. MacDougal is the head of the Council, in charge of all the physicians and scientists on staff. As polite as he had been, it seemed hardly conducive to my position here to force an unwanted conversation.

				The irregularities were mind-numbing, and for the first time, I was beginning to doubt this position’s worth.

				Nervous of how best to proceed, I reached into my medical reticule. The dossier I had originally received was tucked within. I pulled it out and opened it, hesitant as to where to start. I made a great show of rustling the pages, which were, primarily, my own notes and questions I had developed during the past few days. All the while, MacDougal sipped his whisky, his sharp eyes watching me steadily.

				I decided to begin cautiously. “Am I truly assigned to Dr. Hyde?” I asked. “Or am I to be working alongside another physician?”

				“You are Hyde’s assistant,” MacDougal replied. “As explained in your hiring.”

				“Ah, yes.” I tapped my finger against the pages. Silence descended upon the office, the lack of sound broken only by the crackle of the fire.

				I will admit a deep frustration with this entire situation. I pride myself on my professionalism, and my dedication to my work. This sort of evasion, this great and strange mystery, seemed both a dire waste of my time and a source of discomfort. I made another attempt at understanding.

				“What I do know of Dr. Hyde, what was explained to me,” I began, making great show of shuffling the papers, “is that he is appointed by the Scottish Crown to conduct scientific experiments, alongside the usual medicinal practices. He has full allowance and license with his methods.” I looked up at MacDougal, waiting for him to correct me. Instead, he nodded sagely.

				“Full allowance and license?” I said again. “So, there is no one to regulate his procedures?”

				“Aye,” MacDougal said, his gaze centered on the depths of his glass. “No one dares.”

				“I have never heard of such a thing,” I said.

				MacDougal barked a laugh. “And you never will, either. Hyde is the only physician in existence who possesses absolute royal authority. He has the Crown’s permission to research anything he wishes to, without waiting for approval. No weekly reports. No repercussions for failures.”

				I was, finally, stunned into silence.

				You must understand, Miss Campbell, this sort of scientific freedom is virtually unheard of. I certainly have never known it before. For all of their professed freedoms of science, the Scottish Crown is extremely rigid when it comes both to the awarding of such assignments and to their procedural conduct. It often takes years for a physician to obtain permission on a specific project.

				The bureaucracy is maddening. There is normally an immense amount of paperwork required, and an even longer waiting period to discover if the assignment has been awarded. Your father and I have often discussed the frustrations involved in such a system. Often, good projects are outdated and useless, only because the response time is so long from the Scientific Offices.

				To put this in ancient terms, if an alchemist desired to turn pieces of lead into gold, in our day and age he would be forced to petition the Crown for permission before he could make the attempt.

				And once awarded, there is paperwork that must be completed on a weekly basis, and submitted to the Office, thereby governing the most minute details on how the physician and his assistant may conduct said experiments. There is a sinister side to this business as well, a reckoning, so to speak, which is kept on file by the Office. These weekly reports cumulate in a record being kept and updated, detailing the success rates of each physician or scientist and his assistant. Failures result in revocation of Crown approval, and a refusal to grant support on any future scientific endeavors. Physicians lose scientific licenses should it come to that. Careers are ruined.

				To work without the impediment of Crown involvement? No lengthy waiting time for approval? No dreaded reports? How could this be possible?

				I was beginning to understand the reticence to discuss Hyde, if this was indeed true. Professional jealousy could be easily understood. How had Hyde managed this?

				The intrigue deepened. As did my curiosity.

				I took a much-needed sip of whisky, my mind whirling with disbelief. “How did he manage this?” I finally asked. “Is he political?”

				“His family is,” MacDougal said with a derisive snort. “They supported the Bonnie Prince in the right way at the right time and ensured that the right people knew. They did very well for themselves during the Napoleonic Wars, and again, ensured that the right people realized their valiant deeds.”

				His bitterness and hatred was palpable, causing a return to the conversational lull. But, by this point, I was simply too engrossed to sit quiet.

				“Is he married?” I asked, deciding that a little personal knowledge of the man might make this investigative task easier.

				MacDougal’s expression darkened. “Who would marry him? What woman mad enough? Desperate enough? Although they do say that he is courting a lady here in town. Sister of some wine merchants. Which is appropriate, considering.”

				I was startled by his rudeness and yet too fascinated to excuse myself. The curiosity was overwhelming, and without hesitation I found myself asking, “Considering what?”

				“Perhaps I should put it this way,” MacDougal said with a disapproving scowl. He slid the whisky bottle across a side table. “If you wish to last longer than three days with Hyde, then I suggest you keep this close at hand.”

				“I have never been much of an imbiber,” I admitted, already regretting what little bit I had sipped. “Politeness only.”

				“I am not discussing your penchant for drink,” MacDougal snapped. “I am discussing Hyde.”

				“Thank God someone is,” I ventured, too frustrated to retain proper manners. “I have begun to believe the man is a figment of my imagination.”

				“Ian Hyde? Oh, he is very, very real. Let me assure you of that, Mr. Purefoy.”

				MacDougal’s laugh was a chortling wheeze, which made me begin to fear for his good health. Although stoutly built, with a portly frame that implied too many years of eating far too well, MacDougal is a man of advanced years. Thick white sideburns frame the wide, thoroughly lined face. And when he laughed, a deep red color effused his visage, making me anticipate collapse.

				“I take it that he enjoys his drink,” I said cautiously, once the laughter had died down enough for me to feel comfortable. “Any in particular?”

				“Where drink is concerned, I do not believe that Hyde is particular.”

				“Oh,” I said. Again, I was horrified by what seemed an immense rudeness. Dr. Hyde is to be my superior, and I was at a loss as to how best to proceed. Was this a mere gossip session? A cruel listing of the man’s faults? And what, pray tell, was my response supposed to be?

				Finally I muttered, “Good to know.”

				“Necessary to know,” MacDougal countered. “You will see in time. The man is a completely different beast once he imbibes a bit.” And then he warned me to ensure that Dr. Hyde imbibed a bit with constant regularity.

				I have come now to the part of this odd conversation that was strangely the most interesting to me, although I suppose it is the least flattering. Keep in mind, I am avowed to keep you abreast of my daily life, and painful and rude as it might be, it will still inform you accurately of what I am experiencing here.

				“You will keep him soused if you know what is good for you, Mr. Purefoy,” MacDougal intoned. “Choice is yours, of course. I still do not believe that any amount of wine, whisky, or liquor will give you longer than three days with the man.”

				Three days. I was beginning to feel as if I were making progress in this twisted puzzle.

				“Tell me the truth,” I said. “Is that the longest an assistant has lasted, working alongside Hyde?”

				“Two days,” MacDougal corrected.

				I could not stop myself from laughing. This was so farcical, so strange. Unfortunately, my laughter made his expression further darken.

				This is where MacDougal became rude.

				“We are only giving you three days, Mr. Purefoy, because we do not think you intelligent enough to realize swiftly the monster to which you have been assigned.”

				He appeared horrified in an instant, the redness returning to his face with great suddenness. He shifted in his chair. He twisted nervously at the top of his cravat. Silence was enveloping.

				Although his rudeness was startling, I simply found it too amusing to give it much credence. There is nothing in my character or expressed in my files of service that implies a lack of intelligence. I suppose my lack of outrage seems odd to you. Certainly if he had so insulted a friend of mine in the same manner, my response would have been different. But as it was, I found his blatant insult a source of delight.

				Nothing had been particularly pleasant thus far, so why begin now?

				And, if I must be honest, his comment made all verbal attacks upon Dr. Hyde dissipate in my mind. Hyde was going to have to be quite the monster to be worse than what I had already experienced. My only task was to try to keep my laughter and good humor to a polite minimum.

				“Well,” I said, once I was sure I could speak without chuckling. “Well. I suppose I should inquire as to why you doubt my intelligence.”

				“I meant no offense, Mr. Purefoy,” MacDougal said quickly.

				I laughed then. “Of course you do, sir. And I am to assume that you are including the other members of the Doctoral Council who refuse to answer my questions about Dr. Hyde. Those are the others who are in current doubt of my intelligence.”

				“Ian Hyde is not favored by his fellow physicians,” MacDougal admitted. “And I am horrified by my statement, Mr. Purefoy. You must accept my apology.”

				I am intelligent enough to understand that I was in conversational control at this point. I smiled, and glanced at my list of questions. They were useless now, and I closed the dossier and returned it to the reticule. But I did realize that he was at my questioning mercy.

				“Allow me to assure myself that I understand this correctly,” I said. “I am hired as Dr. Hyde’s assistant. I have yet to meet him. No one will answer even my most basic queries about him, or what my work here will entail. My own intelligence is questioned by accepting this posting, although it was advertised. I am to serve Hyde a constant dose of whisky, and his former assistant lasted only a mere two days.”

				“His last five assistants,” MacDougal corrected. “Collectively they lasted, at most, two days. I mean no personal offense, sir. No man could stomach a post assigned with Hyde for long. If it is any comfort we believe you will take three days to resign, which is longer than the rest.”

				I laughed again. “Well, that is a comfort. I believe he and I will get along quite well indeed.”

				MacDougal opened his mouth, poised to respond, but we were interrupted by a swift opening of the office door. I would like to say that I was disappointed, but this meeting was proving unhelpful. I was of half a mind to refuse the posting entirely, and was debating the merits of remaining in what felt a hostile environment.

				All such thoughts died away as the junior official, the one who had fetched me from the Air Station, burst into the room. My curiosity returned tenfold. I was still undecided if this was, in fact, a lunatic asylum. Such theatrics and subterfuge certainly pointed in that direction.

				The official (and I apologize; I have completely forgotten his name, although he was just as nervous and unsure of himself as he had been during my escort to the Mitchell House) stood just across the threshold. He was breathless, exerted from a recent sprint. His eyes were as wide as saucers, as if he had just witnessed the paranormal repercussions of an unwanted séance.

				“Dr. MacDougal!” the man cried. “Come quick! It is Hyde! He is in the Operating Theatre!”

				I nearly crowed with triumph. At last, the elusive Hyde! I was beginning to feel I was reacquainted with a long-missing friend. Certainly, my mysteries were rapidly resolving themselves. Hyde was in the Theatre. All was right with the world.

				My companions, however, felt differently.

				“Hyde!” MacDougal echoed. “I thought he was not to be here until three.”

				“He is here, sir,” the official confirmed.

				“Horrendous.”

				“Well,” I said, unwilling to spend a moment longer with either of them. I rose to my feet and picked up the medical reticule. “I suppose it would be best for me to retrieve my answers from the man himself. I might not be intelligent enough to understand the answers, but I am his hired assistant. Reporting for duty.”

				“You had best take the bottle,” MacDougal intoned. I glanced at the assistant, and was dismayed that he nodded his agreement.

				What sort of place was this? What a complete lack of respect!

				“Fine,” I said simply, tucking the bottle beneath my arm. “Three days! What a ridiculous wager. No man can be that horrible.”

				“You have yet to meet Hyde,” MacDougal replied. “Do not become comfortable at your lodging, sir. Chances are, you shall be returning to Inverness before too long.”

				And so I found myself gratefully dismissed. And once more, ushered by the junior official, only this time to the Operating Theatre.

				I find that I must stop here for now, Miss Campbell. My candle has burned itself to a mere nub, and I am aware that its wax is drifting toward this parchment. I am to set off into the night to procure more candles, as well as another quill. And perhaps a blanket or two, since the chill of the air above has seeped into my subterranean abode.

				But be assured that I did, indeed, finally make acquaintance with the mysterious Dr. Hyde. And I will tell you more of it when I return to my desk. I also wish to know more of your day. How you spent the hours. Please tell me even the most mundane details. Such thoughts will cheer a poor physician’s assistant, lost beneath the dark streets of a grim city . . .

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				A new candle. A better quill.

				Which returns me to Hyde.

				You can imagine my surprise at finally seeing the man. I possessed the sense that I had finally reached the end of an extremely strange and tumultuous journey. The doctor did exist, contrary to popular sentiment.

				And he did not, at first glance, appear to be monstrous.

				I had a good vantage point to observe him quietly and without bother. No one cared about me, and for the moment I was forgotten entirely. I lingered in the doorway of the Operating Theatre, at the head of the staircase that led to the floor. I wished to be alone and untroubled. I wanted to see Hyde for myself, without the diluting opinions of my fellow doctors.

				I was granted this wish, a fact that much pleased me.

				There is little I love more than a good operating theatre, and Edinburgh’s offering did not disappoint. It is one of the most beautiful I have ever seen. I suppose I should describe it a bit for you, since I know that your father did not practice in one.

				However, I fervently wish that somehow, someday, you shall come to Edinburgh and see the room for yourself. My words provide a pale description of what truly is a splendid structure. I fear that it is simply something that must be seen with human eyes, rather than read about, but I will do my best to describe it accurately and hope that I capture some of its beauty on the page.

				There are three levels of seating surrounding the operating floor, creating, I suppose, a macabre sort of opera house. This is probably the best comparison, and the easiest for imaginative purposes. The floor is the stage, where all of the experiments and surgeries comprise the theatrical productions. The first level of seating is the Stalls. Next is the Dress Circle. From my vantage point, I was in the doorway of the Upper Mezzanine.

				The only true physical difference I can think of between an operating theatre and an opera house is that the galleries in the medical setting encircle the operating floor completely. Although, I suppose there are theatrical examples of such structures. At any rate, these viewing galleries surround the floor on all sides, making it possible to observe a physician from every angle as he works.

				The seats were well-worn but obviously cared for. The aisles were heavily polished, I imagined by decades of effort to erase the scuffing of booted feet traipsing them. The sharp incline of the staircase was made safer by a heavy oak banister, which also showed the glow from years of use.

				I spared a glance up. A stained-glass skylight in a geometrical design graced the top of the rotund, allowing a grey light to filter through its decorative glass. Gaslights shone from sconces along the wall, giving off sufficient glow to provide more than adequate light for the work below.

				The Operating Theatre was austere and impressive, and made one wish to conduct important research and embark upon earth-shattering theories. This was the home of discovery, a hallowed space of learning. I felt a little breathless standing there, at the top of the staircase, and not even the presence of the mysterious Ian Hyde was enough to make me feel otherwise.

				I also felt extremely unworthy and ill-prepared, my mind instantly scanning my sparse resume. Who was I to believe I was capable of such science? Of such greatness? Incredible things had been conducted within these hallowed walls. Great advances. Important work.

				“Gentlemen,” Hyde said, his voice echoing through the Theatre with the impressive timbre of a true theatrical professional. “I will, of course, require an abject and complete silence, if I am to do this properly.”

				Ian Hyde was not at all what I expected.

				Through the passing days, I had created a mental image of the man. That image, fed, no doubt, by the appalling lack of knowledge that I had been granted. Most regarded him as having traits bordering on monstrous, and unfortunately my mental sketch of him was made all the worse by the responses of others. I suppose I had been expecting a cruel hunchback covered with bloodstains and dripping with venom. That idea amuses me now, as I sit before my desk and write to you, but one cannot help but form an expectation based on the bizarre opinions offered all around.

				I am also aware that I read a great deal too much, and can be too fanciful sometimes in my imaginings, but it was still with an immense relief that I saw that Dr. Hyde possessed none of the monstrous qualities that I had mentally attributed to him.

				He was tall, far taller than anyone else I had yet made acquaintance with here in Edinburgh. His height is natural; there is no evidence of added heel to his boots. I suppose that his height might be a source of derision among others. It did not seem to bother Hyde, who stood with perfect posture, untroubled.

				He was also dressed expensively and well, his clothing obviously having been procured from a finer tailor than those frequented by the other physicians sitting in the galleries. He wore a heavily embroidered waistcoat, which was a direct contrast to the more usual, duller choices.

				He had shrugged out of his coat, and tossed it in a negligent heap atop the lower railing of the operating floor. He had not hung it on one of the iron hooks embedded in the Theatre wall, as the others had. That lack of care with the obviously fine material was unexpected. It implied that, should the coat be ruined by his disregard, there could be more procured with great financial ease.

				Things are often spilled in the viewing gallery, or worse, an experiment can go wrong at any moment. It is always best to store one’s coat as far away from the floor as possible, lest you have your tailor bills increase tenfold.

				Hyde was thin and gaunter than I expected. He did not have the expansive belly so common in the upper echelon of the Edinburgh Doctoral Council. Those men are well feted and well fed, and I had expected the same of Hyde. To see him, with his pronounced cheekbones and thin face, was a surprise. His features were sharp, save only for a nose that appeared to have been broken several times, and reset poorly. Faded blond hair was impeccably combed, and beneath the gaslight it reflected a dull golden color.

				I had also expected an expression of impatient cruelty or a mocking sneer. Not so. Hyde’s expression was guarded, but calm. I would describe it as a bored indifference, one lacking any real enthusiasm for malice or any other strong emotion.

				He had pale eyes that I can only describe as the color of sea foam. (Again, forgive me. I read too many novels, and I have always wondered what color would represent sea foam. The idea struck me today, while staring down at Hyde, that his eyes were, in fact, not blue. They are not green. They are neither bright nor memorable, and if I had not previously pondered over the exact nature and description of sea foam, I should not have noticed them at all.)

				So, the best words I can use to describe the mysterious Ian Hyde are these: jaded, faded, gaunt, bored, well-tailored, and sea foam.

				I would not, under more normal conditions, regard him so closely, but circumstances demanded that I do so. If he had not been so mysterious, or so openly hated by others, I should not have paid him any particular attention.

				There was a surgical arrangement on the floor. I could see a patient or cadaver on a medical table. Several low-lying tables displayed a vast amount of medical equipment, and an enviable number of gleaming tools.

				All around me, throughout the galleries, I could hear the grumblings of Hyde’s fellow physicians. I was acquainted enough with their hatred for the man to be aware of what they were saying. I was also aware that I was the only one remaining standing. Everyone else had taken his seat, and while they were speaking foully of Hyde, they were pointing and waving at me to sit down.

				I had gaffed, obviously, and for some reason that pleased me.

				Ignoring them, I decided that it was high time to take over my new tasks. I took the steps two at a time, descending toward the floor. I saw Hyde notice me, saw him frown. I also realized that his gaze had settled upon the bottle of whisky, still clutched beneath my arm. Paying no attention to the nervous swell from the crowd, I walked to the base of the stairs, and stepped down onto the floor.

				“Dr. Hyde,” I said, my voice silencing the galleries. I set my reticule on the ground, and then, straightening, I held out the bottle. “I have this for you. And I must apologize for the distinct lack of introduction, sir. My name is Alistair Purefoy and I have been awarded the honor of working alongside you on your latest project.”

				“I require no aid,” Hyde said succinctly, his voice lacking even a modicum of warmth. He did, however, take the offered bottle of whisky, and without requiring the civility of a glass, he took a hefty sip.

				Strangely, a collective sigh of relief emanated from the spectators. I glanced around, confused, but all eyes were, apparently, focused on Hyde drinking.

				Again, I must confess to you, Miss Campbell. I found myself struggling against inappropriate laughter. All of this was so strange, and certainly not dull.

				Still trying to rein in my merriment, I shrugged out of my coat. I managed to drape it across the railing with the same style of disregard, although I normally take far better care with my possessions. I rolled my shirtsleeves up to mid-forearm. I did my best to not grin.

				“Of course you do not require aid,” I said, when Hyde’s gaze settled upon me. “That is why you are the physician, sir, and I am the assistant. Consider me an observer, if you wish.”

				“Observers sit in the gallery,” Hyde muttered, then took another sip from the bottle’s mouth.

				“Those are hecklers, sir,” I said, throwing caution to the wind. “You can hardly call what they do observing.”

				Something flashed briefly in those strange, light eyes. Something akin to humor, but it quickly dissipated.

				“You are an Englishman,” Hyde said flatly. “I have no use for anything English.”

				“Who does?” I replied.

				I was aware, by now, of the buzz of protest drifting down from the galleries above. They were reacting to my insult; they were angry, and in all likelihood, they had every reason. I was a subordinate, and under normal circumstances, I would never speak so frankly or rudely as I just had. But, due to the vexing and strange reception I had received, it seemed useless to bother with politeness. Thus far, no one else had.

				I took some humorous comfort in the knowledge that those around me believed me too dull and stupid to realize the import of my words. I gave my sleeves another roll, my lips twitching with barely suppressed laughter.

				Hyde seemed to take exception at my grin and made a low, unpleasant snarl. “You have the hands of a forester,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “You do not have the hands of a proper surgeon.”

				“A butcher, actually,” I said. I glanced down at my broad hands, at my large fingers. I shrugged. “Genetic trait. They have caused me no difficulties at my previous postings and do make it easier to get a good grip on things.”

				“What is an English butcher doing in Edinburgh?” Hyde queried. He took another sip of whisky, the spirit causing a rich color to creep across his cheeks. “Are you lost?”

				“I am beginning to feel that way,” I admitted. “But sometimes being lost is far more interesting than staying the course.”

				Again, the flicker of humor. Hyde took a sip, regarding me down the length of the bottle. I think I surprised him by my frank replies. I surprised myself. I certainly surprised those observing.

				I looked at the patient, a young man, stretched out on an examining table, his body covered by a thick white sheet. Not a cadaver. He was breathing shallowly, his eyes closed. I took a cautious sniff, trying to decide it camphor had been used, but then the man opened his eyes and smiled politely, as if we were meeting in a more normal circumstance.

				At this point, I had become inured to the odd.

				But what truly interested me was the small wooden box, set up on a table, just at the side of the patient’s head. Several small brass tubes were connected from the top of the box to the bed itself, and I was aware of a humming and vibrating. There were various knobs and dials on the front of the box, which were turned at very precise angles. Intrigued, I took a step forward.

				Could it be? My heartbeat quickened. I felt blood rush to my brain. Curiosity and excitement took hold of me. I could scarcely think straight. I stared.

				“Touch nothing,” Hyde said briskly. “You will ruin what has taken me hours to arrange. Tell me what brings you to my operating floor.”

				Yes! Only days after landing in this city of possibilities, I was staring at the impossible. The fantastic!

				“I am your new assistant,” I replied. I found it impossible to look away from the wooden box. The tubes were shaking slightly, and as I watched, a great hiss of steam erupted from the top of the contraption. That noise caused a furor of conversation to fill the galleries, but Hyde silenced them all with a furious bellow.

				“Assistant?” he shouted, his figure briefly masked by the steam cloud. “An English butcher? This is no hog, prepared for slaughter. No special cuts required. This is delicate work! The work of one’s mind! You possess the hands of a hooligan. A hired assassin! You insult me by even standing on this hallowed floor, and—”

				“I see that you have designed a Steambox,” I interrupted, still staring at it. I was relieved that my voice did not betray my very strong emotions. I was grateful I remained on my feet. “A fine specimen, sir, if you do not mind my compliment. Brass tubes,” I said, pointing to where the tubes were connected to the bedside. “Good for conducting both heat and cold. I assume you are using heat?” I said, and waving my hand over one of the tubes, I smiled as I felt the burning wave of heat emanating from within it. “None of these are cold?” I asked, waving my hand slowly over each connected tube. I could feel the scorching beams against my palm. “I would have expected a balance between chill and heat.”

				“Cold is useless in my experiment today,” Hyde answered, his snarl lessening a tiny bit. “How does a butcher know of a Steambox?”

				“Even butchers can read,” I said blithely. “Contrary to popular opinion, we are not unintelligent.”

				I directed my attention to the front of the box, with its dials and brass levers. I had read about the possibility of such contraptions, but had certainly never seen one actually constructed. As you know from my earlier correspondence, this is a particular fascination of mine. A dream! How had he done it? I had studied sketches, but truly, a Steambox is considered an impossibility to build. My heart began thudding in excitement as I looked down and saw that the dials were quite capable of turning the entire machine into a provider of cold.

				Succinctly, a Steambox is theoretically the creator of either intense heat or intense chill. To be able to create these conditions on a whim is not only a scientific marvel but could prove invaluable to the medical profession. Consider the blazing heat involved in a roaring bonfire. Or the intense and blinding cold of a snowstorm. To have all of these at one’s fingertips, to possess the power inherent only in Mother Nature, could mean, at least in theory, that a physician could regulate a patient’s temperature, simply by attaching the machine to the bed on which the patient is lying. You could bring heat or cold, depending upon the need. Theories abound as to what one could do with such power. The ideas are limitless.

				I longed to take the machine apart for myself, to learn how Hyde had finally been able to construct one. I saw now why everyone was present to watch. A Steambox created is one thing to view, but a Steambox in action!

				I looked at the patient, and was just about to inquire what his illness involved, when Hyde interrupted me.

				“Who hired you? To which faction do you profess allegiance? Which of mine enemies,” Hyde said, his voice echoing louder and louder, “has seen fit to assign an English butcher as a spy upon my work? Tell me the truth, Purefoy,” he said, setting the whisky bottle down on a nearby table with a loud whack. “Do not lie to me! I want the truth!”

				“I have no idea who hired me,” I answered, still too fascinated by the Steambox to look away. “I answered an advert, and frankly, I can scarcely distinguish one miserable soul from the other. It is my understanding that everyone is your enemy, and I have the distinct impression that I am disliked with as much force as you are, sir.”

				“I doubt that,” Hyde retorted. “Who do you answer to, butcher?”

				“I have received no welcome from any faction. All in all, this has been a miserable experience. Forgive my impudence, but you wished for the truth. No one has done anything but insult me since I arrived. I suppose that I answer to you and you alone. I am more than happy to spy for you, upon your enemies and their experiments, if that is what you wish. But you must realize, I am unable to distinguish one physician from the other, so you will have to point me in the right direction of your target. As I have said, they all look the same to me, and their collective hatred of you is hardly admirable. I believe you have this dial set a little low,” I said, pointing to one of the knobs. “Unless you wish for a breath of cold air?”

				“I do not,” Hyde muttered. He stepped over, and made the necessary adjustment. He appeared cross, but the sound of the upset rumblings of the galleries seemed to cheer him somewhat. My truthful insults rustled through the observers with an alacrity that made me nervous, and I knew that, should Hyde dismiss me, I would find no sympathetic quarter.

				I felt incredibly foolish, and regretted my honesty, but then the patient gave a little moan. Hyde’s attention shifted.

				“It is time,” he said, moving to a table and picking up a pair of gloves. He slid one on, and without hesitating, he tossed me the other. Unwilling to ask questions, I put it on my hand, watching as Hyde moved to the side of the bed.

				He pulled on one of the brass tubes, freeing it from its fastenings. It sizzled and hissed beneath the escaping steam. Hyde handed it to me, and then switched his attention to the gurgling Steambox. He depressed one of the levers.

				Intrigued, I brushed the tip of my ungloved index finger against the end of the tube. I expected to feel the scald of steam, of the heat that I assumed had been regulating the patient’s bed at the optimum and desired temperature. Hyde, apparently, had other ideas and I was surprised that instead of feeling heat or steam, there was a strong suction. The pull was so strong that my finger was instantly attached. No heat burned me. No steam, although my mind continued to expect it.

				It took effort but I managed to pull my finger away. The only hurt was from the end of the tube itself, which had yet to cool completely, but otherwise I was fine. It was no more trouble than if I had brushed against a hot oven, but even that action would cause more pain than what my finger was experiencing.

				“At my command, I want you to press the tube against the patient’s mouth,” Hyde said as he furiously began to depress a lever. “Step closer, butcher. If you hesitate, then all of this has been useless.”

				My mind still thought it horrific to touch the patient with the brass tubing. I could feel the burn even through the glove, where the rest of the tube had yet to cool. I had only rested my finger against it for a second, so I knew of the lack of billowing steam. But, still! To press it against a patient’s mouth? Would it not be best to wait until the tubing cooled completely? How sure was I that it would not cause injury?

				Hyde pushed past me, and hovering over the patient, he spread a thick substance on the man’s mouth, covering his lips entirely. It was cloyingly scented, making my eyes water. Hyde muttered something about it protecting the skin, and I hoped he was right.

				Why had I expected the Theatre to be saner than the rest of Edinburgh? Nothing had made sense yet. Why begin now?

				“Now!” Hyde shouted.

				I pressed the end of the tube against the patient’s lips. Just like my finger had, the man’s mouth fastened against the tubing. His lips pursed slightly, parted just enough for his breath to be captured by the suctioning tube.

				A great shaking began to overtake the tube I held, trembling with such force that my entire arm moved with it. It hurt my shoulder, and made it necessary to balance myself against the side of the bed. The shock and tremor was incredible, making my bones ache and my head begin to throb. I could hear the shouts of the galleries. I could see the wide-eyed terror of the patient. I could see Hyde, his hands moving swiftly against the dials and levers, with an expression akin to madness effusing his face.

				“Enough!” Hyde shouted triumphantly. I realized then that he had taken my arm, and had forcibly raised it away. The tube left the patient’s mouth. Dazedly, I pressed my ungloved hand against his lips, fearing that I would feel the telltale smoothness that announced a terrible burn. What if I had been wrong? What if the salve was meaningless?

				My fingers felt undamaged skin. The patient gave a great, shuddering gasp, and then fainted. I pressed my thumb against the side of his neck, and determined his heart was still beating steadily.

				“And that, gentlemen,” Hyde said, taking a triumphant step away from the Steambox, “is how you can properly harness the power of the soul!” He waved a small vial of smelling salts beneath the patient’s nose, and the young man immediately awoke with a low moan.

				The reaction from the galleries was a cacophony. Furious men stood all around. Their shouts echoed across the room. “Sacrilege!” “Impossible!” “Madman!”

				“You harness the soul,” I said, ignoring the clamor. “How is that possible?”

				Hyde shrugged. “I siphon the energy. Soul stays over there,” he said, pointing negligently to the patient. “I capture the energy.”

				“And keep it there,” I murmured as I stared with admiration at the Steambox.

				Hyde neither acknowledged nor refuted my statement. He busily turned off dials and depressed levers, causing the Steambox to make a loud, shuddering gasp. Another expulsion of steam filled the room, adding to the insane hubbub from above.

				Let me assure you, Miss Campbell, the patient was indeed uninjured. The siphoning did not hurt him in the slightest, although he was frightened by the tremendous shaking. He recovered admirably, and Hyde’s offering of the whisky bottle was much appreciated by the test subject.

				I inquired as to what Hyde intended to do with the stored energies of the soul. He ignored me for a while as he made a few notes in a moleskin journal.

				“What should I do with the stored energies, Purefoy?” he asked finally, not bothering to look up from the open journal. “What opinion does the English butcher have on such topics?”

				I laughed. “A good English butcher possesses the same opinion as a good assistant. What should you do with the stored energies, Dr. Hyde?”

				“Whatever I wish,” Hyde answered. He shrugged into his coat. “And now, I wish for luncheon.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				September 10

				R. M. Hay Bookshop

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				You can imagine my delight in receiving your letter. I immediately procured a bench in the Air Station terminal and devoured its contents. I was pleased to hear the details of your days in Inverness, of your walks alongside the Loch. It was only too easy to imagine myself there, and the noises and din of the Station paled and faded as I was overcome with the idea of fresh Highland air and your good company.

				Your letter was a source of great enjoyment for my mind during the long hours spent in the Theatre. Time and again, while involved with some tedious procedure, my thoughts would return to your cheerful conversation. I am relieved that you enjoyed my letter as well, and anticipate your receipt of my second. All of my worries on conversational choice have been laid to rest, thanks to your kind words.

				You should be in possession of my second letter by now. I am fascinated to learn of the timetable involved with using air travel. It seems faster service than via the road routes. I have not had good luck with mail coaches. In my experience, they tend to lose more letters than they deliver. I hope that my second letter did arrive, and hopefully in better shape than it probably would have, if it had gone by land.

				I am happy that you spoke of yourself, and greatly enjoyed your ridiculous dislike of your given name. Eugenia is a very fine name, and I see no reason why you should believe otherwise. It is of no consequence to me that you prefer to be known as Anne. To me, I will always be writing the intriguing Miss Eugenia Campbell, not Miss Eugenia Anne Campbell, and there is very little you can do to change my opinion on that subject.

				I am smiling while reading over this, and I hope you are doing the same.

				I was pleased to hear that your father is doing well and that he is enjoying his retirement. I also greatly appreciate his offer of his medical books and instruments, and would be honored to accept them as mine own. If you do not mind sending them to me, at the Air Station address, then all postage costs will be assumed by my account. Please thank him for me, and assure him that I shall endeavor to use them with the same care he always exhibited.

				Your concern over my wellbeing was immensely pleasing, but I do not wish for you to be worried for me. Please be aware that I am managing quite well, and have acclimated myself a little better to Auld Toon. I still become lost on occasion, through the narrow, winding catacombs of the closes, but if I keep to my outlined paths to the Operating Theatre and such, then I succeed reasonably well. There is method to the madness of the closes, and I have developed quite the mental map.

				You asked for more details about my subterranean abode. There is really very little to describe. A very small room, with scarcely enough space for the little bits of furniture contained within. There is a narrow iron-framed bed and then a small vanity topped with a mirror. A stout, short cupboard, but due to the lack of available space I keep most of my belongings in trunks. There is a desk and chair. The floor is stone, and can be cold to the touch.

				There is no fireplace. No windows, of course, due to the below-the-streets locale.

				I do not wish for you to be concerned with the cramped living or think that it is in some way unsafe. There is a good sturdy lock upon the door, and the Mitchells do not seem particularly interested in rifling through my belongings. This room, this snug, is ideal for me, considering I spend very little time within the boarding house at all. I rest there. The remaining hours are spent either at the Operating Theatre or exploring what is proving to be a vastly interesting city.

				I have ventured out again tonight, and am currently sitting at Hay’s Bookshop, located just beyond my boarding house. This place is a wonderful respite after the long day working, and is a necessary break from the confines of my snug. I had a very robust dinner of soup and cold cuts at a coffeehouse close by, and have finally settled myself here, to both reread your letter and to write one in response.

				Hay’s Bookshop has become one of my favorite haunts. I find myself lost amid the various stacks and shelves. Such an offering! There are desks available in the far corner, with nice gas lamps and comfortable chairs. And most important, a fireplace!

				So tonight, I have packed parchment, quill, and ink into my carpetbag. There is no one disturbing me as I write you. I have selected a desk close to the fire and can feel its warmth. The proprietor does not mind that I have brought in coffee, and it is working wonders on the deep chill that I fear has permanently settled into my bones.

				I would be delighted to procure any novels you might desire. Yesterday, I purchased a copy of The Last of the Mohicans by Mr. James Fenimore Cooper. It is supposed to be an exciting accounting of America and the New World, and I can envision many nights spent lost amid its pages. America fascinates me, and it is my supreme wish to one day visit its shores. For now, Cooper’s novel will have to suffice, and I hope it does not disappoint. There is nothing I like less than a novel that disintegrates in both plot and structure. A flip through the pages assures me that this is not the case with Cooper, but I will not know until I truly invest.

				If you would, please, send me authors and titles that interest you. I will procure and send them promptly. I know that Inverness is in sore need of such a shop, and am unwilling for you to suffer from a lack of literature when I have resources so readily at my fingertips.

				There is a constant rain that falls upon this coal-streaked city, but it is providing a nice orchestra against the shop windowpanes. From where I am sitting, I can see out a window at the bricked street beyond. There are gas lampposts glowing, and they throw terrific shadows against the closely set walls. You would think that the rain and chill would cause a lessening in the traffic outside, but it seems that nothing halts these hardy citizens. Pedestrians crowd the pavement, and the carriage traffic is relentless.

				A perfect evening to be sitting in front of a fire, surrounded by books, while writing the enigmatic Miss Eugenia Campbell.

				I should be more fatigued than I am, due to the immense amount of work I have conducted. But, as I have said, your letter provided me enough fuel to get through the day. It not only strengthened me but gave me a much-needed sense of humor and cheer.

				I scan your letter, assuring myself that I have answered your questions adequately. I must remind myself that you have just received my accounting of the Steambox. Forgive me my assumptions as to your responses. It is difficult, this letter writing, when what I should really like to do is come and sit before your father’s fire, and speak to the two of you about all the wonders I have seen thus far.

				But tonight, I only have the cheerful scratch of the quill against the page. It will have to do, for now.

				Hyde has yet to perform any such extravagance as what I witnessed with the Steambox. In fact, I have yet to glimpse the contraption again. He keeps it locked away in a cupboard in his office, and any time I mention it, he gives me a very blank expression that forbids any further questioning on the subject. The examining table has been returned to his office, but the brass tubes and such have been squirreled away. Save for the fastenings against the side of the table, I should think that I had imagined the entire matter.

				I am of half a mind that he concocted the experiment as some sort of bizarre welcome, but that idea implies an interest in me that Hyde does not currently exhibit. And so the Steambox and the suctioning of soulful power is relegated to yet another mystery I have been subjected to in my time here.

				I have undertaken my scientific duties alongside Hyde, although he is still of the opinion that he has no need for an assistant, particularly a butcher who hails from London. On my own, I hunted down his office, and made a place for myself. I commandeered a worktable, and have set up my medical tomes and instruments.

				I am anticipating the arrival of your father’s gifts, and have already spent an inordinate amount of time arranging them all to my liking on my table, in my mind. You must know that, thanks to his kindness, I will be the best-equipped assistant in residence.

				I have decided to ignore Hyde’s complaints with regard to my lingering presence in his office, and have instead assumed the tasks presented to me. Let me be abundantly clear. Hyde presented no tasks. But after quiet observation, I could deduce what projects he was working on, and I began my normal procedures as if I had been given proper instructions.

				Thus far, my days are forming a pattern of their own.

				I have acquainted myself with his schedule, and have arranged it so that I arrive at the office a half hour before he does. He likes coffee, so I always bring him a cup from my favorite stall. I noticed that he prefers the windows of the office open to the cold air, so I immediately arrange that. I gather the post and set it in the middle of his desk. I jot down reminders of looming calendar appointments. I place my carefully worded suggestions and notes on his current projects beside the mail, and I never mention them, once he arrives.

				I have, however, noticed that he reads them. He never comments, or adjusts his own research with regard to my suggestions. But his lack of response seems a sort of acceptance. He has yet to toss them out the window, which is what he did when I made the mistake of leaving a note from Dr. MacDougal on his desk.

				I am extremely good, Miss Campbell, with observation. I am dogged and persistent, and Hyde is proving to be a most interesting subject. My first day, working alongside him, I concentrated on staying out of his way. I watched. I listened. I observed. I learned his patterns, his requirements, merely by watching and remaining silent. Which seemed perfectly acceptable to Hyde, who chose to ignore me as if I did not exist at all.

				You must believe me mad, but truly, Miss Campbell, this has been one of the more enjoyable postings I have yet had. Save for Inverness, which was, by far, the most delightful placing possible, Edinburgh is quickly proving itself in an entirely different way. You already know that I read too much. I imagine too much. But what I also enjoy is the process of observation and then implementation. I delight in hardship and adversity. Edinburgh has given me that in spades.

				I am a very quick learner, and this has always proven to my advantage.

				So, for example, I now open all missives from MacDougal on my own. If I decide they are important, I scribble down the barest facts or instructions on Hyde’s calendar. I am careful to omit any mention of MacDougal’s name.

				No more furious reaction. No more unopened letters being tossed to the bricked street.

				I have also taken the liberty to arrive every morning with a bottle of spirits, which I leave as a peace offering on his worktable.

				By the time Hyde arrives in the morning, I am sure to be deeply involved in the projects. No greeting. I do not look up from my books when he strides in. I covertly watch him from my peripheral vision. I can see his displeasure at my continued presence. Hyde is anything but subtle, but his low grumblings remain ignored by me. He then notices that I am busy with my own tasks. He sees the whisky. The coffee. The notes and correspondence.

				There is cold air, billowing. I can hear the shouts of carriage drivers and merchants from the street below. But the office itself is quiet, the only sound the turning of pages, or my quill against the page as I write down notes. No conversation, not until he has a few sips of his whisky or coffee, and even then, conversation is sparse, at best.

				This seems to work well enough for Hyde. He has not commented on my work, on my daily pattern, but I have decided that is a good thing. I think that if something displeased him, he would not hesitate to say so.

				We have begun a rather pleasant routine of quiet, deep research, followed by an equally quiet luncheon, usually at a smallish restaurant adjacent to the Theatre. He is still openly suspicious about me, and my alleged allegiance to whatever factions are within the Doctoral Council, but I think that even Hyde has been unable to ignore the chilly reception I receive from those around me. It is difficult to be a spy when one is openly and truly disliked. And when asked, I am extremely candid about the fact that I am not beloved by anyone, faction or not.

				Again, I do not wish to alarm you, Miss Campbell, with any rudeness on behalf of my employer. I am absolutely untroubled by it, and my good humor is in no way affected by the surliness of my fellow man. The work that I am conducting is truly fascinating, and there is so much of it that I care little for the subtle nuances of the social game.

				Currently, we are engrossed in searching out a better way to treat consumption, and I have taken it upon myself (since I believe this is what Hyde would wish me to do, should he be a normal employer who verbalized my task list) to outline and document known procedures from various sources. Hyde is of a very firm belief that it is treatable, and that the cure is just beyond our grasp. I am inclined to agree, and have thrown myself wholeheartedly into a deep and seemingly bottomless pit of research.

				Time and time again, I return my thoughts to the Steambox, but Hyde is silent on the matter. At night, my thoughts are consumed with thoughts of the soul, and in my sparse amount of spare time, I have begun to research everything I can on that topic. I have looked extensively at the Bible, making notes of any mention of the soul. I have delved into the world of academia, and am particularly fascinated by history’s take on its existence.

				I find myself wondering what Hyde has in mind with the Steambox. What does he wish to do with such power? As I said in my previous letter, the possibilities are endless. Is he political? Is he working on a war machine? Is that why he possesses unlimited freedom from the Crown?

				These are the thoughts that keep me awake at night. These are the questions I ponder.

				And as I have said, I am very good at observation. I have every faith that I will find my answers. Give me time, Miss Eugenia, and I will.

				You also asked details of my fellow boarders. I suppose I should start with those whose quarters are closest to mine. It seems the Mitchells have chosen to bury the bachelors. All of the six rooms on my subterranean floor are occupied by unmarried men. The upper floors comprise the larger rooms, allegedly, and they are commandeered by families and suchlike. I must admit that I am extremely pleased to not be housed near them, since I can hear the caterwaul of continually colicky children every time I step foot into the dining hall.

				I made an attempt to offer my services as a physician’s assistant, offering to aid the ill children. My suggestion was met with harsh rebuke that I should return below stairs where I belonged. Charming family, the MacIntoshes.

				And so, I obey. I return below stairs.

				Mr. Stuart works in a nearby tavern, so his hours are the opposite of mine own. He seems nice enough when we pass in the hall, but I have yet to visit his place of employment, although he has invited me on several occasions.

				Mr. Banbury is a fellow Englishman who has come north in search of work. He is employed at one of the steam mills. He is dour and unpleasant, which makes me match Hyde’s opinion that there is very little I like about the English.

				I am smiling again, as I turn my attention to the remaining three on my floor. It is impossible to not write of them in the same breath. They are always together, and even when I am sitting in my room, with the door firmly shut, I can hear them bellowing and laughing among themselves as they return from a night in Auld Toon.

				Mr. MacKay. Mr. Wallace. And Mr. Beatie.

				They are a friendly bunch, far more pleasant than Banbury, although none of them possess Hyde’s mastery over whisky. They are usually inebriated, no matter what time I happen upon them, either in the early morning when I leave for the Theatre, or late at night when I return. At least they are cheerful. Mrs. Mitchell warned me that they have been forbidden to use candles in their rooms, lest they burn down their quarters again. I assume she is speaking only in jest, but I have been infinitely grateful that the three only use their rooms to sleep off another excessive evening. Their over-whiskied nature requires a collapse into a darkened room, which negates my worries over their misuse of fire.

				The bookshop is settling down for the evening, so I must pack away my things and return home. I am intending to post this letter now, to have it possibly catch the late transport ship. I have brought several books home with me tonight, with the greatest of intentions to return to my search for the soul, but I am also eyeing Cooper’s novel. I fear I shall probably escape into the New World for a bit, at least for as long as my eyes will remain open.

				But before I leave, let me tell you one good thing. Today was my sixth day working with Hyde, if you count the Sabbath, which I do. I have outlasted even the best of his previous assistants.

				Not bad for an unintelligent butcher from London.

				Regards.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				September 13

				Mitchell Boarding House

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				I have had, quite possibly, the most extraordinary evening I have yet to experience. I am simply too agitated to retire tonight, although the hour is late, and I have a very early morning at the Theatre. Rest would be a good idea, and I know I will be fatigued tomorrow, but I simply cannot wait to tell you the details of what occurred.

				This morning began with a rich dread. I noticed on Hyde’s calendar, during my daily routine of preparation for his arrival, that there was to be a Doctoral dinner this evening. I assumed it was for the physicians only. I hoped! But I was quickly proved incorrect. One of MacDougal’s assistants (and again, I am horrific with names) informed me that I was to attend. All workers involved in the Doctoral Council were to be there, and he also instructed that I was under strict instructions to see to it that Hyde got himself there as well.

				My dismay was twofold. You can imagine my lack of enthusiasm at being forced to dine alongside my fellow assistants and physicians. Their lack of warmth has extended into a chilly silence, and I was surprised to learn that my presence was required. Why would I possibly need to be there? Surely they would feel more comfortable if I stayed away, considering that most pretend my inexistence.

				And to force Hyde’s attendance? My usually good mood soured at the thought. It has come to my realization that I cannot force Hyde to do anything, and if he makes it a habit of not attending the annual dinner, then I was sure that this year would be no different. Why should that be my responsibility? I dreaded his response, and felt sure that it would make my own negativity pale in comparison.

				After much thought and debate, I scribbled a note to Hyde, and left it on his desk, atop my research suggestions and the post. The message was simple and honest.

				“Hyde. I have been instructed to attend the Doctoral dinner. I have been told to see that you do as well. I have no desire to attend. Chances are, I will be overcome with a great fever at around five o’clock, and will probably require a physician’s assistance that would adequately explain your absence, should you wish to decline the invitation as well.”

				I quickly became lost in the depths of my studies, my good mood returning somewhat as I surrendered to my deep love of research. I scarcely heard Hyde arrive in the office, and was roused from my immersion in medical texts by a sudden loud guffaw.

				Startled, I turned away from my worktable, only to see Hyde standing at his desk and pouring himself a hefty dose of whisky into a glass tumbler. His expression was impassive as he continued to flip through the post, all humor gone, but I did notice that my Doctoral dinner note had been pushed to the side. As usual, there was no conversation. No comment. No further laughter, and I forgot it entirely as we became involved in the usual research.

				It was not until the very end of the day that things took an unexpected turn.

				I am normally the last to leave the office. Hyde generally exits an hour before I do, sliding into his coat and gloves with nary a farewell. I tidy up the place and finish up whatever I am working on before I leave, but it is always well after Hyde departs.

				Tonight was different. I looked up from my table, expecting to see Hyde disappearing across the threshold, but instead, he lingered at the doorway. His expression was grim as he slid on his hat. He tightened a scarf around his neck, and then glared at me with clear expectation.

				“Well, come on then,” he said, when I hesitated. “I cannot wait all evening, Purefoy.”

				He tossed my coat to me, and surprised, I very nearly dropped it.

				“We are leaving?” I queried as I donned my coat. Hyde nodded, and turning on his heel, he stormed into the hallway. I scarcely had time to put on my hat and gloves before he was shouting for me to hurry.

				“Where are we going?” I asked, quickly locking up. Hyde waited impatiently at the end of the hall. My question seemed to annoy him further, but he did have the grace to answer me.

				“Dinner,” he said curtly.

				My good mood evaporated entirely, and I wished suddenly that I had remembered to pretend the illness. It was far too late now. Clearly, Hyde had rejected my idea, and in turn was ensuring my attendance. I felt resigned to a truly dismal evening, one spent amid the group I abhor. When Hyde is the more pleasant company, then it is indeed a dreary bunch.

				We set out into the chilly Edinburgh night. I began to see why Hyde had brought the scarf. The wind was sharper than I expected, and I pulled my coat tightly around me. The rain fell steadily, dripping down from nearby eaves and splattering the narrow bricked streets. The sun had already set, and we moved quickly through the enveloping darkness with illumination here and there by glowing streetlamps.

				I say “we” and I must confess that it was Hyde who moved with agility among the crowd. I do not know if it was his fierce expression that caused the other pedestrians to give way, or if his reputation preceded him. The pavement was a morass of people, and yet when they spotted Hyde, a clear alley was formed amid the busily advancing bodies. I have never before witnessed the power of such a scowl! I hastened to take advantage of it, and was forced to walk with incredible speed to keep up with Hyde at all.

				I was concentrating so greatly on not losing him amid the throng that I was surprised when he came to a halt. I blinked owlishly beneath the lamplight, and stared up at the somber building before us. I was expecting to find myself at the address the assistant had made me memorize, the location of the Doctoral dinner, but I saw that Hyde had brought us to a completely different place.

				This was a nicer building than mine own, set between a grocer and a haberdashery. It was several stories tall, with two chimneys. Smoke curled invitingly out from a cluster of clay chimney pots. Light illuminated the windows, and against the glass I could see the foggy imprint of steam. My heart leapt at the thought of such warmth.

				Above the door hung suspended a smart sign whose lettering was clearly visible beneath the nearby lamplight. WHITCOMB BROTHERS. REPUTABLE WINE MERCHANTS.

				Reading it, I could not stop myself from laughing aloud. In my mind, I entertained the thought of an un-reputable wine merchant. The image of that particular sign was a source of great humor. Who would select such advertising?

				Hyde spared me a quelling glance, and then he was opening the front door.

				Intrigued, I followed him across the threshold. The sudden burst of heat upon my chilled skin caused me to sigh aloud.

				Hyde grimaced. “Do try to not advertise your every thought, Purefoy. For God’s sake, you should procure yourself a warmer coat, or eat enough to thicken your blood. Otherwise, I expect you to turn to ice, come December.”

				As usual, I ignored his caustic comments. I was too fascinated by my surroundings. Row upon row of shelving surrounded me, broken only by the presence of an oversized fireplace, set in the far corner. The shelves were filled to capacity with such an assortment of wine! Bottle after bottle! Champagne. Burgundy. Bordeaux.

				A long, curving countertop was centermost in the store, turning gracefully amid the shelves. This too was covered with a wide assortment of bottles and a neat stack of paperwork.

				An impossibly round man stood before the counter, and he turned at our entrance. He was dressed resplendently, displaying a ridiculous vanity that caused me to struggle against laughter. Long sideburns framed a portly face. At first, his expression was haughty and grim, but it lightened considerably as his gaze settled upon us.

				“Dr. Hyde!” the man called out. He ran stout, stubby hands against the front of his incredibly florid waistcoat, and then approached us in quick, mincing steps. “I have been expecting you! I see that you have brought a friend to dinner as well. Good, good. Any friend of Hyde’s is a friend of mine.”

				“This is Mr. Alistair Purefoy,” Hyde said. “I work alongside him. Purefoy, this is Mr. Michael Whitcomb.”

				I was startled, Miss Campbell, I must confess. I had decided that Hyde was making a necessary stop at a wine merchant, in order to fortify himself for the horrors to come at the Doctoral dinner. Instead, we were dining here? At a shop?

				And then, to truly confound the situation, Hyde admitted to working with me. Alongside me! I was rendered completely speechless with shock. He did not argue the description of friend? I was confounded.

				“Splendid, splendid,” Whitcomb said, with an oversized grin. “I will call for another place to be set. My sister will be so pleased for the additional company. We were already short a companion tonight. My brother, Clarence, is in France, procuring our next shipment of champagne.”

				A few necessary informational tidbits shifted into place in my mind. I remembered MacDougal, in our first dismal meeting, mentioning something about Hyde courting a lady in town. A sister of wine merchants. It all began to make perfect sense, although I remained confused as to why Hyde had seen fit to bring me along tonight. I have never before fulfilled the position of chaperone, but then again, the idea of Hyde being an ardent swain was almost inconceivable. I certainly am not considered a friend of his. A fellow worker? But why dinner?

				I followed the two of them deeper into the shop. There was a curtain pulled back against a tall archway. We walked beneath it, and traveling up a neat flight of carpeted stairs, I found myself in what must be the private residence.

				My coat, hat, and gloves were taken then, and I found myself ushered into a pleasing parlor. The warmth of this place was shocking. Not even my office was as pleasant, thanks in part to Hyde’s continued insistence on keeping the windows open.

				There was, indeed, a glowing fireplace. A cheerful arrangement of chairs was set before it, and I saw that one of them was occupied. A young lady rose to her feet just as we entered, setting aside an embroidery hoop.

				She possessed a pretty face, with wide brown eyes that were the exact shade of her hair. I assumed this was the sister, the object of Hyde’s affection, but she seemed such a shocking contrast to what I would have expected that I hesitated to make that assumption.

				She was delicate, with a fragility that was the opposite of her brother. She seemed as if she might blow over beneath a high wind, and utterly lacked the stout constitution of her brother. She reminded me of a perfectly formed china doll. Her skin was so pale it was near transparent, and the few steps she took toward us resulted in an instant flush to her cheeks. The effort obviously exhausted her. Instantly, Hyde was by her side and ushering her back to her chair.

				Perhaps he truly was the love-struck swain. For all his conciliatory manner, it still seemed unlikely. In my experience, swains simper and placate, and have a least a modicum of cheerful expression. Hyde was none of these things.

				My fascination was boundless.

				It was strange, watching them together. The lady was diminutive beside Hyde. Her demeanor was far more pleasant than Hyde’s usual. She had a quick smile and merry twinkle to her eyes as she regarded him, and was apparently oblivious to his frown, which he did not bother to mask.

				I instantly wanted to shield her from Hyde’s beastly nature. The idea of his being his usual self around such a delicate creature was abhorrent.

				The lady sighed audibly as Hyde helped her to her seat, and then she turned her smile to me.

				“This is Mr. Purefoy,” Hyde said. “Purefoy, this is Miss Olivia Whitcomb.”

				“How delightful to meet a friend,” Miss Whitcomb said. “Please. You must stay for dinner, Mr. Purefoy. I insist that you do.”

				I found a glass of sherry pressed into my hand. Michael Whitcomb spoke quickly to their butler, I suppose informing him to set a place, and then he began a cheerful barrage of questions. His conversation lacked any hint of malice at all, a refreshing change from what I had experienced amid the Doctoral Council. In no time, I found myself easily conversing with him, as we wandered amicably toward the bank of windows.

				He was not visibly affected by my English heritage, and was politely interested in my work alongside Hyde. We sipped sherry and spoke of many pleasant topics, but I must admit that most of my attention was focused on the pair beside the fire. My worries were for Miss Whitcomb, but I should not have bothered. She sat, speaking quietly to Hyde, who still hovered near her. Something he said made her laugh, a nice pleasant sound, and I could see no trace of agitation in her expression. Hyde appeared as thunderous as usual, but Miss Whitcomb seemed to find his presence tolerable. A fantastic concept!

				Mr. Whitcomb spoke in a low tone. “We originally intended for our sister to have acquaintance with Hyde’s brother. A fine man, a very fine man indeed! But, alas, Dr. Hyde has not seen fit to include his brother at any of our dinners.”

				“Do you have them often?” I asked, taking a sip of sherry.

				“Weekly. It is a usual thing for us, having Hyde in to dine. My sister enjoys his company, and we keep on believing that at some point, he will see fit to make introductions to his brother. Mr. Trantham is very well respected in Town, and it would do my family much good to be in association with both him and Hyde. But it seems not to be, and I suppose being associated with such a fine physician has its own merits, although I am still holding out hope with regard to Mr. Trantham.”

				“Trantham?” I asked, confused. I must confess, Miss Campbell, that until now I had held very little curiosity about Hyde’s personal life. It never occurred to me that he would have any family. Whimsically, I have come to believe that he materializes out of the dawn mist, appearing in the office with his dark frown and dislike of all things cheerful. To learn of his courtship? His weekly dinner? His brother? What an illuminating evening!

				“Oh, yes. Mr. Simon Trantham. He has a very fine town house in New Town, as well as a formidable country estate not far out of town. Elder brother, you know, who will inherit the title of baron at any moment, if gossip is to be trusted. The father is continually on his deathbed, more’s the pity,” Whitcomb said, without a trace of sorrow. “And a baron would be a far more preferable catch for my sweet Olivia, but . . .” He broke off with an expressive sigh. “It is what it is.”

				I wished to inquire over the different surnames between the brothers, but I feared it crass. Needless to say, my curiosity was piqued. Trantham is an English name, which lends itself to its own line of questioning. And then to be a baron . . . well, Whitcomb was a veritable font of information, with regard to Hyde.

				“Although Hyde is, undoubtedly, the finest physician in all of Edinburgh,” Whitcomb continued. “Quite possibly, all of Scotland. I have yet to hear of anyone who has his credentials, and his medical prowess, as well as his scientific knowledge, is without equal. You must consider yourself very lucky, Mr. Purefoy, to be so closely associated with such a man. It can only help you, you know, working alongside the illustrious Hyde.”

				“I have heard of his unusual credentials,” I ventured. I still watched Hyde, but he was oblivious to anyone save the chattering Miss Whitcomb. His smile, as he stared down at her, was positively gruesome. I feared for the lady’s delicate constitution.

				“Ah, yes. His Crown approval. Well, that can only have to do with his family associations. The Tranthams have always been in the King’s pocket, which again, is extremely advantageous to a business such as mine own. At least, I intend for it to be.”

				Mr. Whitcomb was an interesting subject to study, and you must forgive me, but I have the decidedly bad habit of treating everyone I meet with the same care I undertake in a new scientific project. Whitcomb was no different. My skills at observation began to focus, and I could not help but make mental notes as to his character and personality.

				He is a wine merchant, and from a quick glance at the gold – and green-accented parlor, he was a successful one (and, as advertised, reputable; I still find it impossible to not laugh!). The sherry was sublime. He spoke with the urgency of a brother who wishes to see his sister advantageously matched. He also used a condescension of tone that I could imagine would grow tiresome, given time.

				Mr. Whitcomb fits perfectly into a group I have already observed and which I refer to as the Upper Merchants. He runs a successful business, and through this, he has established impressive social contacts. Unfortunately (and, please, know that this is only my opinion and my own private thoughts) he is of a mindset that vaunts himself higher in society than his station allows. He possesses no title, but believes that his substantial income provides him access to those who do. He constantly intones the names of important persons with whom he claims close acquaintance. He selects conversational topics that are intellectual and political, and often poorly researched. His determination to launch himself upward, to move his family and position higher, is palpable, and he judges everyone he meets and decides if they possess enough influence to aid his lofty ambitions. All friendships are based upon that judgment.

				I sound harsh, and upon rereading that paragraph, I almost struck it entirely. But I am determined to show you my innermost thoughts, and the Upper Merchants (as I call them) are often on my mind. I frequently find myself in their presence, and believe they possess a distinct lack of character usually exhibited by those who might be of lowlier ambitions. Listening and watching Mr. Whitcomb, as he vacillated from one opinion to another, without any real surety of his own beliefs, was a troubling thing to observe.

				I far prefer the company of those who know their own thoughts. Who have no care for their relentless climb up the social ladder. I like whomever I like, based upon their personality and such, and I am of the firmest belief that there is nothing on this Earth that can truly satisfy a member of the Upper Merchants. If one could actually reach the top of the ladder, what then? Would they cast their envious eyes upon Heaven itself?

				Now I sound blasphemous. You must forgive me. It must be the sherry and the wine and the incredible dinner I have just enjoyed.

				I must say that Miss Whitcomb was the absolute opposite of her brother, and I would hesitate to paint her with the Upper Merchant brush. She was a charming hostess at dinner, keeping the conversation light and disallowing any pomposity. She took great interest in me, inquiring all about my previous postings and wishing to know my opinions about her city.

				The meal itself was exceptional . . . A thick broth that was both hearty and delicious. Lamb with mint sauce. And a pudding that made me recall the pleasures of fine dining! And wine, so much wine! I could scarcely refuse, and was amazed to watch the pleasantry that resulted in Hyde, the more glasses he consumed. He was practically civil, and I was startled to realize that his laughter of earlier was not an apparition.

				Hyde is definitely softened when it comes to Miss Whitcomb, showing an excess in manners and courtesy that I did not believe he possessed. She is certainly frail, and I feared that even the gentle exercise of eating was strenuous for her, but she was a valiant and winsome hostess.

				I have been invited back for next week, and Hyde seemed amenable to the idea. (He remained silent, which I know to be his form of acceptance.) I was also given a bottle of brandy to bring home with me, to ward off the chill, which will be greatly appreciated in the nights to come.

				The other interesting bit I learned tonight is that Miss Whitcomb is interviewing one of the girls in my boarding house. One of the horrible MacIntoshes is, apparently, in need of work, and possesses such skills that can be utilized as lady’s maid. She asked my opinion of the girl, but since I have not made acquaintance, I said that I did not have one, but (and here, you must forgive my lie) I did say that the family seemed fine and quality, and that I felt sure that the girl would be worth speaking with on the matter.

				I sincerely hope that you do not take offense at my falsehood. I very rarely lie at all, and I consider myself an honest person. But Hyde was watching me with his strange eyes, his expression expectant. And I decided, then and there, that the MacIntoshes, for all of their annoying and loud habits, were people in need. They were not of the Upper Merchant sort. They, like me, have temporary lodgings. For all I knew, they were awaiting just such an opportunity, and far be it from me to stop it.

				And so, I lied. I vouched for a truly annoying family who possesses poor manners. But Hyde grinned, which was almost as alarming as the falsehood itself.

				I can hear the return of the terrible threesome, back from their night gallivanting around Auld Toon. Mr. Beatie is singing a completely off-key ditty, which means that I must retire for the evening, and hope that a pillow placed against my ear will drown out the horrific sound of his voice.

				Regards.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				September 17

				Theatre office, Hyde

				My dear Miss Eugenia Campbell,

				I am in possession of your letter, which again pleased me greatly. You have no idea the brightness and light that your words convey in this cold, steam-soaked city. I received it late Friday, and by Monday morning the pages were creased and worn from my innumerable readings. You must know that your letters are the bright spot in an otherwise weary day. They are the only brightness, and I tuck them into my coat pocket, and allow myself the pleasure of rereading them whenever there is a still moment at the office.

				And to send a jar of marmalade! It is like orange gold, certainly worth as much. It and it alone has made breakfast at the boarding house bearable, and I am rationing myself quite strictly with it, to stave off the dreary day when it is gone.

				I am at the office late tonight. Hyde left nearly an hour ago, but I have been too immersed in research to leave at my usual hour. Now that I am finished for the night, I find myself loathe to set out into the chill.

				Instead, my mind is turned to the Highlands. It is focused there. I sit at my worktable, with the instruments cleared away, and write to you. I wonder what you are doing right at this moment. It is twilight out, and I know that sometimes you like to walk about the garden. Perhaps you are sitting before the fire in your father’s parlor. You might be reading a novel.

				If I might be so bold, Miss Eugenia, I would like you to know that tonight, my thoughts are centered very much on the Highlands. On you.

				It was an incredibly taxing day, far too much of it spent in a needless argument with MacDougal and his assistants. It seems that I have come to the bottom of the professional jealousy with regard to Hyde. All the animosity, or at least a very large part of it, stems from Hyde’s continual acquisition of cadavers. Forgive me if this is an indelicate topic, my dear Miss Eugenia, but I have faith in your capacity for tolerance, given your father’s profession. You know that cadavers are used for scientific study. You also know that the Crown is extremely protective of which physicians receive said cadavers and limits their number per year, so that objectively, all doctors are given fair chance at the new arrivals.

				The good news is that there is currently a shortage of cadavers, good news on a humane level, but poor news with regard to research. Your father and I often discussed this, and he is of the firm opinion that being a Highland scientist and physician had its merits in this particular instance. In rural outposts, the Crown often assigns the cadavers on a location basis. Being in a small town or village can mean a lesser volume of bodies, but in proportion, there are fewer scientists to compete for the Crown’s bestowing. In remote areas, due to the Crown’s lack of interest in transporting said cadavers, they are given, historically, to the nearest physician for his own researching needs. That is, of course, if the families and next of kin agree to surrender their loved ones for the higher purpose.

				A city such as Edinburgh, home of the illustrious Doctoral Council, is another matter entirely. The shortage remains, and there is a plethora of physicians located here. All of them require the use of cadavers to forward their scientific projects. The bureaucracy is maddening, the process with which one must petition the Crown Office for possession of the next available cadaver is endless. An extreme amount of paperwork is required. A horrific wait for approval. Favoritism is alleged, as are rumors of money exchanging hands, thereby greasing the bureaucratic wheel. And there are so very few bodies available!

				Today, I discovered that none of this applies to Hyde. His absolute Crown approval extends even to this matter. There is no process that Hyde must undergo to procure a cadaver, nothing other than his making a simple request. The next one, invariably, is assigned to Hyde. No fuss. No papers. No frantic bargaining. Simple delivery to his office, upon demand.

				How can this be true? Hyde’s arrangement with the Crown is as fantastic as his work. My mind boggled with this knowledge, curiosity an avalanche. How on Earth had he managed the impossible? Did he have regular audiences with the King or with the royal advisors? What great work had Hyde done in the past, to so afford himself this luxury? What made his name so respected that a simple request resulted in his every satisfaction?

				Why I am found to be at fault in any of this is staggering. I have grown so accustomed to being ignored entirely by my fellow workers that I fear I have become spoiled to my solitude. Arriving today at the office, to find what can only be described as an angry mob gathered outside our door, was a complete surprise. I learned today that I quite like being left completely alone. Being treated like a leper has proven very useful to me, and I instantly took offense at this morning’s pattern being otherwise.

				Voices were raised. Challenges issued. And I, sipping my morning mug of coffee and still glowing from receipt of your letter, was so astounded by this bizarre turn of events that it took me a moment to catch up, conversationally.

				MacDougal’s assistant took pity on my obvious ignorance. He (and I have endeavored to memorize his name . . . Mr. Rose, although I must assure you that it is a ridiculous moniker for such a sour, officious man) informed me of Hyde’s talent for securing cadavers for himself. Rose expounded on the vast unfairness of it all, implying an obvious graft, a gross mishandling of Crown resources, and on and on until my head finally ached with the ferocity of his argument.

				It seemed that Hyde had gotten approval for the next cadaver available, even though he had been granted the previous two. I was expected to provide an accounting, a reasoning, an explanation! When, truth be told, I was euphoric that Hyde possessed such a capability. To secure us cadavers at whim! I found his luck staggering, and since it is only to my advantage that he possess it at all, I politely ignored all demands at apology. As if I would!

				I was also pleased that we would be conducting our research in a more hands-on capacity. As much as I love the written word (and truly, my dear Miss E., I do), I also enjoy a more active science. I can only assume that this is further study into our quest for the consumption cure, although I am at a complete loss as to why a dead body would be needed, considering most of the remedies I have been cataloguing involve living, breathing people. Still, it is Hyde so I have grown accustomed to the absurd.

				The angry group arranged outside our office door was absurd in its own way. Too many days spent with my conversational attempts ignored did not endear any of them to me. I can hardly see why I should succumb to their demands now. Even if I agreed with their indignation, I should hardly behave in accordance with their wishes.

				I am obstinate, I fear, upon occasion. I hope that does not trouble you. I like to think that I am slow to form an opinion about a person’s character. I endeavor to provide ample opportunity for someone to reveal his true nature, without prejudicing him with my own thoughts. But, unfortunately, once my good opinion is lost, I find that it is almost impossible to regain it. I am sure that it is a terrible shortcoming, but I find no help for the matter at all.

				I very resolutely shut the door against the rabble, and took care to lose myself in my usual morning routine. The noise of complaint could be heard quite clearly though the door’s inset pane of frosted glass. Under more normal circumstances, I would never have behaved so rudely, but I felt assured that Hyde’s notorious temperament would be a strange ally in this matter. He could hardly blame me for ignoring them, and I think he would have taken a perverse pleasure in witnessing my rudeness, if he had bothered to present himself at a timely morning hour.

				How Edinburgh has changed me!

				My disappointment, then, at finding the office cadaver-less was . . .

				I break, my Miss E. It seems Hyde has returned to the office tonight.

				Forgive me for my strange, broken thoughts, but Hyde has come back unexpectedly. At first, he was viciously adamant that I was still here involved in some strange sabotage of his office. I apologized profusely, and was quite horrified to notice the lateness of the hour. Twilight is long gone. I can hardly blame him for being suspicious (which he is, by nature, anyway). I quite lost myself in my letter to you, and I hurried to tell him that I was, still, untouched and uninterested in any of the so-called factions of the Doctoral Council. There is no sabotage, and I invited him to take a cursory tour of the office, to reassure himself that all was as it should be. He did so, and appeared to satisfy himself that I had not strayed from my worktable and chair. His anger receded when it became apparent that I had not betrayed him and his research.

				I was bold enough to chastise him for even suggesting that I would be in league with those abominable people who had shouted insults beyond the door this morning. I had neglected to tell Hyde of the event at all, being so lost in my research. I then regaled him with the details of the terrible morning. He laughed, which was a surprise, and was keenly interested in my diatribe against all things Council related.

				I then spoke of you. I showed him your letter (rest assured, I did not show him its contents) and explained that I was merely enjoying the peace and tranquility as an opportunity to write a response. I said that, had he paid any attention at all during the day, he would have noticed that I had taken several moments to reread bits of your letter, when not occupied with my research. Hyde snidely replied that I had taken more than several moments, and that he certainly noticed that my mood had improved considerably after such readings.

				Bad tone aside, Hyde was convinced of my innocence. He insisted that I finish my letter. He asked me a great many questions about you, and I feel sure you would have blushed beneath the mountain of praise that I heaped upon you. He was fascinated by your love of all things scientific. I spoke of your great beauty. Your infinite charms. I described your laughter, and your quick and pleasing smile. Forgive me, Miss E., for being so bold in telling you, but again, I only wish to relay the truth in all matters. Every description I made was the absolute truth.

				Hyde told me to take my time with writing such a beguiling lady, and so I have returned the quill to paper. He has settled himself at his worktable, and has poured two glasses of very fine whisky. We drank to you.

				I do, however, find it increasingly uncomfortable to write with even the politest audience. Hyde is rarely polite, but he is making a feeble attempt to not stare over at my parchments. He has told me, several times, that he sends you his very best. Which alarms me, but the message is relayed, nonetheless.

				I find myself jealous of sharing even a moment of your time and so I am regrettably bringing this letter to an end. A quick read-through dampens my good mood. What topics I chose to discuss! Surely they are not the sort in which you possess an interest, and if I were not being avidly observed, then I should tear it up entirely and begin again.

				And so, I will answer your questions with regard to the Steambox at another, more private time. I will also tell you more of the wondrous Fenimore Cooper novel, which I intended at the onset of this truly dismal missive.

				Hyde says that if we hurry, we can make tonight’s postal ship. And then there is a new restaurant that might interest me, if I am hungry.

				Such a strange day.

				Yours.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				September 21

				Mitchell Boarding House

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				It has been a dreadful night. I did not think it possible to write, due to the shocking turn of events, but I find that my only solace rests in our correspondence. Even on the grimmest days, your letters are my primary light. Tonight, my only hope lies within the thought of writing you. If anything can save me, then I know it is this.

				But where to start? How can I? The horrors I have witnessed make me unwilling to convey them. Already I have sat here, at my narrow desk, staring down at the little bit I have managed to scrawl.

				My neighbor, Mr. Beatie, was found dead tonight in his room. I discovered him.

				Again, the quill stills against the page.

				I am trying to decide the depth of detail that I should give in this particular matter. I am accustomed to telling you my every thought, my every observation, and find that I have become spoiled to such a luxury. Discussing this feels grotesque, although I know you have acquaintance with the macabre, due to the necessity of being in the family of a physician. I know this, and yet I am still unwilling to write down the precise details of what I observed.

				Mr. Beatie.

				Again I sit, unsure of what to say next.

				The boarding house is eerily quiet, now that the gawkers and gapers have left. The police (I can hardly bear to call them police—one constable, one aide) have left, and I have to say that they were terribly inefficient in their line of questioning. I do not know if this is the sort of thing they investigate often. I assume so, considering their decidedly lackluster enthusiasm and care toward the scene of the crime. They behaved as if they were conducting a social call instead of an investigation.

				I had heard that Edinburgh’s police system was still based on rural proportions, with scant policemen and one constable, which is bizarre considering it is such a large place. Most of the crime for the city is handled by a division of the Crown Office, or at least, it is supposed to be. For Auld Toon, unfortunately, the Crown has little care or concern, so we are given the police.

				I learned that, due to the lowly stature of Mr. Beatie, of his assumed unimportance in society, the Crown Office would not be involved in what little investigation would be conducted. They are contacted in only the most prestigious cases, and the location being Mitchell Boarding House, in itself, did not warrant Crown attention. Here is a man, or so I was told, who was little more than a drunk, unimportant in the regard of society, and no matter that his death was violent and grisly, there is still little interest in pursuing his killer.

				I am sickened. I am stunned. I am horrified. To grant such little value to a human life! Any life! Forgive me if I am delusional, but I believe that if any man is killed, regardless of social station, then his murder must be investigated with the same care given to someone who has lined the Crown coffers.

				I know what I saw, within the confines of his room. I know the horror. And to have it so resolutely dismissed, only because Mr. Beatie is an unknown and an undesirable?

				What sort of place is Edinburgh?

				I am rattled. For all of my time devoting myself to medical study, I have never, until tonight, witnessed such scope of unmitigated violence. I have been in contact with many research cadavers. I have sat at several deathbeds. I have seen death before, watched it come and take a human from this world to the next, and yet I have never glimpsed the gore I have seen tonight.

				Murder is not a thing that one can easily wrap one’s mind around.

				I will instead keep description to a minimum. I was the first to discover him. I had just returned from a late dinner at the odd new restaurant to which Hyde has gotten me addicted. I was planning on telling you all about it, describing the tiny little windows that fill an entire wall, floor to near ceiling, that can be accessed and, when opened, each displays a separate dish available for purchase.

				There are so many dining choices available, everything from roast meat to fresh bread slices to puddings. The windows are quaint, the corners of each riotous with ornate brass framework, decorated with filigreed outlines suggesting wine goblets. The culinary selection is marvelous, the choice difficult. Decision reached, personal menu crafted, a coin is inserted into a small brass slit at the top of the window. That releases the latch, and a grasp of a tiny brass knob opens the selected window. There is a great whiff of steam upon one’s fingers, and one’s desired treasure is available for the taking.

				I wanted to recall that in more marvelous detail, and was returning home in quick anticipation, when Fate decreed my letter would be far more horrible in nature.

				His door was ajar, which is unusual, considering Beatie always takes great care in locking up before he goes out on his usual night of carousing. I stepped toward it, fearful, I must admit, that he had kept a candle burning unattended. Keep in mind that I was still very fully aware of the dire warnings of his usual habits, of his penchant for burning down places. I intended to knock, to investigate, to blow out the offending candle, but the room was dark as I approached. I was holding my own candle (as always necessary, considering the lighting of the hall is nonexistent). I held it aloft as I pushed open the door, and called out his name. . . .

				This is the point where I falter. Where I struggle to draw the line between conversation and decorum.

				Forgive me, sweetest Eugenia, but I am simply not myself tonight. I poured myself a glass of the Whitcomb brandy to settle my nerves, and have yet to touch it. I am impervious to the usual cold of my quarters. It seems a lifetime ago that I was at the Whitcomb table for my second dining invitation. . . . How could that only have been last night? How could I have sat there, laughing and conversing with Hyde and the luminous Miss Whitcomb, when all the while, my fellow boarder was suffering? When he was dying?

				I intended to write you about the last night’s dinner as well, about the witty conversations, about the jesting! I concocted an entire letter in my mind, and intended to write about such trivial, unimportant things. Things intended to make you smile. And now this!

				The guilt of merriment is heavy upon me. The burden of a night spent in oblivion. Already, it feels like a different life. I shall never look upon the queer little restaurant I attended tonight, or the Whitcomb parlor, with the same eyes. I am afraid that forever I shall feel guilty that while I was there, at either locale, an acquaintance of mine was breathing his last gasps.

				I sound maudlin and dramatic. Unusual for me. I have never been much for causes, particularly fruitless ones. My grief and shock accomplish little, and yet I am outraged by his passing. The shock of murder, combined with the complete disregard for human life by others, has made me quite ill.

				The police believe (for what it is worth) that he died sometime last night. . . . Was it while I was sitting with Hyde at the Whitcomb table? Would it have been different if I had refused cigars and brandy, and had returned home sooner? Might I have stopped the tragedy?

				And an entire day, spent in oblivion! I rose this morning, unknowing that a body was adjacent to my quarters. I spent the day at the office. A dinner out. What if I had investigated? Could I have saved him?

				These thoughts!

				The pathetic police asked if the door was ajar when I returned, late yesterday evening, from the Whitcomb dinner. I said the truth, that it was not, and I knew this because it was extremely noticeable that the door was open tonight. It was closed this morning, when I left for the Operating Theatre. So, does that mean that the murderer was there? Did he stay amid the blood and chaos that covered the walls of the small space?

				What sort of letter is this! Forgive me, please.

				The hall is heavy with quiet tonight. I had no idea how accustomed I have grown to listening for Beatie, whistling his off-key ditties as he returned from another raucous evening. The reaction of his compatriots (how will I ever think of them as only two!) was strange to watch. Mr. MacKay and Mr. Wallace behaved as if Beatie was an unwanted interruption to their usual pattern. No grief. No shock. They voiced irritation that their plans for the night were necessarily delayed, due to the briefest of questions from the constable.

				The chaos of my lowly floor, crammed full of police and fellow boarders, was a cacophony of noise. Mrs. Mitchell continually shrieked. Mr. Mitchell shouted. Mr. Stuart was there from his tavern, peering through a crack in his quarters’ door.

				Strangely, I found the one most helpful was the cantankerous Banbury, who lingered in my open doorway alongside me. He was as ill-humored as ever, glaring and complaining about the terrific noise. He berated the pathetic policing. I managed to find a bit of solace in his constancy, in his humane responses. When he offered me his flask, I gladly shared his whisky, which would have been inconceivable to me even a day ago.

				I sincerely hope that I have not distressed you, that by sharing the terrible events of my day, that I have not caused you misery. If so, you must forgive me. I have promised to tell the truth in my details. I simply never intended to tell you something this horrible in nature.

				Beatie’s door has been locked, the body taken away in police custody. Mrs. Mitchell says the room will clean up, bright as new, come morning, and it will probably be rented a few days hence. He had very little by way of belongings, seemingly nothing of value. His quarters were even more sparse than my own, and the police do not think it was a robbery. Not that they care. Upon my queries, they informed me that, in all likelihood, the investigation was complete.

				Rented in a few days. So quickly forgotten. Even his closest friends, MacKay and Wallace, were laughing and jesting between themselves within the hour. They repaired off to their beloved taverns and gaming hells, their merriment echoing down the stairs as they traipsed to the surface.

				It was offensive, and while I do not require sad, drawn faces and pretend piety, I do think a modicum of respect should be given to the brutal murder of one’s closest friend. I cannot imagine any of my brothers behaving with such lack of thought. As MacKay and Wallace left, Banbury shouted a string of profanities, which ended in “This isnae Hogmanay!”

				Suddenly, only three boarders remained. Me. Mr. Stuart. Banbury. I appreciated the fact that we all disappeared back to our respective quarters, doors firmly shut, in absolute silence. What does one say, when one’s neighbor has been so brutalized?

				I never wish to see again what I saw in Mr. Beatie’s room.

				I find myself missing home tonight, and yet it is not London that is occupying my thoughts. How I wish I could speak with you! How good it would be to see your face, to have you walk along the Loch with me. The fresh air would clear my thoughts. The silence of the hills would soothe me. And the company . . . well, the company is very much needed right now.

				I find myself wondering what it is I am doing in this town. What it is I am seeking.

				The shock of what I have witnessed makes me consider things with a clearer eye. The romance of my adventure is gone. I find myself wondering why I am here, in a dim, dismal cold room, buried beneath a bustling close. Why do I work alongside a truly horrible man? Why am I continuing where no one enjoys my company?

				Why Edinburgh?

				Again, I am dramatic tonight. I am terrible at it, but I find myself unable to shift away from dark thoughts. There is no cheer, only death, and misery, and I wish for nothing more than to be with you, and perhaps your sweet wisdom could remind me of what it is, precisely, I am trying to achieve.

				Banbury is here now. He has brought in his own desk chair, and has managed to set it up in my room. He has poured a brandy for himself, and told me to keep on with my letter. He finds my silence far more soothing than his own thoughts.

				Mr. Stuart followed, also with his chair, but, due to our cramped confines, he could only set it in the open doorway. He accepted a brandy and has commandeered my copy of The Last of the Mohicans. Silence has descended once more, and I must say, I feel infinitely better with such company.

				Next letter will be better. I promise.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				September 25

				Hay’s Bookshop

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				I am pleased to say that I have recovered somewhat since last I wrote. I almost did not mail your previous letter at all, and instantly regretted it as soon as it posted. What sort of misery did I convey in those pages! Hardly the stuff a lady likes to hear, and I hope that I did not cause you too much distress. I am committed to telling you my every thought (or most of them, anyway) and I know I have been repetitive with such a wish, but that still does not excuse such a dreadful missive as you last were sent. I shudder to think of your receiving it, and I hope sincerely that it does not make you cease corresponding entirely. Be forewarned, I would be lost without you.

				I have found that my senses have recovered with the brief passage of days, although I still cannot think upon that night without suffering again a flash of outrage and grief.

				I received your third letter yesterday, and you must know that your words did much to rally my senses. I am beginning to think you are intuitive, or possess a sixth sense. Your undeserved praise of my paltry attempts at discovering a new city cheered me immensely. Your conversation restored my faith in what I am doing here. So, I thank you.

				I have also been restored, temperamentally, by possibly the strangest and most unexpected of acquaintances. Amid all of this horror, Hyde has proven himself to be a very stalwart supporter. I hesitate to call him friend, still, because that would simply be inaccurate, but I was surprised, early Saturday morning, to hear a knock upon my chamber door. I had already decided to stay away from the office that morning. I knew that Hyde rarely appeared on Saturdays, together with the other physicians, but I tend to enjoy the solitude and quiet offered there for my research. Due to the horror of the night before, however, I planned on staying home, desperate to get myself somewhat recovered.

				The knock surprised me. I had already heard my companions leaving for the day (one fewer than normal!). I had heard Mrs. Mitchell come downstairs, with a robust crew, intent on cleaning away the last of the terror. So you can imagine my surprise when I heard her call out a greeting, and then direct someone to my chamber door.

				It opened to reveal Hyde. I must confess, words failed me. I am still, secretly, of the opinion that he materializes out of his misery every day at the office. Seeing him out of his element is ever a little jarring. There is always a moment at the Whitcomb dining table that I decide his presence is surreal.

				“You live in the center of the Earth,” Hyde said, without preamble. “How unexpected.” He nodded to where Beatie’s door was open. “I take it that is the site of the murder?”

				I said yes.

				“And they are already cleaning?” he shouted, his voice causing Mrs. Mitchell et al. to freeze in place. “There has been a murder among us, and they are erasing evidence?”

				I felt myself smile for the first time in hours. When Mrs. Mitchell began explaining that the police had given the go-ahead, that there was not to be any further investigation, I braced myself for Hyde’s inevitable response.

				It was glorious. He was snide. Sarcastic. Hateful and cruel. And so obviously insulted by the mistreatment of poor, pathetic Beatie that he had Mrs. Mitchell sobbing within moments. I must admit, Miss E., that I did take a supreme pleasure in Hyde’s tirade. I know that is offensive, know it is inappropriate to so enjoy watching another get such a verbal beating (especially a lady!), but hearing Hyde vocalize my own desperate opinions was a triumph unto itself.

				“Get your coat,” Hyde said, turning to me suddenly. “I find that I cannot abide this place at all. And lock up behind yourself, Purefoy. There is a murderer amongst us.”

				His pointed glare, directed at Mrs. Mitchell, resulted in another bout of sobbing. I hastened to put on my coat and gloves, and locking up, I saw that Hyde had already mounted the stairs.

				We did not talk again until we were well free of the confines of the boarding house. I was pleased that, for whatever reason, he had come to fetch me. The dismal grey rain was a jarring return to reality, as was the garish activity of the bustling close. The cries of merchants shifted my attention away from grief and shock. The precarious stairs required attention, so that I was blessedly taken away from my dark thoughts.

				Hyde moved through the closes with the same agility as usual, the ferocity of his expression clearing us a nice pathway through the crowd. He made generous use of his walking stick, often whacking the legs of those who did not give way. He was oblivious to the stares, to the shouts, and instead curtly demanded that I keep up.

				My curiosity was piqued when I realized he was leading us toward the funicular.

				I had yet to explore the strange contraption, which rattles continuously up and down the mountainous slopes that comprise the city of Edinburgh. Heights, as you know, are not kind to me, and I also prefer the madness of walking through the impossibly narrow closes. To see Hyde marching toward the funicular station made me sigh. Again, with Hyde, it is always the unexpected.

				He tersely ordered transport on a First Class carriage, a private carriage, which also surprised me. I was relieved that Hyde’s usual ill humor would not affect others, but still, this seemed a strange way to spend the morning.

				The carriage was sumptuously appointed, with a tartan carpet covering the floor. Rich brocade-covered seats lined the walls, broken only by a small door on opposite sides. A porter held open one of the doors, ushering us inside. Hyde went in first, and after taking a deep breath, so did I.

				There were viewing windows all around, sparkling and clean. I was dismayed, as I sat, to see the sharp incline of the track. The decline was no better, and I could not decide if it would be worse to go up or go down.

				The platform was teeming with a rough sort of people, jostling their way onto their respective cars. The noise was incredible. I heard Hyde say something to the porter, who hurried to comply with whatever demand had been made. Hyde has that talent. When he says something, then chances are his requests will be fulfilled swiftly.

				A wheeled cart drew to a halt alongside the platform, just to the side of our carriage. I saw that it was heavily laden with food and drink for sale. Two large mugs of wine were delivered to our carriage. I took one with a murmured thanks.

				The door was shut, and before I could lift the mug to my lips, we began our precarious descent.

				I could tell you of the splendid view, which was, indeed, impressive. There was a loud hiss of steam. A squealing of the brakes. And as we began to churn our way down the tracks, Edinburgh spread out beneath us like a medieval tapestry. The buildings crept by, since the funicular goes at a stately pace. The rails go alongside the pavement, so on one side you can see the pedestrians, while on the other you can see the endless carriage traffic. If it was not so difficult for me to enjoy such things, then I should think it a wondrous way to acquaint oneself with the city proper.

				I will say that, should you ever come to Edinburgh (and I sincerely hope you do) then I will be willing to subject myself to the funicular experience again, because it is a fine mode of transportation. But for now, I concentrated only on my wine, and did my best to appear unaffected by our shuddering descent.

				Hyde informed me, once we got underway, that he had heard the terrible news early that morning. He had been horrified to learn that it was at my boarding house. He asked if I knew Beatie well, and I said that I knew him well enough, considering that there are not many located on my floor. His apology over my loss of acquaintance was pleasing, as was his outrage over the shoddy treatment, and ultimate dismissal, by the police.

				He then asked me a very strange question, but one that had admittedly run through my mind on several occasions. He asked me whom did I consider to be the murderer.

				I told him that I did not know, and when he said that, in all likelihood, it was someone comfortable with such strange, subterranean accommodations, I heard myself agreeing.

				My mind raced with thoughts, curiosity overwhelming. The idea of it being someone I knew, with whom I shared such tiny space was mind-boggling. In my mind’s eye, I considered them all, trying to decide who could do such a thing! Why would they? What possible motivation would lead one to murder, especially someone as harmless as poor Mr. Beatie? The concept of its being a fellow boarder was both horrific, and I must admit, intriguing.

				I told Hyde then the details of my fellow boarders. What I had noticed. As I talked, sipping wine, I could feel myself calm for the first time in hours. Hyde’s expression was intense as I listed what I had noticed in others. What I had observed. I told him of the usual patterns of my fellow bachelors on the subterranean floor. I also told him the specific details of what I had seen when discovering the body.

				I felt better, immensely better, confiding in Hyde. Not even Banbury or Stuart had provided such peace of mind. Hyde’s questioning was so along the lines of my own thoughts that I felt the madness and confusion of my grief lifting. He was perceptive, and validated many of the half-formed ideas with which I had been struggling.

				The return of curiosity, I think, is a necessity. Being curious, I can push aside for a moment the pain of grief, the rush of fear. The unknown identity of the murderer results in a great sense of helplessness. Curiosity, at least, occupies my mind. I find that it is better to apply my scientific techniques on what is beginning to feel an impossible problem. My friend was murdered. The killer has not been discovered. That in itself is a terrible mystery, but by centering my thoughts upon my own questions I should be able to keep all grief and fear at bay. At least, it is a hope.

				“I cannot believe you choose to live in that place,” he said finally, after a hefty drink of his wine. “What sort of man decides to live without windows? Without air?”

				“It was my assigned accommodations,” I said. “Hardly my own decision.”

				“I have yet to notice your obeying any of their decisions thus far,” Hyde countered. “You must realize there are better accommodations available.”

				“It hardly matters,” I replied. “I only need a place to sleep. When not in the office, I am usually at the bookshop.”

				I pause now, remembering to tell you. I am at the shop tonight, and have purchased you a copy of Sir Walter Scott’s The Bride of Lammermoor, as requested. I made sure to procure the nicest copy they have, and will post it tomorrow. I have also been so bold as to include a copy of Fenimore Cooper’s novel as well, since that is what I am reading. I think you will enjoy it as much as I have, and although I have only just read through the second chapter, I am consumed with the splendor of America! If you would like, read it. Give me your thoughts. Tell me if you are as fascinated by the verdant forests described. . . . In many ways, it reminds me of your Highlands.

				But I digress. . . .

				Our journey was blessedly over, and I found us deposited at a far nicer station than the one at which we boarded. I realized then that this was New Town, the more expensive and more recently constructed section of the city. There were potted ferns arranged in a quaint waiting area. The crowd was far less boisterous and was of a different class than those who peopled the Auld Toon stop. I had not yet had a chance to explore this area, but Hyde was walking swiftly again, so I could only observe my surroundings at his usual fast pace.

				And what surroundings they were! The streets were of nicer brick, far better maintained than those around my home. There are trees (trees!) planted alongside the pavements. Magnificent townhomes with private gardens, and my heart leapt at the sight of green vines climbing against wrought-iron fences. Such beauty! And the traffic is conducted at a far more civilized pace, providing the sense that one will not necessarily be run over and killed by a speeding carriage if one ventures too close to the street.

				Hyde seemed determined to make quick progress, and I hurried to follow. He brought me to the front of a stately town house, one with bright blue awnings shielding the lower windows. I scarcely had time to read the small brass plaque affixed to its front fence, when Hyde walked relentlessly to the front door.

				You know that I am the son of a butcher. My ways are simple. For all my love of learning and of science, I am still someone who spends his scant time of leisure in his own quarters or, like tonight, at a bookshop. I am not, and will probably never be, a true man of leisure, who spends his time conversing and meeting at his club. I cannot imagine being that idle, or that indolent.

				This was Hyde’s club. For some reason, he had brought me here. A club, the very definition of indolence! To imagine Hyde’s attendance at such a place made me smile.

				We entered through a wide front door and were greeted by a somberly dressed man who recognized Hyde. Our coats and hats were surrendered, and I did my best to not gawk at the fine, rich furnishings. It was appointed as lavishly as a grand home, with thick carpets covering the floor. The man ushered us forward, and I could hear, through the open doorway ahead, the muted tones of polite conversation.

				“Dr. Hyde,” the man said. “I will seat you and your friend with your brother.”

				“My brother!” Hyde ceased walking and gazed at the man with such unabashed horror that I stifled a laugh. “Good God. What is Simon doing here?”

				“This is his club as well,” the man said, his voice dripping with disapproval. “Please. Follow me.”

				Hyde’s brother, the elusive Mr. Trantham! I instantly thought of Mr. Whitcomb, who was desperate to make acquaintance. How disappointed would he be to know that I was to do so instead? And, if he did know, would he force me to make introductions for the sweet Miss Whitcomb? Poor Hyde if that should ever come to pass!

				For the first time in days, I could feel my good humor return. The absurdity that always followed Hyde like a miserable cloak always cheered me, and this was no exception.

				“It is not to be helped,” Hyde groused. “I am simply too hungry to leave without luncheon. God knows you are in need of a decent meal as well, butcher.”

				Simon Trantham was easy to recognize. There was a nice scattering of tables and overstuffed chairs, arranged pleasingly. An oversized fireplace that let off a blast of welcoming warmth. Gentlemen sat here and there, poring over newspapers or involved in muted conversation. A clink of glassware signaled luncheon’s being served, and several waiters moved between the tables, laden with trays or carrying bottles of wine. All in all, it was such a location of calm and rest and politeness that I believe I might have changed my opinion in the matter of gentlemen’s clubs. There is a fine line between absolute rest and indolence. This resembled rest, albeit a stately one.

				But I return my written conversation to Mr. Trantham, Hyde’s brother.

				He was seated at what must be one of the better locations, at a table close to the fire. Before him was an open newspaper, and that seemed to hold his attention. He ignored the waiter who poured him a fresh glass of red wine. He paid no attention to the plate of roast beef set at his elbow. The rest of his table was empty, although there were five other seats, but he appeared disinclined to welcome others to join him.

				It was this personality trait that initially informed me that he was kin to Hyde. Something about the set of his shoulders gave off the warning that he would not take kindly to being disturbed. His expression was ferociously serious as he read, his harshly aristocratic features set in precisely the same scowl I have so often witnessed in his brother.

				And then, there was the dull blond hair. The long, bony fingers that turned the newspaper page. A pair of gold-rimmed spectacles shielded his eyes, but I felt sure that, given a good glimpse of him, I would be able to see the strange, sea foam color of his vision.

				He looked up as we approached, his expression turning guarded. Those queerly colored eyes blinked, as if he were returning from a reading fog. He recovered, and rising to his feet, he called out such a cheerful greeting that I immediately hesitated to think him related to Hyde.

				“So, you are the latest victim unlucky enough to be assigned to my brother,” Trantham said, once introductions had been made. The three of us sat. Wine was poured. Luncheon ordered. “I feel sorry for you, you know,” Trantham continued. “It is not many who can abide my brother’s moods at such close proximity.”

				“It is not the day for jesting,” Hyde said, taking a sip from his glass. “Purefoy here discovered a murder last night.”

				“Did he, indeed?” Trantham said. His gaze turned sharp as he regarded me. “I have just read about it in the paper.”

				“Well, he saw it for himself,” Hyde snapped. “I hardly think he needs to hear the pathetic report.”

				“I should like to hear it from you,” Trantham continued, oblivious to Hyde’s scowl. “That is, if you do not mind. I have already been disgusted by the poor reporting, and the fact that the police are not following up is—”

				“He knew him,” Hyde interrupted. “Beatie was a fellow boarder, a neighbor.”

				“Good God,” Trantham exhaled. “Well, then, I am sorry. How terrible for you! Forgive me my insensitivity, please.”

				“No offense,” I managed, stopping Hyde before he could say anything else. “I am relieved that you, too, are offended by the mishandling of the case.”

				“It is beyond mishandling,” Trantham said quickly. “It is shameful.”

				It was easy to talk once luncheon arrived, a fantastic roast and Yorkshire pudding. The wine, as usual, served to soften Hyde’s mood, and he filled in and expanded details, here and there, as I retold my story. Trantham’s questions were just as astute and well-formed as Hyde’s had been, and again, I was struck by the immense weight that was lifted off my shoulders, the more I spoke of the horrors I had seen. These two men did not have the response of Wallace and MacKay. There was no merriment, no making light of a life ended so violently.

				I have discovered that discussion itself leads me back inevitably to my ever-present curiosity. As I spoke, I found myself wondering the source of interest for Mr. Trantham. Was this his own curiosity at work? A gentleman, sitting amid the splendor of his private club, bored with his usual amusements? A macabre entertainment, an expansion of an intriguing article briefly glimpsed in his papers? Was I serving as storyteller to a bored nobleman? Was I cast as a jester of sorts, brought to entertain with tales of the trials and tribulations of the coal-soaked lower class?

				Or was his interest more gruesome in nature? What was his motivation for learning such details? Was he an active participant in the event itself (I shuddered to think), or was I simply suffering from acute paranoia?

				I decided to momentarily stifle such terrible thoughts. There should be plenty of time to ponder any nuances, once I returned to the questionable sanctuary of my abode. I continued to speak, deciding that I had nothing to hide from either man, whatever his true purpose.

				Once more, I told details of the boarders, of the people who fill the rooms at the Mitchell place. Trantham was particularly interested in who has access to my lower floor, and was horrified by the vast number. He wanted to know more about the police assigned, and his dislike of their procedures rivaled my own.

				Both Hyde and his brother asked details of Beatie himself, how he was arranged, if I noticed anything in particular, beyond the initial gore. We kept our voices low, the conversation private. I appreciated this, not wanting to be considered the sort who likes to announce bad news. I truly wish to never speak of it again.

				Trantham insisted that I eat, and that my wineglass be refilled regularly, and I must confess I cannot remember the last time I was so adequately fed. The two Thursday evenings spent at the Whitcombs’ were close contenders, but Hyde and Trantham kept on ordering me another helping, ignoring my protests that this was unnecessary.

				I did feel strengthened, however. And warm, warm for the first time in days!

				“I have people who can look into this,” Trantham said, once we were finished feasting. “People who would like to.”

				Relief, I will admit, was overwhelming. What sort of murderer or accomplice would suggest that? I immediately regretted my horrible curiosity, my quiet maligning of his character.

				“I am simply glad that a man’s death, even an insignificant man, matters to some,” I said.

				“The deaths of all men matter,” Trantham replied. “In many ways, the insignificant man matters more. Especially when it comes to murder.”

				My faith in humanity, in Edinburgh, was restored!

				I am tired, my sweet girl, and so I am ending this letter. I am to return to the underworld tonight, to my home beneath the Earth. I am packaging up the books. I will attach the letter. And I will, in all likelihood, reread your missive a few more times before I retire for the night. And then on to chapter three of Cooper’s book. . . .

				Regards.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				September 26

				Mitchell Boarding House

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				What a strange few days this has been!

				After everything I have been through, all I have suffered, you might imagine my surprise upon discovering that our requested cadaver had been delivered to the Operating Theatre. As per form, the next available one was to be granted to Hyde and myself.

				I had not expected to see Mr. Beatie again, but there he was, arranged beneath the shroud, and lying in wait upon the medical table. Mr. Beatie.

				I realize that it should not have been a shock to me, but it was. I had forgotten entirely that Hyde had requested a cadaver. Frankly, if I had remembered at all, I would never have assumed it would be Beatie! What are the odds? How absurd, how completely and utterly implausible in a city this large!

				But there he was. Waiting for me in the Theatre.

				I received notice of his arrival upon entering the office, early this morning. The message was terse, without identification of the cadaver proper, but that was to be expected, considering the hubbub and controversy that already surrounded our awarding. I hurriedly completed my morning tasks, and then, leaving a note on Hyde’s desk for him to meet me in the Theatre, I went there myself.

				A crowd awaited me in the galleries, which was, again, no surprise. I was fully aware of the immense upset over our possession of said cadaver. The seats were filled with both physicians and assistants. I could hear the angry murmur of conversation when I entered the floor.

				It increased in volume when my arrival became noticed. There was no masking the outrage. I do not instill the fear that Hyde invokes, so their low opinion of me was bestowed loudly and without hesitation. I heard the snicker of Mr. Rose as I approached the still-shrouded form. I heard MacDougal comment on anticipating the damage my “monstrous butcher hands” could inflict upon a dead body, much less a live patient.

				Laughter. Jeers. Shouts of anger over our favoritism by the Crown. I ignored it all and kept my mind occupied with the happy thoughts of the impending arrival of your father’s tools and such. You have no idea how well-appointed I will be with those instruments! How proud I shall be to carry them in my reticule!

				Still ignoring the crowd, I busied myself around the operating floor. Several tables had been brought in, but Hyde had not yet set out any instruments or left notes on what we would be doing. With such a raucous audience around me, I was unwilling to show my lack of knowledge, so I made sure to appear confident. I walked to the body, and pulling back the shroud . . .

				I will, however, give even the horrible audience credit here. Silence, deep and heavy, descended as I stared down at the familiar face. The quiet was so sudden, and yet I knew that even if the shouting had remained, I would possess no sense of it.

				His wounds, and there were many, had been sewn up. All blood had been washed away. Someone had managed to relax the horror of his expression, although my thoughts were still imprinted with what I had seen, days before. It was undoubtedly Beatie. I struggled to take a full breath, my fingers grasping the shroud so tightly that my knuckles whitened.

				It was then that I saw the Indian.

				He must have come down from the galleries, stepping onto the floor with silent tread, while I was still gaping at the body. Looking away from Beatie, I stared at this new figure, believing that my eyes were betraying me. The embodiment of everything Mohican met my gaze unwavering. I must confess that at this point, at this moment, I truly believed myself mad.

				What was an Indian doing in my Operating Theatre? In Edinburgh, Scotland?

				Had I read too much? Had the grief and shock made me a candidate for Bedlam?

				His ancestry was unmistakable. He was tall and dark-skinned. His features were proud, with a hawkish nose and clearly defined cheekbones. Dark, glittering eyes met mine. The mouth was kept closed, his expression one of bored neutrality. His hair (oh, his hair!) was long, so long in fact that as he walked it shifted well past his shoulders. It was as black as midnight, as black as a raven, pulled away from his temples by two braids. The gaslight gleamed on small silver feathers, woven through the braided strands.

				It seems strange—and I hope it correct—to refer to him as an Indian. Years ago, while still in London, I made acquaintance with a man from Calcutta, who referred to himself as an Indian, and yet there is a complete dissimilarity between these two that must be noted. Completely different ancestry, different builds and posture, different histories. For now, until I know this man’s tribe or a better term to describe him, I shall say Indian, although it is mind-boggling to use the same term of description as I would for my friend from Calcutta.

				Although this Indian was dressed as an Englishman, or Scotsman, there were still glaring hints of the savage in his attire. No loincloth, thank God! He was clad in trousers and shirt and boots. No coat. No cravat. No hat or gloves. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled well up his forearms, giving a view of primitive, tribal tattooing covering both arms. Several thin gold bracelets clinked against his wrists.

				He walked with a fluid grace that I have only read about, and it was easy to imagine him walking through a thickly wooded forest. His stride reminded me of a deer, and I fully expected him, at any moment, to turn his head and listen to some unseen sound, hidden behind nonexistent trees. Although his feet were clad in a gleaming pair of Hessians, his steps made absolutely no sound. His walk was chilling in its silence, and his sleekly muscular build made it apparent that if he were tracking a man, then this was a specimen perfectly capable of killing his quarry before it realized his approach.

				Killing. I actually thought that, while standing alongside one so recently murdered.

				My audience was enraptured with curiosity and fear. A look at Mr. Rose assured me that this stranger, this Indian, had been among the topics being discussed as I entered the floor, but I was too caught up in my own selfish thoughts to think there was any other issue at hand. I could see unmitigated terror on the faces remaining in the gallery. That, and an awestruck wonderment at seeing such a creature moving among us.

				“You must be Mr. Purefoy,” the Indian said, his voice deep and allowing hints of an accent. “I was told to expect you.”

				Expect me? In my own Theatre? I was too bemused to provide argument, or to demand he introduce and explain himself. I felt mesmerized by his presence, having just so recently been immersed in the beginnings of Cooper’s novel, and conversation absolutely failed me. I had a hundred questions I wished to ask him, about America, about his tribe, about his life, but I found myself unable to form anything close to coherent words.

				For once, I was saved by the arrival of Hyde.

				He emerged onto the operating floor in his usual pique, fury rolling off him like ocean waves. In a booming voice (which managed to snap me back into reality), he demanded that the galleries be cleared. There was to be no viewing, no observation of his research today, and if his demands were not met at once, then there would be unmitigated trouble. The galleries were to be emptied. Immediately.

				With the exception of me, and the Indian, who I later learned was named (fantastically) Dog Benge.

				That is the first time I have written down the man’s name, and I cannot cease reading it, over and over! What a fantastic moniker! I cannot help but wonder if there are more pieces of his name, perhaps Rabid Dog, or Angry Dog, or even Dog Howls At The Moon. At first I thought that perhaps Hyde was being rude in calling him that at all, but the Indian took no offense.

				The galleries cleared, as expected. I cannot help but notice that everyone does as Hyde demands, which inevitably is a contributor to the mass hatred against the man. I have observed that the physicians love to hate Hyde behind his back, but when faced with him, they expose their own cowardice. None of them has good reason to hate him (aside from his dark personality), so they cannot stand against him, face-to-face. Theirs is the hatred of jealousy, of undefined dislike, and they enjoy being rude when he is not standing before them.

				At least that is my opinion. My observation.

				I saw that Hyde had brought the Steambox, and had set it up on a table close to Mr. Beatie. I realized then that I was still holding the shroud, and I forced myself to release it. I felt much too overcome with emotion, what with the reappearance of Beatie and the presence of a real Indian, that I am afraid I struggled to take a full breath.

				“Here,” Hyde said, in his usual sour tone. “I brought you this.”

				He handed me a mug of coffee, then shouted for the few lingering gawkers to get themselves away. The door of the Theatre closed with a resounding bang, but I was simply too startled to care. Hyde knew that I drank coffee? He was thoughtful enough to bring me some?

				“I was afraid of this,” Hyde continued, busily setting up the Steambox and plugging its tubes into the side of the examining table. “Although I decided that the odds of its being Mr. Beatie were scant. I am willing to wait for another body,” he said, and I realized then, with shock, that he was talking to me. “If you are uncomfortable, Purefoy, I certainly would understand why.”

				Coffee? Understanding? An Indian? It took me a moment to reply, I was so shocked.

				“I insist we continue,” I said, after a fortifying sip of coffee. “Beatie would be insulted if we did not, and I certainly refuse for any of the vultures to have him.”

				Hyde smiled, then continued to attach the Steambox tubes.

				All the while, I was aware of the Indian watching me, which was unnerving because of the things I have so recently been reading. I made a heroic effort to not stare back, but really, it was simply too thrilling to be in such close proximity to a true American!

				“I regret the brutal loss of your friend,” he said, his voice echoing through the Theatre floor. “But you must be assured that his spirit is at rest.”

				“Balderdash,” Hyde interjected, all traces of good mood vanishing. He scowled horribly at the Indian. “I told Simon there was to be no interference in this matter, Dog Benge.”

				“It has already been decided,” Benge intoned. He shrugged, another fluid move that made my mind race once more through the forests I imagined him tracking. “You know that as well as I do, Hyde.”

				Dog Benge! My mind reeled with the name. Was it a name? An insult? Later, I asked Hyde, who informed me that he was not stupid enough to insult an Indian.

				“Yes, well, be quick about it,” Hyde snarled. “We have much work to do and I would demand as little delay as possible.”

				I managed to get hold of my senses, and managed to politely inquire what, in God’s name, was going on.

				Dog Benge looked at me for a long moment, his dark eyes inscrutable. Just when I began to grow uncomfortable with what was obviously considered an idiotic question, he answered.

				“We have taken this project,” Benge said. “We intend to discover who murdered your friend and why. It is my task to examine the body, so that we might learn what the murderer intended for us to learn. And then we will begin our investigation.”

				“We?” I asked, but I could see Hyde vehemently shaking his head. I hushed instantly, and taking a step away from the table, I motioned the Indian closer to the table. He bowed his head in appreciation and then reached for the shroud.

				Even the sew-up job had been conducted poorly. Sipping my coffee, I watched as Benge began to run his fingers against the raised stitchery. It was impossible to not recall, with burning accuracy, the bloody body I had discovered. Seeing him again, in deathly repose, did little to clear my thoughts. Seeing him badly sewn was sickening.

				Miss Eugenia, I will draw the line on complete description here. I know your curious nature, and am in great admiration of it, and probably possess little ability to deny any answers you might desire. But I am at a disadvantage here. Letters are a strange, one-sided communication. I cannot see your face, gauge your expression. If we were talking, face-to-face, I would probably speak more descriptively. I certainly should not, since it is improper, but I know your keen love of science. You want to know, and so, if we were sitting before your fireside, I could likely be persuaded to tell more. But for now, I will keep this talk simple. As polite as it can be, considering the terrible circumstance.

				Suffice it to say, Mr. Beatie died from multiple knife wounds. It appears that he was bled to death. Hyde and Benge became involved in a heated argument when Benge demanded a scalpel, but it was eventually agreed that the wounds could be reopened for further investigations. They had to be.

				Benge’s only other suggestion was to use his own knife, procured from a leather holder attached to his belt. I very nearly fainted when I saw the thing, a great, gleaming blade with a wondrous hand guard, similar to what a sword possesses. My father has an immense selection of knives, made specifically for the butchery, but I had never seen anything as magnificent as this blade! It was lethal and powerful, and my mind instantly returned to the imaginary hunt through the American forest.

				Furious, Hyde handed over the scalpel. I was amazed to see him capitulate to anyone’s demands, but I found myself greatly pleased that he did. The Indian’s knife did not invite argument.

				What we found was so shocking that I hesitate to write it. It seems that poor Mr. Beatie’s tongue had been removed and taken, as were his vocal cords. Nothing else, save the many, many cuts covering his skin.

				Horrific. I apologize profusely for mentioning this at all, and hope you can forgive me. I am beginning to hate my own conversational choices. I am greatly struggling with the empty responses that a page bestows. How I need to speak to you! To see you! To apologize in person if I have brought offense with such an indelicate topic.

				Benge finished his study, which I must say was conducted with the utmost care and concern. He very carefully cleaned his knife (which he had used with great delicacy along with the scalpel), and I suppose he saw me eyeing the great blade appreciatively, because he handed it to me with another quick nod.

				“It is beautiful,” I said, my fingers feeling strangely natural against its hilt. I complimented the hand guard. I gave a careful swish, delighting in the feel of it in the air. The blade was even more vicious than I had first assumed, and when Benge held out a section of the shroud and motioned for me to cut it, I was thrilled that it did so seamlessly.

				Knives are my passion. I suppose they are in my ancestral constitution. A knife like this, well . . . even now, my fingers long to hold it once more.

				I thanked him and returned it with regret. Hyde glared at me impatiently, but I did not care. To touch a knife of that caliber was a once in a lifetime opportunity, and not even Hyde can dampen that enthusiasm.

				Benge told me that a friend of his in America, in Louisiana, handcrafted it for him as a gift. He seemed pleased that I appreciated it so much, and then, assuring me that the Gentlemen would be in touch, he left the operating floor as stealthily as he had arrived. I watched him ascend the stairs, wondering how it could be possible that he walked so soundlessly. The door opened, and then he was gone.

				The Gentlemen? Who were they? Were they involved with the wonderful knife? Why would they be in touch? Would they contact Hyde, or me? For what purpose? What reasoning?

				The questions raced through my mind. I will admit the idea of being so contacted caused an unwanted shiver. It seemed an ominous promise. Again, my curiosity was a necessary buffer, something upon which to concentrate!

				I wanted to ask Hyde more, but he was busily firing up the Steambox, and so my attentions shifted to the fantastic. To see the Box again was like a return to a very enjoyable dream.

				I refer now to your questions regarding the device. . . . It is roughly the size of the small cabinet in your father’s study, the one in which he keeps his important papers. I took the time to measure it today (twenty-two by fourteen inches). Its inner chamber is very deep. It is made entirely of wood, with various dials and knobs on its front. The top is covered by six sets of brass levers. The Steambox is constructed so that it is run by steam, which is generated within. Several vents let out the burning air, but most of the steam and therefore the power is processed through the brass tubing, which is connected to the sides and back of the Box.

				The center section is a gathering place, or holding cell, for the power that the tubes collect. The steam blends with that power, and generates more, or at least that is what I believe it is meant to do. It is supposed to create a desired temperature, but I think Hyde has far better and larger plans for it. Keep in mind, no one I have heard of, save Hyde, has actually constructed such a thing, and I have yet to learn what, precisely, he intends to do with it at all. Or if it even works properly.

				I hope it makes more sense now. I would sketch a picture, but I am a horrid artist and feel sure that any such drawing would only confuse you further.

				Your father has a book, in his library shelves, which can explain it far better than I can. Upper shelf, northeast corner. I believe the title regards fantastic discoveries and fantasies, but I find that the precise wording has left me entirely.

				I did manage to ask Hyde, today, what he intended to do with it, with regard to Beatie. He said something about believing the soul had a lingering presence in a body after death. That seemed such a ludicrous idea that I almost laughed, but I have learned in my short time here that Hyde is a man of unreliable humor. Instead, I helped him set the dials to the desired temperature, which was well below freezing.

				We shot icy air into poor Mr. Beatie’s body. Hyde stared at the gauges for a long time, but he said nothing. I could not tell if the tubes collected any soul remnants at all and was unwilling to ask. I assumed that the answer was none of my concern, or else Hyde would say it.

				He did say that he was requesting another cadaver. I anticipate the Doctoral Council response. It should be a cacophony of outrage, should we be given the next body, which is likely.

				I anticipate not seeing a familiar face on the table, although I know I have developed more compassion than I possessed before. No one is nameless to me any longer.

				Residual power of the soul, remaining within a body? My mind races with the thought.

				The two carousers have returned for the night. No more singing for them, what with Beatie gone, but that does not dampen their enthusiasm or lower their decibel level. I am returning to Cooper’s novel now, and must say that my mental image of Uncas has changed forever.

				Thinking of you, from the depths of Edinburgh. . . .

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				October 3

				Mitchell Boarding House

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				Today I received my package and I am simply stunned by the generosity. The instruments and medical books are even better than I recalled, and I spent a happy hour this morning arranging them on my worktable to my liking. You can imagine how proud I was to be their new owner, and the fact that your father included his own medical reticule, well . . . I was pleased beyond words. No assistant possesses tools as great as a physician, and the fact that I do now is beyond my comprehension.

				Please convey my gratitude to your father, and tell him also that his trust in bestowing these tools has restored my faith in my chosen profession. I shall endeavor to do great things with them, as per his instructions. My only hope is that I am worthy of such bounty.

				Hyde appreciated them as well, and spent most of the morning thumbing his way through the texts and murmuring approvingly over my glittering haul.

				I think that he covets the set of scalpels. Rest assured, he will not be allowed so much as a loan. These things are mine!

				Which brings me to the best items in the package. The things selected by you.

				The scarf has spent the day firmly wrapped around my neck. Even now, I finger the fringed end, marveling at your knitting skill. It has kept the cold at bay wonderfully well, and when I press it against my nose, inhaling the scent of perfume, I am intoxicated.

				My wicked Miss E., do not think that I have not inhaled a hundred times already. I am surrounded by the scent of roses, which I know was your intention. I could not ask for a better remembrance of you (as if I require one! I fear that you are in my thoughts continually) and was greatly pleased to not only be in possession of a much-needed scarf but to suffer a tease!

				There might be miles between us, Miss Eugenia, but the addition of perfume to the woven strands is like a siren’s call. It enchants me. As I walk through the grim closes of Auld Toon, I feel you are with me, with every breath. A decadent secret, and a reminder that you are there, no matter where I go.

				Today I watched the airship churning its way through the skies, moving toward your Highlands, and I wished, oh how I wished, that I was on board.

				The wooly bothy blanket! Already, it has cut the chill from my room, and your kindness in sending it is greatly appreciated. Hyde was with me while I opened the package, and he almost took the bothy from my hands, he was so envious of it. Blankets of that caliber do not exist here—they are a Highland specialty—and Hyde made a ludicrous attempt at bargaining it away from me. Rest assured, he did not succeed. The bothy is mine, and there will be no man warmer this winter in all of Edinburgh, thanks to you.

				The shortbread is already gone. I made the infernal mistake of allowing Hyde to have one piece. . . . He was abjectly jealous of such a package and behaved with the sullen insistence of a child that I share. I gave him one small bit. In all my days of working alongside Hyde, this was the first moment I saw unmitigated pleasure effuse his face. His reaction to the taste made me fear I have competition for your affections.

				I believe I am a better admirer than Hyde, and have prepared a list of reasons why, precisely, you should favor me over the lunatic Hyde.

				I am pleasant. I drink little. I am pleasant.

				If those reasons do not convince you, then be assured I will think of others.

				The remainder of the shortbread was for me and me alone to enjoy, which I did. Your skill at baking rivals the knitting, and my only regret was that I did not limit myself to a few pieces. I miss it already.

				I take another rose-tinged breath, and turn my thoughts to my days here.

				The work is still consuming; Hyde and I are spending most of our time concentrating on the area of consumption. I am sorry to say that there is little progress, although both of us are convinced that a cure lies within our grasp. I am concentrating right now on several books of Eastern philosophy, and particularly medical texts of the Orient.

				It is slow, considering there is very little translated, but I have managed to find some in the Doctoral library. I have been informed that MacDougal and Rose have, in their possession, quite the library of translated texts, but I know better than to make inquiry.

				I had thought that Hyde’s obsession with consumption had to do with the delicate Miss Whitcomb. I watched her quite closely this evening at dinner, and although she is frail and exhausts easily, I have yet to see the telltale signs of the disease. She is not sequestered, and although she coughs occasionally, it does not appear to result in blood. I wanted to ask about her obvious illness, but I was simply unwilling to ruin such a perfectly good evening with blatant, rude questions.

				And such an evening it was! I daresay that Miss Whitcomb took special care with dinner tonight, in an attempt to cheer and comfort me after the horrific murder. A fish pie unlike any other I have enjoyed, filled with succulent haddock and slathered with potatoes heavily laced with butter! There were delicate prawns within it as well, and all was followed by a baked apple pudding. Absolute heaven, and paired with the wine . . . well, it made for a very merry party indeed.

				Miss Whitcomb was quite solicitous, worrying and fretting over my tribulation. She was concerned with my continued residence at the boarding house, frightened that the murderer would strike again. I assured her that there was no need for alarm. The chances of a murderer striking again, in such a subterranean and awkward locale, are slim to none, and I see no purpose in procuring other lodgings.

				I am only here to rest, and Mitchell’s does not pretend a need for cheerful conversation and active social participation among its guests. I rise in the morning and depart. I return late in the evening. There is no need for pleasantries, no pretend friendships, no forced jovialities. In many ways, Mitchell Boarding House fulfills the most basic needs, and that is quite enough for me.

				Miss Whitcomb argued most determinedly, making me promise to always lock my door, and suggesting that I carry a weapon of some sort. Our table had a very animated conversation discussing the merits of various guns, and knives, and she blushed prettily as we teased her for her lack of knowledge of such matters. Miss Whitcomb possesses a delightful humor, and was quick to retort that only a foolish man would reside in the Underworld without proper weaponry, debated merits or not.

				She was also concerned with the lack of good dining at Mitchell’s, asking me to relay a typical meal offering and then gasping with horror. I was amazed by her concern for my well-being, for my alleged lack of good health! She complained about my gauntness in comparison to Hyde! Lunacy!

				Apparently, my attendance tonight at the Whitcomb table, my third invitation, gave her the right to fuss over my supposed ill-treatment. Even Hyde joined in, chastising me for selecting such a horrible boarding house, but I have said it before and will say it again, it was selected for me, and I have little desire to change, bad food or not.

				It was nice to be fussed over. We had brandy in the parlor, which, coupled with the wine from dinner, served to make Hyde of nearly pleasant personality. I am still horrified by his grisly solicitousness, when it comes to Miss Whitcomb, but she seems to tolerate his company.

				She is simply so frail, so given to exhaustion, that even our game of whist, before the parlor fire, tired her. She does much to hide her weakness, and Hyde ensures that she is comfortable, refilling her glass often, and tucking close her shawl. His attempt at care and concern was alarming as always, since he does not bother with gentle talk or telling glances. He is gruff but constant, and that seems to suit Miss Whitcomb just fine.

				Still, it is disconcerting to watch. I wish, for her sake, that Hyde possessed an inkling of pretty manners. The lady seems in constant distress, and Hyde’s rough wooing surely does not help matters.

				Hyde did bring up, on our cold walk to our respective homes, the idea of possessing a weapon. Once we were out of polite company, moving among the still-restless crowd on the pavement, Hyde had much to discuss on the matter. He said that it was utterly stupid of me to not be protected by some sort of weaponry, and if I did not possess either a gun or a knife of mine own, then he would bring me something appropriate to the office tomorrow morning.

				I was completely fascinated. I had not expected Hyde to be generous, and it seemed so strangely out of character that it took me a moment to respond. I finally managed to tell him that I am in possession of my butchering knives, but would be most appreciative of anything he thought wise.

				Hyde lit up at the idea of my knives, and instructed me to bring them to the office tomorrow. I told him that that is where they reside, on my worktable. It was amazing to me that he had not noticed the bundle, wrapped and set in the far corner of my table, but he had not. He apparently respects my privacy as much as I do his.

				I told him that I had the knives there since my arrival, since I only today received proper medical tools. In a pinch, I use my butchery knives as I see fit, and I told him that I am quite adept with the blades, although they are far larger and unwieldy compared to the treasures your father sent on. Hyde was fascinated by my admission, and demanded to see evidence of my butchering skills tomorrow morning. I told him to bring something from a butchery, some leg of lamb or roast, and I would be more than happy to show him my surgical capabilities.

				It appears that he is as entranced by knives as I am, and he asked many questions about them. I told him that they were a gift from my father, a set to all of his sons. I admit I have never given the knives much thought, and although I have spent years utilizing them, back in London, I usually keep them on my desk for surgical emergencies.

				I find myself anticipating his choice of appropriate weaponry. Such a strange man.

				I am sad to report that I have not seen the mysterious Mr. Benge again, but the Indian is often on my mind. How could he not be? I did manage to ask Hyde more about him, yesterday at the office, but I am afraid that Hyde’s answers did little to satisfy my curiosity. I asked him what Benge meant by the term “Gentlemen.” They would be in touch? Was this something I should be concerned about?

				“Undoubtedly,” Hyde had muttered. He was sitting before his desk, head propped up in his hand as he perused yet another medical tome.

				“Then you must tell me at least a little bit about them,” I pressed. Hyde snorted loudly (his snorts are often his only answer to an unwanted line of conversation) and I had just about resigned myself to the unanswered mystery, when I heard him speak.

				“The Gentlemen are friends to my brother,” he said, making great show of turning a page. “They fancy themselves investigators.”

				“Investigators!” I said, relieved at such an unexpected and simple answer. Their involvement had little to do with me, specifically. It concerned only the murder. “Well. I suppose that is why Mr. Benge came to inspect the body.”

				“He did not inspect the body,” Hyde retorted. He took a deep drink of whisky and turned another page.

				Relief dissipated. No hope for a simplistic answer.

				“I saw him inspect the body,” I said, when the silence became unbearable. “He cut into him, and . . .”

				“Dog Benge is no physician,” Hyde said crossly. He glared at me with his strange eyes. “I am the physician. I was the one who inspected the body. Good Lord, Purefoy. Do you not understand anything at all?”

				No. No, I do not. Apparently, my expression said as much, because Hyde muttered incoherently beneath his breath, his scowl darkening. He sighed loudly, and then spoke more clearly.

				“The Gentlemen have very specifically defined tasks. In such matters, I answer the medical questions. No one else has the capability.”

				“You are a member of the, ah, Gentlemen?” I asked. Instantly, I knew that was a bad line of questioning.

				“Do not be an utter dunce, butcher,” Hyde snarled. “Of course I am not. As I have said, they are my brother’s friends.”

				And yet he answers their medical questions? So very confusing.

				“So, then, ah . . .” I paused, determined to not irritate him so greatly that he ceased speaking entirely. “Ah . . . then why was Mr. Benge present in the Theatre? What is his role within the Gentlemen hierarchy, if not to inspect the body?”

				“He was here to inspect you,” Hyde said.

				“Me?” I was stunned, my mind whirling. Inspect me? What? Why?

				Hyde did not see fit to answer. He drank his whisky. He returned to his reading.

				I could not shake the distinctly uncomfortable feeling that had settled upon my shoulders. What did Hyde mean? Certainly, I had seen the Indian watching me, with his serious, dark eyes. I remember feeling quite nervous before him, but he had been pleasant enough. Why would he possibly be inspecting me?

				And even more important, had I passed whatever test he was administering?

				Panic warred with my curiosity, fear at having been so strangely watched. I hated the great unknown, the feeling that everything was spinning out of my control. Inspecting me? Did these alleged investigators consider me a suspect? How had I managed to ignite interest?

				And more important, how could I quash it?

				It took me an hour to develop the least offensive question I could manage. There were many things I wished to ask, but the silence drifting from Hyde’s desk was absolute and heavy. I knew him well enough to realize this was not a conversational topic in which he was willing to participate, for whatever mysterious reasons. At best, he would suffer one more question, so I struggled to formulate the most pressing, and the one most likely to receive proper answer.

				Hyde was concentrating on a stack of correspondence, the silence broken only by the steady ticking of a clock upon his desk.

				“Did I pass inspection?” I asked finally. That seemed the most important. If I had failed, then surely that would require action upon my part. That nature of that action eluded me, but I decided it best to be at least partially prepared.

				I was surprised to hear Hyde laugh, the amusement in his expression so startling that I instantly regretted speaking at all.

				“Poor Purefoy,” he said finally, once he was able to speak. “You do not understand, do you?”

				“That is why I am asking,” I said stiffly, trying to keep my irritation at bay. “It seems ludicrous to pretend otherwise. Ludicrous and ignorant. I always think it better to ask when I do not know something.”

				“If you had failed inspection from Dog Benge, you would know,” Hyde said. “I can promise you that.”

				And that, my dear Miss E., is the extent of what I managed to discover, with regard to the Indian. It still makes no sense to me, but from what I can gather, Trantham is involved with a group of men who have private investigation as a hobby. An amusement. I do not know how many of them there are, or really what they are about in detail, but I do know that Hyde is responsible for all medical questions they might have.

				And I assume I passed the Indian’s inspection, although I am still puzzling what, precisely, is meant by that. Was he studying my character? Trying to decide if I was, in fact, the murderer? A horrible thought! He asked me no pertinent questions. He made no inquiry. All of our conversations were related to the body itself, and he treated me as I would expect him to treat any physician’s assistant. No questions about where I was that night, or details asked about my knowledge of Beatie.

				For the past few days, my mind has replayed the hours spent in the presence of the Indian. If I had realized I was being “inspected” then I should have behaved differently. I am thinking again and again of my appreciation of his knife, and hoping he did not read more into that than was intended. I should not have stared quite so much, imagining him amid the American forests. I should have been more conciliatory and respectful and . . .

				Madness! I find it difficult to think of anything else. Again and again, my thoughts return to it. When I close my eyes at night, I can see the Indian, offering me the knife. I can feel his dark eyes watching me.

				And I fear I must trust Hyde in this matter. Obviously, I passed inspection, since I do not know otherwise. Benge saw the truth, saw my clear grief, my innocence. Why they are interested in me is astounding. It confuses me. I cannot help but be concerned by what it could mean.

				Is it just me, or are the peoples of Edinburgh loathe to adhere to normal behaviors? I think back on my time in the Highlands and remember only straightforward folk, who behaved in expected, normal patterns. Conversations were never confusing. Things were usually as they appeared. I find myself exhausted by the continual subterfuge, the mysteries, and long for a time when something, finally, is as it should be.

				I breathe in roses, and am returned to more cheerful thoughts. To you.

				Be assured, you shall occupy my every thought tonight. As you so often do.

				Regards.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				October 8

				Mitchell Boarding House

				Miss Campbell,

				Forgive my scrawl; I hope it is legible. My hand is shaking so much that I fear it impossible to write, and yet I am at a complete loss as to what else to do. I have a bit of time here, and the madness of doing nothing is making an already miserable situation worse. If I can, I will write, and take what pleasure I can from thinking of you.

				I start again with terrible, terrible news. There has been a second murder. Mr. Banbury, my fellow Englishman. My neighbor. And again, it is as horrific as it was before.

				He was discovered this morning in his room by Mrs. Mitchell. I had already left for the office, noticing nothing out of sorts. I was with Hyde when the message arrived. Mr. Stuart thought it best if I knew that there had been a second attack, and requested that I return to the boarding house as soon as possible. Which I did. Hyde insisted that he come along, and I was more than happy for the company.

				We arrived amid the melee and confusion that so resembled the farce of Beatie’s passing. The same police were there, although this time they displayed a bit more enthusiasm for their case. The hallway was crowded, but we pushed our way through. I saw Stuart by his doorway, and he ushered us forward.

				Banbury. My heart is still keeping its rapid beat, even though it has been hours since discovery. Again, I will keep my descriptions short. I am only telling you at all because you are you. You are my centering. My calm oasis in the face of a terrible storm. How could I write you and keep something this terrible out of my letters? I fear you would recognize the falsity of my words, and would take offense at my lack of honesty.

				And so, I tell. But only enough so that you understand that I am in a terrible, terrible way. Another friend lost. One of the few who showed me kindness. I am exhausted by grief and shock, and wish with even greater fervency that I was far, far away from this place.

				Banbury!

				He was found in his room, with as grisly a scene as Beatie suffered. Blood everywhere. A terrible attack upon his person. Hyde immediately shouldered his way into the room, barking out that everyone was to stand back and give him space. I was not surprised that everyone obeyed. Even the wailing Mrs. Mitchell and the police did things precisely as demanded by Hyde.

				I did not hesitate to follow. I felt dazed and stunned and deeply sickened, but I am, at heart, a physician’s assistant. My physician was in the room, inspecting the body. And so was I.

				I had the terrible sense that this crime had been committed sometime this morning. It was all too fresh. Too new. Again, no robbery attempt. Nothing appeared disturbed, save for poor Mr. Banbury.

				Forgive me the horror of telling you, but he was cut, repeatedly. Instantly, I checked his tongue, but it was in place. His eyes, however, were not. Neither were his ears.

				Sweet Eugenia! Forgive me my honesty. I can barely stand it myself, and to share it with you? Well, there is no excuse. Forgive me, I beg you.

				The Indian appeared again, Mr. Benge, while Hyde and I were busying ourselves with our inspection of the crime scene. He frightened me by his sudden presence in the room, his stealthy approach. I was too consumed with horror and determination to give him much thought, however, and it was not until hours later that I remembered his task of inspecting me.

				Had he been sent by the Gentlemen to inspect me once more?

				Again, he was polite, almost cheerful. He listened while the police began a more usual questioning, asking everyone where they had been the night previous and this morning. I answered truthfully. Last night I was at the office until late, and then at the bookshop until closing. I returned home. I saw only Mr. Stuart, who agreed on the same. This morning, I only saw the MacIntoshes, but that was upstairs at the dining table. Oh, and Mrs. Mitchell, who was overseeing the presentation of breakfast, alongside a serving maid.

				I had not seen Banbury since Saturday late. He seemed in his usual foul mood, upset over some commotion at his work. I admitted that I had scarcely paid any attention at all; I had been intent on returning to my room and my waiting novel.

				MacKay and Wallace were summoned as well, and they were as disagreeable and loud as always. I think they were intimidated by the presence of Hyde and the Indian, and they made themselves scarce as soon as possible. I cannot say that I miss them. Their complete and utter lack of humanity at terrible times such as these is astounding.

				Banbury. I simply cannot believe that the man is gone. And so horrifically!

				I must pause now in my terrible tale. Hyde has returned and we are taking my belongings away. I have been convinced to find other lodgings. Two murders is too much for even my stout constitution to take, and I willingly took Hyde up on his offer to find me another place to stay. More later . . .

				I have returned to the letter now, and am in complete distress as to the details above. I am conflicted, however, with the desire to be absolutely honest with you, and the need to protect you from the terrors I have witnessed. It seems that, out of all the people in the world, you are the one with whom I should be the most honest. I also feel that you are the one I need to protect the most. And so, you might have noticed that I have blotted out a few words in the above paragraphs with concern for the exact nature of Mr. Banbury’s injuries. I have carefully spread a thin drop of candlewax across the words, light enough that you can scratch it out and read for yourself if you insist, but please, I beg you to keep the wax in place. I am in agony, thinking of your reading the horrific descriptions, and have almost surrendered the letter entirely and begun again. For now, the candlewax assures me that you are untroubled, which truly is the most important thing in the world to me.

				I have been settled into a far nicer boarding house than Mitchell’s. It is still in Auld Toon, but I have a nice, private room, well above the basement, with a window that overlooks the bustling close. A window! Such luxury. I have already opened it a crack, letting in a healthy dose of air. The smell of coal smoke surrounds me, as does the chill, but the feverish grief is still upon me. I feel nothing but it, and I take comfort in the shouts that drift up from the pavement below. It sounds like life, and that noise is very much what I need right now.

				My room is larger than previously, with a far more comfortable bed and a proper armoire. A nice braided rug covers the wooden floor. There is a vanity and a desk, and my trunks fit beneath the bed, providing far more space than that to which I am accustomed. This is the MacGregor Boarding House, and it is run by a pleasant couple who insist on keeping a tidy household and pride themselves on their hearty meals, or so they claim. I have yet to meet anyone boarded here, nor have I enjoyed the food, but all in all, it seems a far nicer place than what I have just left.

				I will certainly have no use for Hyde’s protective weapon of choice, a gleaming pistol, which I have tucked securely beneath my bed. As much as I appreciate his kindness, I think it unnecessary to have it lying about. This is a respectable place, but Hyde ignored my attempt to return the gun. So, it is in my trunk, where it should be.

				The morning was horrific. My afternoon chaotic. And my evening—well, simply put, it was bizarre.

				I never expected to have dinner with an Indian.

				Mr. Benge startled me by being involved in my move to the MacGregor house. He was waiting in the carriage, dark and silent, as we finished loading my trunks. You can imagine my surprise at seeing him again, and, I will confess, my fear. He was dressed far more appropriately than he had been during my first meeting in the Operating Theatre, in a severe black coat and trousers that sufficiently hid all tattooing. His long hair was gathered back and made less noticeable by a hat pulled low across his forehead. His gloved fingers tapped impatiently against the top of a pearl-inlaid cane, and he sat in the shadows of the carriage, obviously intending to travel with us.

				Hyde appeared displeased to see him but said little as we settled ourselves into the carriage. It was evident that Benge had not been present on the journey to Mitchell’s, but he was here now. I was beginning to think we were going to travel in abject silence, as the carriage fit into the endless flow of traffic, and I found that I no longer cared. Such tragedy and horror was overwhelming, and I was beginning to feel exhaustion settle in.

				I was startled when Mr. Benge spoke.

				“You appear to be in grave danger, Mr. Purefoy,” he said, as our carriage careened down the steep decline. “I am pleased that you are uninjured.”

				“I am not in danger,” I replied. “It only seems that my friends are.”

				“Danger is danger,” Benge replied with a shrug. “Friends are friends.”

				“You should not be here,” Hyde said. “I already told Simon that none of you were to be involved—”

				“I am here only to be of assistance,” Benge interrupted smoothly. “To Mr. Purefoy. This truly has little to do with you, Hyde.”

				Hyde’s fury was instantaneous, and determined to stop what was certain to be a blistering attack, I spoke without thinking.

				“You are here to inspect me?” I asked, hating the words as soon as I spoke. Hyde switched his glare to me, but I was too worried about insulting the Indian to give Hyde more than a passing thought. Benge watched me with his glittering dark eyes, and I could feel the heaviness of silence descend upon the carriage.

				“That was before,” Benge said finally, with a half smile. “All of that is in the past now. I am here to offer assistance, as the need should arise.”

				“What sort of inspection?” I asked. Beside me, Hyde muttered and cursed, but I was simply too distressed to care. After all I had been through, it seemed acceptable to me to inquire the Indian’s opinion with regard to my character. “Forgive me for being rude, but I wish to know more. Did you consider me a suspect? Do you again?”

				“No.” Benge’s eyes flashed with barely suppressed mirth. “And I can hardly blame you for inquiring, Mr. Purefoy. I would have been disappointed if you had not. I met with you, at the Theatre, as protocol only. Trantham had already assured me that you were innocent.”

				“How do you know that?” I asked, unable to stop myself. “How did he know that?”

				“Because your every emotion and thought is continually displayed upon your visage,” Hyde answered. He leaned forward, bestowing his terrible grin upon Benge. “You are not to be here. Your presence causes further distress. Surely the situation is dire enough without your participation.”

				“Your grief is unmistakable, Mr. Purefoy,” Benge said, his gaze steady upon Hyde. “Your innocence is without pretense or falsehood. You were destroyed alongside Mr. Beatie, as only an innocent can be. Today was no different, and Dr. Hyde . . . ,” he said, his smile suddenly as terrible as Hyde’s own. “Hyde, you cannot stop what is already in motion. Not even you possess that power.”

				“Why do you consider me endangered?” I asked, disliking the feel of imminent violence that was beginning to permeate the carriage. Forgive me again, dearest girl, but I was completely and utterly at my wits’ end. What little control I retained over my own volatile emotions was beginning to slip. I could feel it, could sense that my own reaction to the nightmare of the morning was beginning to take form.

				I feared it, feared this complete loss of control. Frustration over the morning would easily shift into temper. Temper into an uncontrollable rage. If an altercation broke out between the two men with whom I was sharing a carriage, I knew well enough that I would be unable to remain uninvolved. I would fight as well, but the question remained whom I should hit first. Both men? Hyde? Benge?

				Forgive me. It has been a difficult day, for all of us, and I feared that, should one misstep be made, then a melee would ensue. In all fairness, we would all feel better for it. Helplessness is such a terrible feeling, and aggression, even misplaced, can soothe unresolved terror.

				I felt my fists tighten as if from their own accord. Benge noticed the action, and his rich laughter suddenly filled the carriage, bursting the dark mood like a much-needed bolt of sunlight.

				“You are obviously endangered,” he said, settling himself into his seat. “I know you consider it coincidence, as only a proper innocent would. But there are no coincidences. Not when it comes to murder. We are here,” he said, motioning to the window. I could see that the carriage had drawn even with this new boarding house. Rain splattered against a nice sweep of front steps. Windows gleamed with welcoming gaslight.

				“Hurry and unload,” Benge said. “Dinner is mandatory. I am half-starved, and I daresay you are as well.”

				I was. I had forgone breakfast this morning (which, again, seems a former life!) and had been too traumatized to eat anything at all. Now that it was mentioned, hunger was sharp and overwhelming.

				We unloaded quickly, the footmen shouldering my trunks and making their way through the grey rain. I was only afforded a quick meeting with the MacGregors proper. They had obviously dealt with Hyde earlier and were in no mood for his unpleasant conversation, so I was hurriedly shown my room and given directions to the parlor and dining room.

				Trunks unloaded. Keys handed over. Hyde took my arm as we turned to the front door and spoke in a low tone.

				“Confide nothing in the Indian,” he said tersely. “Nothing of a personal nature. The less he knows of you, the better. Tell all about the victims, certainly, but nothing of yourself.”

				“All right,” I said. It was unlike Hyde to be so adamant on any topic. He seemed to read the question on my face (which, I have been told, is a fault of mine) and then sighed raggedly.

				“Or tell him everything. It is nothing to me, Purefoy, only a little friendly advice. I have no idea why the Indian has taken such an interest in your situation, but it cannot be good. I, for one, would hate to be so observed by my brother and his horrid friends, but Benge is not someone you can easily dissuade. His offer of assistance is unusual, and I fear it is an attempt to alleviate his boredom. The boredom suffered by my brother and his friends is legendary. I would hate to be an amusement, so if I were you, I would keep the details of my private life to a minimum. I do not see you confiding in Mr. Whitcomb at our Thursday dinners.”

				“Why would I?” I answered. “Privacy is not something I surrender easily. My life is of no concern to Whitcomb.”

				“Good man,” Hyde said, looking satisfied. “But at least Whitcomb can comprehend the idea of friendship. I am not sure Benge can. He is not from here,” he said pointedly.

				“Neither am I,” I responded instantly. Hyde laughed.

				“If only that were not so obvious,” he muttered, and then we were at the carriage and the impatiently waiting Indian.

				We dined at the strange little restaurant with the windows. Benge inspired a myriad of startled looks as he walked into the crowded space, but he appeared completely oblivious to the stares. I must amend my earlier assertion that his hair was not as noticeable with the addition of the hat. It was not as noticeable while seated in a carriage, but beneath the gleaming gas lamps of the restaurant, it was clearly evident that a long, single black braid trailed down the back of his coat. Everyone noticed, particularly with Benge’s removal of his hat. A murmur went through the crowd, the noise and interest making me even more exhausted than I already was.

				Hyde sighed miserably and called for a table close to the fire. Benge, oblivious to the interest his person generated, sat down, and immediately ordered a bottle of a dark red Bordeaux.

				Which did manage to cheer Hyde considerably.

				I truly do love this queer little restaurant, set amid the hustle and bustle of the closes. If I had not been here previously, I might have missed it altogether. It is nondescript on the outside, dark grey stone, but the windows are cheerful and kept clean of the constant soot and grime present all around. The variety of foods offered, visible through the small glass windows inset in the wall, changes with great frequency. As I have said before, you drop in a coin or two (into a small slot at the top of each window) and the lock is lifted, allowing the brass knob to be turned and pulled. There is a single plate of your selected item, and I spared a glance through the open window, curious to see how this sort of thing worked. There was a kitchen beyond, full of a bustling staff, which replaced each item taken with a fresh plate. The smells were incredible, as was the heat from the myriad of ovens and stoves.

				I would like to say that we engaged in interesting conversation, but we did not. This was only about eating. Only about drinking. Benge called for a large carafe of coffee (drinks are ordered and brought by white-aproned waiters, and have nothing to do with the queer window arrangement), which did wonders to revive me. Other than that, we dined in virtual silence, but it was without rancor. Forgive me for being fanciful, but this silence was what I imagine hardened warriors feel after battle. What is there to say, when one has borne witness to a gruesome end? What sort of pleasantries are appropriate?

				And so, here I am. Ensconced in the MacGregor house. The bothy looks inviting across my bed. The sounds of the world outside soothe me.

				I wish to hear from you. Want to know the details of your days. Wish beyond anything that I could be near you. That I could hear your voice. See your smile.

				For now, I will listen only to the sound of rain falling beyond my window. I will hear the shouts of carriage drivers as they weave their way through the streets. I will feel the steamy, coal-streaked air against my skin, but my mind . . . my mind! It will be with you.

				Regards.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				October 11

				MacGregor Boarding House

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				It is snowing outside. Beautiful, perfect flakes are drifting beyond my window. I can see them swirling beneath the lamplight of the street, moving and dancing in the wind. It makes me think of you, wondering if it is snowing in your beloved Highlands. I assume that it is, or that it has, and this great curiosity overtakes me. I hate not knowing your details.

				I have not heard from you since I received the package, and your letter was dated before I sent on the awful news of both Beatie and Banbury. Since the arrival of the package, I have heard nothing. I hope that I did not offend you with my terrible honesty. I have spent hours worrying about my choice of conversation and wishing desperately that I had not spoken of such matters. The idea of your being insulted, in being traumatized by my sharing of the horrible occurrences, fills me with dread and regret.

				Please accept my apology. This great emptiness of the postal account box is driving me mad, and I fear that it is my own poor choice of conversation that has caused it. I can hardly blame you for not wishing to speak to me. What sort of gentleman discusses murder with a lady?

				In my defense, I wanted only to be completely truthful with you. I wished to share the details of my life, and in return, hear yours, no matter how troubling or distressing they might be. Now, the great silence has descended upon our correspondence, and I wish only that I had wooed more appropriately.

				I feel a great ineptitude in this matter. I have never courted before, and have realized (in the quiet passing of days) that I might not be adept at such things. I think back on my time in the Highlands, and I chastise myself for my poor pursuit of you. I remember the myriad times I lingered in your father’s office, determined to catch a glimpse of you. I do not remember any conversation, but surely I could have forced one!

				I remember when I waited after church, wanting to see you walk by with your friends. How much easier would it have been if I had called out to you? If I had signed my name to your dance card at the Andrews ceilidh? If I had waltzed with you, and then spoke of the moon and stars and poetry? Surely that would have been better. More appropriate.

				These things trouble me greatly, and it is easier to think in hindsight of a hundred thousand things I could have done differently, but I confess, I have a great shyness when it comes to you and am ill-suited to all things pretty and proper.

				And to think that I judge Hyde, with his Miss Whitcomb! I judge his gruesome smiles and rough ways, and yet I write of murder and blood.

				Agony. I am in complete and utter agony, my dear Miss Campbell.

				So much so, that I took it upon myself to ask Miss Whitcomb’s opinion on such matters. I fear that I do not have anyone else to ask, and in the past few weeks she has become a cheerful friend. Again, I fear my social manners are sorely lacking in this area, because last night at the Whitcomb dinner, I was unable to stop myself from blurting out, midconversation, if she could give me any advice on how to properly woo a lady.

				“Good Lord,” Hyde said, his wineglass paused just beyond his lips. “It was obvious something has been troubling you for days, Purefoy. I assumed it was because of Banbury.”

				We had been awarded a second cadaver, the unfortunate Banbury, but I have sworn to not speak of such matters again. Suffice it to say, it was not the source of my troubles. We employed the Steambox once more.

				“No, it was not Banbury,” I said, already hating myself for speaking my thoughts aloud. I do not know what I expected to happen. I had been mentally suffering with this problem, this fear of having ruined everything with you, but had not planned on verbalizing my concern.

				Having everyone’s gazes focused solely upon me was unsettling. Mr. Whitcomb’s face lost the sheen of vapid boredom that so often affects his expression. Hyde appeared irritated. But Miss Whitcomb’s pale face blossomed with color, and she leaned toward me with a warm smile.

				“Are you trying to woo a lady, Mr. Purefoy?” she asked in her breathy, soft voice.

				“His Miss Campbell,” Hyde said with an exaggerated sigh. “He constantly has a quill in hand, writing her. I daresay his fingers are permanently inked, he writes so much.”

				“Campbell?” Mr. Whitcomb interjected. “I believe I know several young ladies named Campbell. I also know a shoemaker—”

				“From the Highlands,” Hyde interrupted. “I believe Purefoy intends for his courtship to be conducted only through letters.”

				“Through letters!” Mr. Whitcomb chortled. “Well, I daresay that is a ridiculous endeavor entirely. Letter writing is all well and good, once the courtship is completed, but you can hardly expect to win a lady’s favor by words alone.”

				“I disagree,” Miss Whitcomb interjected. “Letters are extremely romantic and I think a very good way to court a lady.”

				“Mine have not been so romantic recently,” I admitted.

				“Good Lord,” Hyde said again, his eyes wide. “Surely you have not discussed recent events with your lady!”

				One look at my expression provided the answer. Hyde muttered incoherently beneath his breath and closed his eyes, as if struck by a great exhaustion.

				“I suggest that there are many fine ladies here in Edinburgh to tempt you, my dear Mr. Purefoy,” Mr. Whitcomb said jovially.

				There are not. I have yet to see anyone who holds a candle to your beauty. No one who possesses an inkling of your charm. No one comes close.

				“Best to conduct one’s courtship face-to-face,” Mr. Whitcomb continued blithely. “And you can hardly expect a lady from the Highlands to find a mere letter sufficient. With those big, strapping lads all around? In all likelihood, one has tossed her over his shoulder and has already handfasted her as he carried her into the misty glen!”

				I was already uncomfortable enough with this conversation, but this comment made me enraged. It was all I could do to not launch myself across the table at him, at my host! The idea of your being carried away was even worse than my own fears, and while I knew I was being unreasonable, knew that my anger was completely unfounded, it was still with Herculean effort that I remained in my seat at all.

				“Oh, I think Miss Campbell is hardly the sort to be carried off,” Miss Whitcomb interjected, coming deftly to my rescue. Her smile was beaming, and she softly patted the back of my hand. “If she is corresponding with Mr. Purefoy, then she knows a good man when she sees one.”

				“Or reads one,” Hyde said drily. His eyes were open now, and he was staring at me with unmasked bemusement. “So. You wish to know how to properly woo a lady? Let me start by suggesting that you do not mention murder, or blood, or anything mildly revolting.”

				“Nonsense,” Miss Whitcomb said briskly. “If Mr. Purefoy were writing me, then I would most certainly wish to know about murder. Otherwise his letters would seem jaded and false, and what sort of courtship is that? He must at least mention them, or else he is being untruthful about his time here.”

				“I have the feeling that he did more than mention them,” Hyde countered. “And he has not brought a new letter into the office in days. No secret smile. No pathetic attempt at hiding the latest missive. No secretive rereads.”

				I admitted that I had not received a response in two weeks. That I had gotten your fourth letter and package a week ago, but those predated my horrible missives about the murders.

				“The mail is not constant,” Miss Whitcomb said, and I loved her determination.

				“Whereas Miss Campbell is?” Hyde challenged. The sound of Miss Whitcomb’s huff earned his smile. “I think that perhaps Purefoy was a bit too descriptive for even the most stalwart Highland lass.”

				“Balderdash,” Miss Whitcomb said, employing one of Hyde’s favorite terms. Her use of the word made him laugh, but there was no humor for me. I only wanted to excuse myself from the table. Perhaps I could fall in the pathway of a passing carriage. The pain of that mishap would have been nothing compared to my own self-loathing and acute embarrassment at having started such a conversational topic.

				“I would think those letters were compelling,” Mr. Whitcomb said, his sudden support a true surprise. He motioned for our wineglasses to be refilled, and while they were, he settled himself more comfortably into his chair. “How could she deny interest in such letters? It is quite the man who would compose them, especially to the lady of his heart,” he said, pointing his forefinger my way. “Seems to me that a lady would like to know that sort of thing, that sort of unmentionable violence, and the fact that you are willing to tell is—”

				“Damned stupid,” Hyde interrupted, but he was smiling. When Miss Whitcomb gasped, he laughed again and then took a deep drink of wine.

				“I am of a mind that it is not,” Mr. Whitcomb continued. He shot me an assessing look. “And it just might be brilliant. Your work in Edinburgh has kept you from conducting a proper courtship, and you have managed to make your letters memorable. How could she possibly accept another suitor, when you are writing of a life full of adventure and intrigue? Of murder?”

				His own opinion of your current situation had changed so rapidly that my head spun. Could it be possible that you like my letters? That you find them brilliant? Memorable?

				Hope springs eternal. In my heart, it was a veritable avalanche.

				“I am sure it is just fine, Mr. Purefoy,” Miss Whitcomb said smoothly. She gave my hand another soft pat. “I believe she has written. Even airships are not timely. I feel in my heart that all is well, and you shall be hearing from your lady soon.”

				“A gift would not be unwelcome,” Hyde said. “Something pleasant, Purefoy.”

				“Gifts are always welcome in a courtship,” Miss Whitcomb replied pertly. Her gaze lingered briefly on Hyde, which caused his terrible grin to reappear. “Let me make a few suggestions to you, Mr. Purefoy, although I will not retract my very firm belief that all is well with your Miss Campbell. A nice book of poetry, perhaps . . .”

				“He has her reading enough as it is,” Hyde said. “Surely his tale of murders and mayhem would make even the most romantic poetry acutely boring.”

				“You could send her a bottle of wine,” Mr. Whitcomb said. “I have several bottles downstairs that might do the trick.”

				“A deep red for blood,” Hyde retorted. “Why not finish with a gleaming set of knives?”

				“You are horrible, sir,” Miss Whitcomb chided. Hyde grinned and raised his glass of wine in a jaunty salute.

				“No, Mr. Purefoy, I will do better than that,” she said. “Allow me to select the gift. It would be my pleasure.”

				I tried to argue that it was unnecessary, tried to convince her that she need not bother. It was all to no avail. Miss Whitcomb might be frail in body, but the iron of her personality is unyielding.

				Once a decision is made, she is incapable of being swayed, and so a small box was delivered, this morning, to the Doctoral office and addressed to me.

				You will find the selected gift attached to this letter, and although I cannot take credit for its selection, please know that it is sent with every fiber of my esteem. I hope that these chocolate truffles remind you that you are the only sweetness in my life. That if I have caused offense, it was unintentional. If you would be so kind as to continue our correspondence, then I shall endeavor to write within a more acceptable boundary. If you require a more conventional suitor, then please, be assured, I can be him.

				It is this sort of behavior, this sort of kindness in the face of her own physical adversity, that has increased my efforts to help find a cure for whatever ails Miss Whitcomb. I asked Hyde, finally, if it was consumption he feared. He said (after a rather lengthy silence) that it was not, but that he was working through every possibility, studying and then eliminating each disease. He intends to find her cure based on a process of elimination, and that if he can master and learn the cures for a myriad of things, he may be able to unlock the secret of what would strengthen Miss Whitcomb.

				And I judged him for his lack of romanticism! When, truly, he has dedicated his life’s work to her!

				I made a decision this morning, and that was to go to whatever lengths I could to offer my assistance. I swallowed my pride and found Mr. Rose in the cloakroom of the Theatre. I told him that I knew that MacDougal had in his possession several medical texts that Hyde and I do not have. I asked if I might be permitted to borrow them, with the assurance that I would return them as swiftly as I could.

				Rose’s reaction was as drastic as I expected, but I was willing to face his derision for the sake of the very ill Miss Whitcomb. He snidely refused, saying that MacDougal had spent years gathering the books from all across the globe, and that he would never allow someone as vile as a butcher to touch the sacred pages.

				I managed to keep my temper in check (which is becoming more and more difficult in these trying days) and very calmly informed him that this was of the utmost importance, and that a lady was in dire need of treatment, and that the secrets of her healing might very well be contained within those pages.

				Rose’s laughter was as awful as his next words. He informed me that no one, not even a lady, would benefit from those books, as long as it came as a request from a lowly butcher masquerading as a physician’s assistant. He loftily informed me that he and MacDougal were under no obligation to her, considering that she was not assigned as their patient, and therefore, she and her so-called ill health was of little concern to him.

				Fury, bright and powerful, filled me. I found it almost impossible to not retaliate, but I knew that any hope for Miss Whitcomb relied in my keeping a level head. Instead, I did the impossible. I asked again.

				“What? Hyde does not have the entire world at his fingertips? He does not control this? How very sad for Dr. Hyde, to find himself denied something. To not be handed his every wish on a silver platter!”

				He went on for a bit, complaining bitterly about Hyde’s mysterious connection to the Crown. He was angry that, yet again, we had been granted the research cadaver. He implied, quite evilly, that it must be convenient for me to make lowly acquaintances that can so easily be put to good use in Hyde’s Operating Theatre.

				It was that last horrific comment that made my decision for me. I scarcely remember what else the man said, something about the size of my hands again, but I recall little. Fury and outrage shifted easily into calm determination. I stiffly excused myself mid-tirade, and turning my back upon him, I returned to Hyde’s office.

				My brother, Nigel (second eldest), is a man of many talents. Although he is deeply ensconced in the butchery business, he decided at an early age to acquaint himself with what he deemed the “useful skills” of a man. He ensured that all of us learned them as well, and so I possess talents and capabilities that are often associated with men from a far rougher crowd than I would ever befriend. I know how to fight like a non-gentleman. I am adept at cards. I can wield any sort of weapon, and can defend myself well from physical attack. The list of such odd talents is long and hardly worth mentioning at all, except for the one that I called into use this morning.

				I am quite adept at picking locks.

				Hyde was sitting at his desk when I came in. He watched as I picked up the necessary instruments from my worktable, as I unfolded the cloth wrapping of my set of butchering knives. He remained silent as I selected a dictionary from his bookshelf, but I could tell that his curiosity was piqued.

				“I will return in a moment,” I said, and without waiting for reply, I went to MacDougal’s office.

				I knew that the other physicians and their assistants were gone to the Theatre. Dr. Scott was giving a lecture on Anatomy, and it was suggested that everyone attend. Hyde and I, however, are accustomed to being personae non gratae and had decided not to go, and we knew that no one would miss our presence. The hallway was empty, and through the inset glass of MacDougal’s door, I could see that his office was empty as well.

				Forgive me, Miss Campbell, but you must be assured that this drastic measure was necessary. Miss Whitcomb’s health lies in the balance, and if you are not too angry with me, I hope that you will understand that it is only for her well-being that I resorted to such a lowly tactic. I picked the lock, and moving swiftly to the bookshelves, I acquainted myself with the vast selection that the horrible MacDougal had gathered for himself.

				All useless, unless put to a good use. What are words of healing, if they are not allowed to heal?

				And so, I have decided to start my own borrowing system. I select only one book at a time, and put Hyde’s dictionary in its place. I am of the very firm belief that the books are meaningless to MacDougal, and are for show and bragging rights only. He will not notice a dictionary holding the place for the borrowed book. He will not see it make its way down the shelf, as I work my way through the texts.

				I shut the door behind me, and returning to the office, I placed today’s offering in front of a visibly startled Hyde. His eyes widened. He set aside his glass of whisky and carefully opened its crackling pages.

				“Alistair Purefoy,” he said after a long exhale. “You never cease to amaze.”

				He reached for his stack of parchments and began to make copious notes as he devoured the text. Hours passed as we were lost in research, and it was not until after Hyde left for the night that I found the small note, shoved beneath the open books upon my worktable.

				And so, I have to confess that the second included gift to you originates from Hyde. I unfolded the note, and I will relay its terse missive to you, because I simply fear that I would be unable to explain it any better than Hyde himself.

				“Purefoy, this is for your Miss Campbell. I have given the matter much thought, as to

				what gift would be best to help return you to her esteemed favor. I have, therefore,

				arranged for her to sit for a miniature portrait at an Inverness studio, with the express

				wish that she send said portrait your way. Perhaps if you carry her image in your

				pocket, you will be reminded that ladies of this caliber do not wish to hear the horrors

				of a physician’s daily life. The arrangements are made, and if you would, please convey

				the address and appointment time to your lady, and also send a special request from me

				that she forgive you. I cannot work alongside such a dreary personality, and I hold her

				responsible for your unfortunate moods.”

				And so, I have included that information. I sincerely hope that you will sit for the portrait. That you will smile. The idea of possessing such an image thrills me, and I know that such a glimpse of you will certainly rally me on even the dreariest of days. All postage costs, as usual, will be borne by me. All I need is your time. Your patience in the sitting. And of course, your forgiveness for my terrible conversational choices.

				Regards.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				October 18

				MacGregor Boarding House

				My dearest Miss Campbell,

				Four letters arrived from you today! Four letters! You can imagine my delight in discovering them, waiting for me at the Air Station. I have made it a miserable ritual every morning, checking on my empty account box. I feared you hated me, that you never wished to hear from me again, and I can assure you that the past weeks have passed in abject misery.

				But not today. Four letters! Most of them dated weeks ago! Immediately, I inquired as to what the delay had been about, but the steward, while apologetic, informed me that this sort of thing happens occasionally, due to air traffic, et cetera. Hardly an excuse, but the joy I felt at seeing the familiar script could not be dampened.

				I hastened to the office and began reading. Relief, immense and overwhelming, encompassed me. You do not hate me. You do not mind my conversational choices. You insist upon them. And I am so relieved that Miss Whitcomb is correct . . . that you are truly made of stalwart stuff and all hesitation was postal only.

				Your questions with regard to poor Mr. Beatie were astute and pointed. I smiled as I read your outrage at my desire to protect your sensibilities. Your determination to share a discussion frankly and honestly was relieving. How much I have regretted sending those letters, but to hear your demand for more details of the horrific news made me calm for the first time in days.

				Miss Eugenia, you enchant me. How can you be real? How are you not a figment of my imagination? A beautiful lady who is in possession of a strong mind. One who wishes to be a confidante in all matters, no matter how terrible. You are fearless and brave, and you cannot know how much you please me.

				I am so grateful that you are still here. That you are still with me. Losing you was like walking into a continual winter. There is such little joy here, such little happiness. The loss of you would have been terrible indeed.

				I shall endeavor to answer your questions. Your horror and condolences over the loss of my friend were greatly appreciated. I do not know why his vocal chords were taken, nor his tongue, as I do not understand the reasoning behind the brutalities inflicted upon Mr. Banbury. I am of the mind, now that the initial horror has subsided somewhat, that it is merely the work of a madman. One cannot understand or decipher the inner workings of such a man’s mind. My friends were simply victims, and despite what Mr. Benge says to the contrary, I am a very firm believer that it is no more than a sick coincidence that the murderer struck in my vicinity.

				I have given the matter much thought, and think that perhaps Mr. Beatie made an unfortunate acquaintance on one of his myriad drunken nights out on the town. The pubs and taverns he frequented were of ill repute. Mr. Stuart and I have discussed this possibility many times. Stuart is employed at a tavern of much higher quality, and he told me that the places Beatie frequented are full of the most dastardly and dire criminal elements. Beatie could have met the killer there, and that could have led to the eventual murder of Banbury.

				The location of our subterranean accommodations provided an easy hunting ground in many ways, although the access is limited. I have kept in touch with Stuart, who assures me that no one else has been harmed. He has taken it upon himself to insist upon a more strict visiting policy, and now Mitchell refuses entry to anyone who is not in residence.

				It is good to make such decisions, such conclusions. Horrors the like of which I have witnessed do not sit well within my mind, and the lack of resolution, I fear, might drive me mad. I am determined, now that I have moved to new quarters, to end my speculation on the subject in an attempt to preserve my own sanity. If I dwell on this pointless speculation, please, dear Miss Campbell, draw my attention to it in that gentle way you have and I shall attempt to cease again.

				I have also spoken many times, on my Thursday evenings at the Whitcomb place, to Miss MacIntosh, who was hired as Miss Whitcomb’s personal maid, per my hesitant recommendation. It seems that my fears in that hiring were for naught; the girl has taken on famously with Miss Whitcomb, and manages to ease the poor lady’s burdens greatly. Miss MacIntosh has been quite conversational, and keeps me abreast of all the comings and goings at the Mitchell house. Her family (the horrid ones) still resides there but she herself has assumed residence at the Whitcomb place.

				I am relieved that, out of the atrocious family, there is at least one who is pleasant and cheerful, and I am proud that my faith in the girl was not proven disastrous. Miss MacIntosh is very grateful for my recommendation and takes the time to visit with me, come every Thursday. She assures me that all is well at Mitchell’s, and that the fear and horror have subsided greatly.

				I was pleased by your demands that I change boarding houses, and am glad to have complied. I have settled in quite nicely at MacGregor’s place, and I daresay it is far nicer than Mitchell’s could ever hope to be. My bedchamber’s window would be luxury enough, as is the additional space, but there is also a nice parlor that I often frequent. The food is indeed heartier, although I scarcely have time for more than breakfast. Most of my hours are spent at the office, but Mrs. MacGregor often keeps a plate of supper for me for when I return late at night.

				My fellow boarders are a nice cluster of people. A few bachelors, like myself, but they are employed at more respectable work than my subterranean fellows. There is a hatter’s apprentice, a Mr. Robertson, who often has his breakfast at my table. He is polite and pleasant, as are the others I have met. Mr. Frey works as a clerk for a solicitor. Mr. Harris is employed at a bank. And there are the families of course, and they are pleasant and quiet and go about their own business while I conduct mine.

				Your additional demand that I forgo Edinburgh entirely and return to the Highlands was very pleasing as well. How I would like to! I was thrilled by the idea of your forcing your father out of his retirement, and imagined how good it would be, instead of posting a letter, to post myself home instead.

				If only that were possible!

				The fact that you wish me to return means more than I can convey, and yet I am determined to make a go of it here. I am saving back the majority of my wages. I am learning voraciously. I have a plan, my sweet E., and am determined to see it through. That plan involves you, and once I get my situation settled to my liking then you shall hear more of it.

				Wait for me. Give me time to arrange things. Wait for me, my magnificent Miss Eugenia.

				Your immediate concerns should have been addressed by my change in boarding locations. Rest assured, I am quite safe here. There is a lock on my door, so you must cease worrying. I am also very capable of protecting myself and my only hope is that you will not be so worried about me. . . . Although I am greatly pleased that you are.

				I am scanning your letters again, ensuring myself that there is nothing I have missed. How good it is to read your words! I had truly despaired that I would never do so again.

				I wish you were not so concerned by my lack of welcome here. I cannot stress enough that these people and their opinions in regard to me mean little. I am here to learn what I can, to forge a life for myself, one that you, hopefully, will find pleasing as well. What opinion those around me possess has little impact on my own goals, so truly, they do not trouble me.

				You ask if it has gotten better with my fellow workers. This is difficult to answer. I cannot think that they have ever been pleasant or welcoming, and since the horrific murders, I think things have gotten worse. If you had told me, a month ago, that the lack of welcome could become more evident, I would have laughed, thinking it an impossibility. It has become more evident. There is a distinct chill to the air within the office proper, a tension that is present whenever I share space with either physician or assistant.

				I can only assume that this is a reaction to what Mr. Rose has already told me. There is an evil thought that I was somehow involved in the murders. Ridiculous and horrible, but I suppose it is within reason to think that it is possible. I claimed acquaintance with the two men, and my physician received their cadavers to study. I told Hyde about the rumor, and he laughed so richly, calling them all “foolish cows,” that I have not given it much further thought.

				And I wish you would not as well. My only distress would be that they cause you upset. They are not worth it, and as I have said previously, they do not fit into the life I am currently toiling to construct.

				I will say that things have gotten better around Hyde, although he is still as acerbic and difficult as always. Are we friends? I smile, and have to say no, although we have settled into a comfortable routine that is beneficial to us both. I still keep up my morning routine at the office, still remain silent unless he initiates conversation. We often take luncheon together, but are so immersed in research that the meal is usually accompanied by a vast number of medical tomes and scribbled parchments.

				The Whitcomb weekly dinner is the only time that can be classified as a social outing, but even then I spend most of my energies conversing with either Miss Whitcomb or Miss MacIntosh. The second Whitcomb brother has returned from France, and he is of equal stout structure as his brother, and is firmly ensconced in the Upper Merchant echelon. He is a round, dour figure, and I think disapproving of Miss Whitcomb’s association with Hyde, but I believe that he is simply too terrified of Hyde to forbid either the acquaintance or the dinners.

				Hyde and I have made terrific headway through MacDougal’s library. My lending system works perfectly, and is made easier by the fact that I linger in the office far longer than either Rose or MacDougal. Hyde and I are voracious in our studying of the various tomes, and Hyde was pleased that I am fluent in both Greek and Latin. I write down so many notes that my hands cramp with pain, but the idea of something being held within these pages, something that could help Miss Whitcomb grow stronger, keeps both Hyde and me going.

				We have worked through the entire first shelf, and have moved on to the other. Hyde has given me a battered thesaurus to use as a second decoy, so we are currently borrowing two texts at a time. At first, Hyde was convinced that I was incapable of taking good enough notes, and insisted that he go over my text himself. As usual, I ignored his caustic insult, which ended abruptly when he saw my research notes, and read the Latin and the Greek I had transcribed.

				I had passed yet another test for Hyde. We now work on two separate texts. Today, he amazed me by having me read over his notes, to see if there was anything else I would like to add. Needless to say, I was stunned, and I was not stupid enough to actually add anything, lest I cause offense.

				We have moved well on from consumption and are working our way through various fevers. I have managed to get a little more information out of Hyde with regard to Miss Whitcomb’s ailments. It seems she was born with a weak constitution, and a weak heart, and this condition has been made even more fragile with the progression of years. Hyde says she suffers from an overwhelming fatigue, and at times a complete loss of appetite. In the past she has sometimes been too ill to attend the Thursday dinners, or has required aid down the stairs.

				I have witnessed an occasional loss of concentration during conversation. It is as if her mouth cannot keep up with her mind, or she is simply too exhausted to form words. These times frustrate her no end, which causes a deep flush to stain her skin and serves only to further weaken her. At these times, Hyde is always ready, without hesitation, to continue the conversation, taking it over and steering it into another, giving her an opportunity to calm and recover her strength.

				Hyde admits that her condition is a mystery, fitting into no known pattern. There are plenty of fatiguing illnesses, but none that fits her ailments precisely. He has theories he is currently working on, several ideas of a strengthening diet and such, but as yet he has not settled on anything concretely.

				Most of our time is spent in this occupation, this search, which is beginning to feel dire. Miss Whitcomb is growing more and more exhausted as I watch. She no longer leaves the house, sending Miss MacIntosh out and about on her various errands. Miss MacIntosh confided to me that even the simplest tasks exhaust the poor lady . . . things such as sitting while her hair is braided result in an immense fatigue.

				I have not yet finished Mohicans, nor am I as deeply into it as I might wish to be. The search for Miss Whitcomb’s cure is all-consuming, and to make matters even more busy, Hyde has seen fit to give me additional assignments. I am to read and study several tomes of Anatomy, as well as one of General Surgery. I was surprised to see the books sitting and waiting for me one morning on my worktable. Hyde’s written instructions were as terse and confusing as always.

				“Purefoy. Read and learn all of this. As quickly as possible. Know it as well as you know your own name.”

				And so, all of my free time when not avidly studying MacDougal’s pilfered tomes is spent studying the pages of the Anatomy books. Believe me when I assure you that it is very dry reading, containing none of the verdant pleasure of Cooper’s novel.

				Hyde also bestowed upon me, just as mysteriously and without explanation, an entire trunk full of journals. Hyde’s handwriting was unmistakable, and I realized then that he intended for me to read and learn his physician notes as well.

				At first, I assumed that he intended for me to ascertain if he had missed anything in his past, any clue that might aid the recovery of Miss Whitcomb. But as I began to read, it occurred to me that Hyde has another purpose entirely.

				Does he intend to train me as a physician? Can that be possible?

				I believe that is what he is doing, but I also know better than to make inquiry. Not only would I risk his changing his mind, but I might learn that he only wishes me to keep myself occupied. Hyde is that difficult, but his lack of explanation, I believe, means a very great deal.

				These texts and journals, coupled with those that your father sent, are as precious to me as gold. To be admitted as a physician in Edinburgh, I must be apprenticed and trained by one of their members of Council. And then, if my physician bestows a letter of recommendation, I will be allowed to sit for a qualifying exam. That exam, should I be lucky enough to be allowed to take it, centers on two subjects. Anatomy. General Surgery.

				If I pass, then I am granted license as a physician.

				Which leads me back to the plan I have concocted. What I am working toward. You can understand now why I care little what my fellows think of me. I pay no attention to their disregard, to their dark and groundless gossip. To have a chance to be a physician means a chance at a different life. I have certainly always wished it, and yet until I came to the city, it was an impossible thought.

				To become a physician, to be allowed to take the Boards, requires years of petition to the Crown. Long, fruitless years. It is difficult enough to find a physician willing to train an apprentice fully; most prefer to keep them on indefinitely as skilled workers. Your father was interested in my training and would have petitioned for my exam, but his ill health disallowed his continued instruction. His encouragement in sending on his books and tools implies a continuation of that much-needed support, and also provides necessary instruments in that pursuit.

				Does Hyde intend to train me? Anatomy and General Surgery are the normal texts. They have nothing to do with the ailments we are studying. Dare I have hope? Does his power with the Crown extend this far? Can he arrange an examination on whim?

				And so, I am spending my time reading and learning as much as I can.

				I am very glad that you have started Cooper’s novel, and would assure you that, yes, Mr. Benge does indeed fit that landscape very accurately. I have seen him several more times. At first, I was consumed with both curiosity and then concern at his reappearance, but he seemed uninterested in observing or investigating me again. We spoke first of other matters. He shares my obsession with literature, and so we often see each other at Hay’s Bookshop. He usually suggests the restaurant with the little windows, and I am only too happy to accompany him there.

				It was on one of our walks to the restaurant that I first noticed the adverts.

				I realize now that I have yet to describe the kiosks, but let me assure you, they are located in several places in this part of the city. It is impossible to avoid them, while steering one’s way through the treacherously winding closes. You would think that in such tight spaces, amid such precipitous stair steps, kiosks such as these would not be arranged, but they are and can be a source of much dismay when these narrow passageways are at their most crowded.

				Most are located at the top of the steps, but a few can be found at what I consider the crossroads of the various winding alleyways, making yet another obstacle for the pedestrian to traverse. I search my memory for anything similar in Inverness, and cannot recall. There were many in London, and as I have said, more than one here. Kiosks are round wooden structures with domed tops. Paper adverts or flyers are tacked or pasted against each side, often overlapping each other. The flyers are rarely removed, and so it often appears as if years of announcements are arranged higgledy-piggledy upon one another.

				Shopkeepers utilize them to announce new items for sale, things such as chocolates or pastries. A milliner might advertise a new hat, complete with sketch and price. This is often the place where employment opportunities are announced, washerwomen needed and suchlike. Strange home remedies, no doubt containing eye of newt and other such atrocities, herald their alleged healing properties. I often laugh at some of their claims as I pass.

				Other than my daily annoyance of finding myself pressed against the things, due to the immensity of the crowd, the kiosks hold little importance to me, hence my failure to describe one to you until now is not remarkable. This visit, however, when pressed against it, my eye lit upon a police bulletin, posted next to an advert from the steam mill.

				The sketch caught my attention first, the brutality of it so startling me that I stopped in my tracks. I was scarcely aware that Dog Benge had paused as well, so lost was I in the horror of what was depicted.

				The drawing was of a man, but (forgive me!) it was a headless man. The rest of the body had been discovered in one of the closes nearby. According to police, there had been no witnesses to the murder, no one possessed any detail of what had happened to the man (other than the obvious), or who he was. Apparently, it was as if one moment the steps were clear, the next revealed him.

				Now that the kiosk had my attention, I noticed more and more bulletins hidden amid the usual advertisements. I saw warnings posting dire consequences for the recent spate of grave robberies. A sailor was found mutilated in Leith. Another man had been stabbed to death, and police were searching for the missing torso. Torso! Such an intimate word, and to so cavalierly announce its loss was surely abnormal!

				What illness was this, what terrible city would host such horrors?

				“Mr. Purefoy,” Dog Benge said quietly. “You need not concern yourself.”

				“Need not concern myself?” I repeated. “How can I not?”

				Benge smiled and motioned me away from the now odious kiosk. “Please be assured that we are actively investigating these horrors. We do not wish you to be worried over matters that are not within your control.”

				We. Again, the mysterious Gentlemen. The implication of the group’s involvement made the questions bubble up once more within my mind.

				“I can hardly cease worrying,” I said as we resumed our trek to the restaurant. “What sort of place is Edinburgh?”

				“Edinburgh is no different from London,” Benge said easily. “Large cities have their difficulties, their intrigues. Your only task, Mr. Purefoy, is to be wary. Be watchful.”

				And like Hyde, he ignored my ensuing barrage of questions, my attempts to learn more!

				He has yet to mention the murders of my friends again, and seems completely uninterested in any conversation pertaining to either Beatie or Banbury. I have taken Hyde’s suggestion to heart, and have kept my personal details omitted from our talks, and have not yet broached the subjects that most interest me, such as the name of his tribe, or details about what, precisely, brings an Indian to Edinburgh.

				He is a pleasant dining companion, prone to affable silence. I find him a nice departure from my time spent alongside Hyde. He often seems as weary as I feel, and he apparently enjoys the long expanses of silence as much as I do.

				Benge was very interested in my immersion in the medical tomes, inquiring politely if I intended to become a full-fledged physician. I admitted the truth, that it was my desire, but that I was not making a grand statement of intent, lest it somehow jinx itself. That made him laugh, and he was appreciative of my very superstitious nature, as well as my unspoken but obvious hesitation to believe anything associated with Hyde.

				“Things have a way of working themselves out, Mr. Purefoy,” he said. “I suggest you keep on reading.”

				He also delivered to me an invitation to a ball at Mr. Trantham’s house. I was startled by it, but Benge insisted that it was not so much an invitation to attend as a command. My alarm made him smile, and he informed me that Trantham’s parties were never as bad as expected, and that I could expect champagne and good food and even better company.

				The ball is this coming Saturday evening. When I mentioned it to Hyde, I was further startled by his insistence that I needed to be present. I had been expecting his agreement that it was unnecessary, and had been depending on his assurances that I would not be required to go, but Hyde said that if he had to be there (which he does) then I certainly did as well.

				And so, I find myself with a rare social engagement. I wish that I could say I am anticipating it, but I am not. I am tired from the tumultuous weeks I have endured. I am exhausted from too much reading, so much studying. I would like nothing more than to remain here, to spend a few hours doing nothing but staring out at the window and passing scenery beyond. But, unfortunately, that is not meant to be.

				I shall endeavor to pay attention to my surroundings, and hope that I will be able to describe it accurately to you. How I wish you were here! I could claim that long-lost and much desired waltz.

				Regards.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				October 21

				MacGregor Boarding House

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				It is morning, Sunday morning, and I have just finished my breakfast. I had thought about going into the office early, since there is a tremendous amount that I would like to accomplish, but I find myself moving languidly, and I possess little impulse to behave otherwise.

				I have decided instead to indulge myself with writing you. No need to hurry into an office and a stack of work, which will wait for me regardless. Hyde will not be in today, so it is not as if he will be sitting behind his desk, glowering at my tardiness. No one will be the wiser if I go there in the late afternoon or even the evening. No one will know the difference but me, and the number of things I must read, must study, must transcribe, are all waiting upon my whim.

				And so I think it best if I write you. My window is open and I can hear the streets. It was snowing again last night, and what remains upon the pavement is now colored by grime and soot. But last night it was magical, and not even the steam and coal of Edinburgh was enough to hide the whirling splendor of the falling flakes.

				I am grateful that this will be a pleasant letter, and I find that I have much to tell you. Last night was the Trantham ball, and although I had great trepidation in attending, I am very pleased this morning that I did so. I think that it helped that it snowed. You might have noticed my affinity for it, and I never see snow without enjoying a sense of wonderment, even on evenings that call for the darkest moods.

				I have been amazed that even a city this close and cramped cannot block the majesty of a snowfall. In many ways, Edinburgh provides a stunning backdrop to the flakes, the medieval buildings given a fairy-tale dusting, and the castle atop the mountain, white and resplendent, is truly a sight to see.

				You can imagine my irritation when the snow began last night. To be in possession of a window, and not be allowed the luxury of staying in? I was horrified that I had a rare engagement, an “order” to attend a party. How much I would have liked to sit and do nothing for hours other than stare out the window at the falling snow! What sort of contrived entertainment could possibly compare with that?

				But Dog Benge had sent a carriage, and it was waiting impatiently on the street below. His intuitiveness of my moods is beginning to worry me. I had not been expecting transportation, and in fact had been miserably debating the benefits of either walking or taking the funicular once more. I dreaded stepping foot on the contraption again, especially with the snow, and the long walk to Trantham’s town house, located in New Town, held little appeal.

				So, I was glad for the unexpected carriage, although I had the distinct impression that Benge had not sent it so much for my comfort but as to ensure that I truly did accept his invitation. He must have known that I would linger, that I would try to devise an excuse not to attend. How he would know remains a mystery, but I am convinced he is aware of things on a metaphysical level. Either he is the most intelligent man of my acquaintance, or else he possesses an awareness that defies all modern logic. Both ideas trouble me.

				I was unwilling to ignore the polite summons, and so I found myself on my way into New Town. The carriage was warm, the horses sleek and fast, and they moved along the snow-dappled street with grace and agility. Staring out the windows, watching as the snow-covered buildings passed, I had the strangest sense that I was in another world. It was easy to imagine I was in Russia, and that this was a troika, and I contented myself with such thoughts until we pulled even with Trantham’s home.

				New Town, as I have said before, is the nicer section of the city. We arrived at an impressive row of townhomes, which reminded me instantly of those in Mayfair. A long wrought-iron fence separated the sweeping front steps from the pavement. Judging by the immense number of carriages jostling for space and pausing for passengers to alight, I knew it to be Trantham’s.

				His townhome was a large structure, located at the end of a row of similarly appointed homes. It was elegantly constructed, made of sleek grey stone and framed by a sliver of neat front lawn. Light spilled out from the windows of every floor, illuminating the front to my curious satisfaction. Short wrought-iron railings outlined the base of each window, and the cornices were ornate and grand.

				As I descended from the carriage, I was informed by the footman that Hyde dwells in the adjoining town house. I was startled, but the truth of the matter is that once again, I had not envisioned Hyde in any other environment than the ones in which I view him regularly. It is ridiculous to admit, and very stupid of me, but until last night, I had never given a thought to where Hyde lived. It is as though I believed he disappeared into thin air every night when he left the office, only to materialize at ten o’clock the next morning. Or his existence is allowed at Whitcomb’s, but beyond that . . .

				I laugh now at my own ridiculousness, but last night, I was startled. Immediately, I turned to look at his town house. It, at first glance, was identical to his brother’s, made of the same elegant stone and possessing identical marble front steps leading to an oversized door.

				At first glance it was the same. The second glance proved different.

				Let me be clear, Miss E., when I say this. Hyde’s home has the same smart iron railings. It is the same height. It has the same number of floors as the Trantham house adjacent. It was obviously constructed by the same designer.

				And yet, not a single window of Hyde’s was illuminated by light. Not one. On closer inspection, it appeared that heavy curtains had been pulled closed, blocking any view of the inside. There was no sense of warm welcome, which was so evident next door.

				But that was not the only difference between Hyde’s house and that of his brother.

				I struggle to explain this properly. I fear that it is something that simply must be viewed by oneself, because I find that words fail me. Throughout the night and over breakfast, I pondered on how best to describe this, how I could possibly convey on paper the oddity that I have witnessed.

				Suffice it to say, it appears as if Hyde has constructed a tower in the middle of his roof. Trantham has not, and neither has the neighbor adjacent on Hyde’s left.

				I blinked a few times, certain my eyes were betraying me. And yet the tower remained, ensconced proudly between the two large banks of chimneys that framed the perimeters of Hyde’s home.

				It appeared to have several levels. It is not made of stone, so it is clearly not an original part of the town house (obviously). It is constructed of whitewashed wood, with dark exposed beams providing the medieval-styled outline. I could see wooden battlements formed at the top, I suppose to provide a widow’s walk of sorts.

				Deeper within, as if protected by the battlements, there was a strange rotund. I could see no windows, not in any of it. Frankly, I could not see enough of the strange tower beyond the lamplight to satisfy my curiosity. The snow falling made it appear even more fantastic, and I stood for many moments, simply gazing at it.

				I was surprised that I had not noticed it as we approached, and I assume it was because I do not spend a great deal of time looking up. I will change that particular habit.

				I laughed then, unable to stop myself. Only Hyde would do something so strange, and I should not have expected anything different. I wondered if the neighbors complained about the atrocity. I could not imagine Hyde caring, or catering to any aesthetical desire of others.

				I could hear the conversations of other guests, as they alighted from their carriages. A butler opened the front door to welcome them, and I could see light and hear music spilling out into the snowy night.

				A man emerged from the Trantham doorway, and seeing me, he called out loudly.

				“Mr. Purefoy!”

				Startled that he knew my name, I watched as he descended the front steps quickly. Rapidly, my mind searched for any memory of him, any introduction. It came back empty, and I quickly scanned him, determined to remember someone who so obviously knew me.

				I did not recognize the face. He was not of the Doctoral Council, nor had I made his acquaintance at either of my boarding houses. He was of average height, of muscular build, but his body was already providing hints of a possible and eventual portliness. His dark muttonchops were pronounced, but they framed a cheerful expression. His gaze was alert and sharp, and he moved with such a sense of power that I intuited at once that, despite the smile, this man was extremely dangerous.

				Perhaps I am spending too much time with Benge, or it was merely a result of my overindulged imagination, but I knew without a doubt that this man approaching was no one to trifle with.

				Keep in mind, I am a good observer. I saw many things in that instant. His smile did not reflect in his dark eyes. His gloved hands were nearly as large as mine own and, in my opinion, appeared perfectly capable of harm. His clothes were impeccably tailored, obviously expensive, but there was something about the way he handled himself that gave the impression that he was not taken with his own vanity.

				This was not an Upper Merchant approaching me, and nor did he seem vapid enough to be titled. I struggled to catalogue him, to place him in my societal hierarchy, but struggled to do so properly. Was he a rich ruffian?

				He reached me, moving beyond the quaintly ornate iron front gate and onto the snowy pavement.

				“Purefoy,” he said again, and I caught the unmistakable trill of an accent. “I have been expecting you. Patrick O’Sullivan,” he said by way of introduction. “I have heard much of you, sir.”

				He looked up, obviously noticing what had so recently captured my attention. When he spotted Hyde’s tower, he gave a great bark of a laugh. “Horrible, eh?” he said. “Trantham nearly took his head off when he built the thing, but it was of no matter to Hyde. I almost like it. It certainly gives some necessary personality to the place. Come in, come in,” he said. “I promise you, we will not bite.”

				He laughed again and ushered me toward the front steps. Hurriedly, I found my voice, determined to not cause offense by my gaping silence.

				“Have we previously met?” I asked.

				“No,” O’Sullivan said. “But you were easy to recognize. Benge told me that you would likely be reticent to enter, and I can hardly blame you. Trantham’s parties are usually such a bore, and tonight is proving no different. Still, it is amazing what becomes bearable, once the champagne starts flowing.”

				It amazed me that he could still spot me out of the crowd of guests descending from carriages, reticent or not. I had not been lingering that long. When I said as much, O’Sullivan laughed again.

				“Truth be told, I have been awaiting you,” he said, as we mounted the front steps. “Smithson was as well, but he became distracted. As always.” Again, the rich laughter. “But you were easy to recognize, Purefoy, just as Benge described. Your expression, sir, is far more animated than most, and your amazement at poor Hyde’s folly was a good indication that I had found who I was looking for.”

				My mind searched for anyone named Smithson, anyone that I had yet heard of. No one surfaced within my memory.

				We had reached the front door, which was opened once more with great aplomb by a quite severe butler. Instant warmth greeted me, as did an immense light. A large chandelier, lit by flickering gas bulbs, was suspended overhead, and I fought the urge to gape at it.

				There was music as well, loud and resplendent, and coming from an open set of pocket doors. The crowd of the hall was quite a crush, as people tried to make their way into what must be the ballroom. I found a flute of champagne pressed into my hand, and then O’Sullivan was tugging insistently upon my arm.

				“Come on,” he shouted, his voice barely discernible over the din of conversation and orchestral swell. “I have secured the library for our meeting.”

				Secured the library? That sounded ominous, and I very nearly excused myself from the party entirely.

				O’Sullivan must have read my expression (I truly need to master control over my own thoughts) because he laughed again, and gripped my arm tighter. He steered me through the crowd, pausing only to return brief greetings as we made our way through the glittering throng.

				It would be unfair to not include a modicum of description about my surroundings. Simon Trantham’s house was indeed a thing of beauty. The furnishings were mostly of dark wood, and exquisitely made. Credenzas lined the hall, each covered with giant china vases filled expansively with fresh bouquets of flowers. There was a thick Persian carpet covering the floor, and fine artwork hung upon every available wall space. Everywhere there were gas lamps, making me feel as if I had inadvertently stepped into daylight.

				As I was led forward, I was afforded quick views into equally resplendent rooms. I saw several bookshelf-lined parlors, each with a crackling fireplace and overstuffed chairs and sofas. I got a quick look into the ballroom and could see that the parquet floor was a myriad of waltzing couples. Waiters carried large silver trays with a variety of drink offerings. I could see a refreshment table teeming with pastries and cakes.

				And the music!

				It was compelling, and my heart leapt to hear such beauty. I have only heard such music at the few recitals I have attended, and I began to feel as if I would like nothing more than to lean against a pillar and let the majestic sounds envelop me.

				But that would happen later. For now, I found myself half dragged toward the approaching library.

				You can imagine my relief to see Dog Benge appear through the crowd. His sudden smile at seeing me implied that my reticence was evident. He pushed his way to me, and then matched his stride to mine own.

				“I see that you have met Sully,” he said. “He is not as bad as he appears.”

				“What sort of meeting am I attending?” I asked.

				Benge shrugged as if it were an unimportant concern. “Sully always has an unfortunate way with words. He is our weapons expert.”

				“Weapons expert!” I said, a little too loudly. Several people turned to look at me, but were instantly mesmerized by the fearful presence of the Indian. Sully, walking ahead, bestowed upon us a rich glare, and motioned for silence. I took a breath and then said, in a much softer tone, “Weapons expert for whom?”

				“The Gentlemen,” Benge said with another shrug. “Ah. Here we are.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				The library was as splendidly appointed as expected.

				Dark wood greeted my eyes as I was led across the threshold. There was a large bank of windows that completely filled the far wall, with rich brocade curtains pulled back. My gaze was inexplicably drawn there, and to my amazement I saw what appeared to be rich green foliage visible through the glass. That seemed amazing, considering the snow, but my attention was shifted as Sully called for the doors to be shut behind us.

				The room was undeniably beautiful, and my literary passions were ignited as I gazed at the imposing bookshelves that lined most of the walls. Book after book was here, a far better selection than even Hay’s offers. A delicate iron ladder was attached to lengthy expanses of pipe, which circumvented the shelves with ease. How easy to reach the upper shelves! How convenient to stand upon the ladder rungs, and glide from shelf to shelf!

				A nice arrangement of comfortable-looking chairs was arranged before a very large fireplace. Another credenza, only this one offered an arrangement of various whiskies and glassware. There was a centermost table on the thick Persian carpet. This table reminded me of those I have seen at museums. I consider them study tables, because they lack the clutter of a man’s desk, and provide ample room to open numerous tomes and arrange papers to one’s liking.

				This table, however, was covered in its entirety by the greatest assortment of weaponry that I have ever glimpsed.

				“I said to keep the door shut,” Sully said, all traces of humor gone from his voice. He glared at a servant. “Do so, and then I wish for a selection of refreshments for our friend. A large selection, mind, and several bottles of champagne. Quickly! Quickly!”

				His smile returned as the servant hurried to comply. The door shuddered closed, and then Sully turned to me.

				“Trantham’s staff is disastrous,” he said. “No use in discussing it with him, though. He does not seem to notice their ineptitude, or does not care. I thought you might like to see some of the weapons,” he said. His smile deepened as he regarded my rapt expression. “They are, indeed, glorious.”

				And they were! I stared down at the pistols. The long swords. There were rifles and muskets! A blunderbuss! And more swords of wide variety!

				I could feel both Sully’s and Benge’s gazes upon me as I took a step forward. The offering was so varied that I was unsure where to start. It was obvious that they were displaying them for me, for whatever odd and mysterious reason, and I knew that they were expecting some sort of reaction. I had the distinct feeling that, should I inquire what that reaction should be, I would not be granted a proper answer.

				Best to have my honest reaction, which is what I expected they were looking for anyway.

				There were so many weapons I did not understand. Some of the pistols possessed firing mechanisms that looked difficult and complex. The swords, too, were unlike any I have ever seen. Some had curved blades. Others had ornate hilts that quietly begged for my touch. I started to reach for one, a cavalry sword, but my attention was captured by the knives.

				Immediately, my heart began pounding, my gaze full. So many of them! There were bejeweled hilts. Vicious blades, some delicately wrought, others with a dangerous curve. You know my passion for knives, and these . . . these were different. Such craftsmanship! Such beauty!

				And then I saw one in particular. It lay in the midst of the gleaming offering in quiet splendor, not as fancy as others, nor as garishly lethal. It was the Indian’s blade, the one I had previously admired in the Operating Theatre. Its simplicity was a far cry from the more extreme daggers and knives that surrounded it, and yet I suddenly had eyes for no other.

				Beside me, Dog Benge laughed softly. I looked up, only to see Sully roll his eyes in dramatic exasperation.

				“Oh, go on and take it,” he said with a long sigh. “Benge was correct. Again.”

				“Take it?” I asked, feeling confused. “Sorry?”

				“The knife,” Sully said. When I hesitated, he picked it up himself, then handed it to me. “It is yours, of course. It always was, but we wanted to see if you remembered it.”

				“It is your knife,” I said, glancing toward Benge. “I admired it in the Theatre.”

				Benge shrugged. “I have two. This is yours.”

				I started to protest, tried to deny the gift, protested the generosity, but my words fell on deaf ears. Benge merely handed me a soft leather scabbard and instructed me to hide the blade in polite society.

				“What else do you require?” Sully asked. “What else is needed to keep you safe?”

				“I . . .” I started to form the necessary questions, but was interrupted by the opening of the library door.

				The servant had returned with the ordered refreshments, but it was the sight of Simon Trantham, standing behind him, that centered my attention.

				Trantham was scowling as he walked into the library. He quickly ordered for the servant to set the tray of food and drink down, and then barked for him to leave.

				The look on his face was so similar to Hyde’s that for a moment it was as if Hyde himself was furiously standing in the middle of the library. Save for the spectacles, they could have been the same, but Trantham did not feel the need to berate the poor servant as he hastily set the tray on the surface of another library table. When the servant nervously insisted that he should open the bottle of champagne for us, I winced, expecting rude retribution.

				Instead, Trantham agreed, which meant that he was nothing at all like Hyde. Silence descended upon the library, broken only by the loud pop of champagne cork. Our silence continued until the servant left, shutting the library door firmly behind him.

				“Hello, Simon,” Sully said to Trantham. “I was wondering when you would make an appearance.”

				“A weapons display?” Trantham murmured, approaching the table in quick, efficient steps. “At a party? Hardly wise.”

				“I only wished for Mr. Purefoy to be adequately protected,” Sully answered.

				“You intended to frighten our new friend,” Trantham answered. “Or show off your dubious haul.”

				“Purefoy is obviously not frightened,” Sully retorted. “And he appreciates the haul. Correct, sir?”

				“I have never seen its equal,” I admitted, hoping said fright and concern were not displayed upon my expression. Adequately protected! My heart pounded.

				“And you never will,” Sully said. His grin deepened. “Thank you for the compliment. These are only a fraction of the weaponry I have available. I am glad that you appreciate it as much as I do.”

				For lack of anything better to do, I sheathed the magnificent knife, then slipped it into my coat pocket. Benge nodded his approval.

				“Well, I am glad to see you armed,” Trantham said drily. “But I intended for that to happen in a more normal process. You were to come tonight as my guest. To a party. This,” he said, tapping a long forefinger against the table and staring at Sully, “this is ostentatious.”

				“It is what it is,” Sully replied cheerfully. “Champagne, Simon. I think our new friend deserves another drink.”

				I had yet to finish the flute of champagne, but that did not stop any of them from procuring me a fresh glass. I was also given a very large plate of food, which was set on the table before me. The sight of it made me realize how hungry I was, how little I had eaten. They glanced at me, saw my hesitation, and then all three began to fill plates of their own.

				It seemed a strange location for a meal, surrounded by an arsenal, but the food was sublime. Soft tarts, filled with cream! A selection of dainty sandwiches. Shortbread fingers (which paled in comparison to yours), amid several chocolate-filled pastries. There were slices of cold cuts and pickles, and such a vast array that it was difficult to not overindulge.

				The champagne was delicious and did wonders to ease my anxieties at being found in yet another odd and even mysterious situation. A good meal can help keep concern at bay, or so I have realized. The silence was companionable, and they seemed as appreciative of the food and drink as I felt.

				“She is looking for you,” Trantham said quietly, and I realized that he was speaking to Dog Benge.

				“Is she?” Benge queried with another enigmatic shrug. He did, however, down the last of his champagne, and dusting his hands together, he took a step away from the table.

				“I would suggest you proceed cautiously,” Trantham murmured. “That would be best, considering.”

				Benge ignored him, and neither Sully nor Trantham seemed interested in further explanation. Although my curiosity was certainly piqued, it would have been rude to inquire further. Instead, I remained quiet as Benge opened the library door and disappeared beyond.

				“Idiot,” Trantham muttered, once the door was shut. He took a deep draught of champagne, which seemed to cause his tense expression to clear.

				“Mr. Purefoy, please, you must accept my apologies about such an odd reception to my home. I intended for you to enjoy yourself, and to not be troubled with any of this.”

				“I actually am enjoying myself,” I said honestly. “Although I cannot pretend to understand anything. I do think that I have gotten quite adept at confusion.”

				Miss Campbell, on this I must be very clear. I have already admitted to a great appreciation of all things, with regard to weaponry. To pretend otherwise would be a lie, and as I have said, I rarely lie. However, it would also be a lie to pretend that this entire reception was not worrisome. The murders are never far from my thoughts, both those of my subterranean friends, and those I have seen advertised. The fact that these men, these Gentlemen, were concerned over my adequate protection was hardly comforting. I hoped the smile on my face remained pleasant, even though my thoughts were anything but.

				“Oh, I like him,” Sully said, his gaze finally twinkling with humor. “Trantham, you were correct. This one is an asset. Here,” he said, and picked up a small pistol. “Perhaps you should have this as well. Benge told me that you are a knife man, but I have never underestimated the power of a well-placed shot. Give it a grasp,” he said, pressing it into my hand. “See what you think.”

				It was an undeniably beautiful pistol with an intricately carved ivory handle, which fit into my hand to perfection. It shone beneath the lamplight as I turned it carefully to and fro. My murmured appreciation caused Sully to beam happily.

				“Take it. It is yours. A gift from one aficionado to another,” he said.

				“I would have gone with the dirk,” Trantham added. He picked up a slim Scottish-made blade, and at Sully’s nod, he handed it to me. “Good for your inner coat pocket, and lethal when needed.”

				“Another knife man,” Sully said, sighing. “Cannot be helped, I suppose. You are what you are.”

				“Will someone please tell me what is going on?” I managed, finding it necessary to finally ask. “Why have I been brought here? Why am I being equipped for battle?”

				Sully’s laughter echoed through the library. “Correct me if I am wrong, Purefoy, but you were recently threatened by a murderer.”

				“I was not threatened by him,” I argued. “Two of my friends were killed.”

				“And subsequently, you were threatened,” Sully pressed. “Do you truly think that a change of address can thwart a madman? Our vigilance alone cannot protect you, so we thought it best if you had some things on hand. Some weapons.”

				“Hyde has given me a pistol,” I said. “And I have my butchery knives.”

				“And no doubt you could utilize both, given the unfortunate opportunity,” Sully said soothingly. “But we wish the best for you, Mr. Purefoy, so we have decided to equip you properly. Is there anything else you require? Fill your pockets, sir, and I have a few sheaths that can hide weapons beneath your coat. We shall see to the provision of boxes of bullets.”

				“We like you,” Trantham said, refilling all three of our champagne flutes. “And we never like anyone, Mr. Purefoy. I suggest that you take advantage of that.”

				“Smithson wished for you to have this,” Sully said, his hands lifting a beautifully carved mahogany cane. A pearly orb decorated the top, and as I watched, Sully twisted it with a deft turn of his wrist. Silently, a long blade was extracted from the middle of the cane, the orb serving as an odd hilt. He slid it back into the protective wood covering, and twisting the orb once more, he secured it.

				I was silent as he handed it to me. I had seen an identical cane in the possession of Benge. To think there was a weapon hidden within! And I was to have one now as well? Already, my coat pockets bulged with the Indian’s knife. The pistol. The dirk. And now this?

				The excitement of possessing such treasures filled me, as did my lingering concern that they felt the need for such provisions. Why were they taking such interest in me? What had gotten me here, beneath the Gentlemen’s magnifying glare? My connection with Hyde, brother to Simon Trantham? My growing kinship with Dog Benge? Could I trust such friendships being offered?

				“Have another pastry, Mr. Purefoy,” Trantham said. “And remove your coat, sir, if you do not mind.”

				I did mind, and said as much, but my protests fell on deaf ears. I found myself coatless, and soon, a leather harness was secured over my shoulders, resting against my back. Several knives were attached, as was a set of strange iron stars. In response to my arguments, Trantham himself removed his coat, and I could see that he, too, wore the same sort of contraption, fitted with such a vast array of knives that I wondered how he walked properly at all.

				“We all have them,” Sully said as he fastened on yet another set of blades. “Of course, the Venetian has more, but then he would.”

				“Who are we?” I asked, but the answer did not surprise me.

				“The Gentlemen.”

				“And what do we do?”

				“We stay alive,” Sully said with another deep chuckle. He finished outfitting the harness to his liking, taking the pistol out of my coat pocket and affixing it against my side. He then waited while Trantham inspected his handiwork. Once Trantham had given his approval, my coat was returned to me.

				We stay alive. The words echoed through my head. I struggled to take a full breath.

				I was stunned that such a vast arsenal could be so easily hidden beneath my coat. Nothing showed, although I felt as if I had gained several pounds in girth. I turned to and fro, determined to catch a glimpse of anything, but it was all affixed so well that it was completely invisible to others.

				“I do wish you would stop worrying, Purefoy,” Sully said. “Worry and agitation is Trantham’s department. If there is a concern, believe me, he will alert you to it immediately.”

				“Hyde,” I said finally, after straightening my lapels for the umpteenth time. “I should very much like to see Hyde now.”

				It was true, and for the first time since meeting the man, I found myself very much wishing to see him. For all of his sourness, all of his dark moods and foul temper, Ian Hyde has become the one thing in this odd world that I am able to understand. Nothing about Dog Benge makes sense. Simon Trantham is polite and conciliatory, and yet he refuses to answer even my most basic questions. Patrick O’Sullivan is friendly, but he is seemingly intent upon covering me in weaponry that I neither understand nor desire.

				None of them, although gracious, is interested in answering my questions. In explaining themselves. In fact, any time I am around any of them, I find myself more and more confused. I do not know what they find so fascinating about me, why they have taken it upon themselves to offer protection (which I simply do not need). I was invited to their party and given weapons?

				I missed Hyde. Hyde is predictable. Perhaps I have been in Edinburgh too long to remember normal, polite society, but Hyde makes sense to me. The Gentlemen do not, and I would far prefer to spend an hour in quiet, cantankerous research alongside Hyde than moments sipping champagne and studying weapons with any of the so-called Gentlemen.

				Simply put, I have been able to learn Hyde’s routine. His definitive quirks and dislikes. Hyde does not bother to mask his ill opinion or hatred behind pretty social manners and niceties. I find that I have begun to enjoy that sort of brutal honesty.

				The Gentlemen are dangerous in their kindness. I cannot read their intentions. Their purposes.

				“Oh, who would wish to see him?” Sully asked, his laughter filling the room. “Poor Purefoy. Having to work alongside the Beast. I do pity you on that, you know.”

				“My brother,” Trantham said, sighing expansively. “Well, I suppose you should. In all likelihood, he would make it unpleasant at the office, should you ignore him. He is in the garden,” he said, pointing toward the window I had earlier admired.

				“Keeping watch over his precious trees,” Sully continued, still chuckling. “God forbid anyone seeks a bit of romance amid the flowers. Hyde will not hesitate to shoot, should someone wish for a little garden privacy with a lady.” His grin faded a little. “Best to call out to him and let him know you are there. I would hate to have you hurt, before we can start the training.”

				“Training?” I asked, feeling the return of confusion. As usual, both Sully and Trantham ignored me. I found a bottle of whisky pressed into one hand. Into the other, the cane. The two of them ushered me toward the window, and I saw that there was a short glass-paned door, set just to the side. A heavy brocade curtain had been pulled away, providing me a glimpse once more of an intense greenery beyond.

				I concentrated on walking properly, the weapons feeling strange against my back and sides. My discomfort caused both of them to laugh, although it sounded good-natured.

				“Come and find me later,” Sully said. “This is a night for dancing, Purefoy. For music! For ladies! Do not let Hyde ruin a perfectly decent party.”

				“I apologize in advance for my brother,” Trantham said. He held open the glass door, and leaning into what was obviously a very large greenhouse, he released such a loud whistle that I fairly jumped in surprise.

				“Ian!” he shouted. “Ian! Mr. Purefoy is here, so do not shoot him!”

				“Come find us in the ballroom, Purefoy,” Sully said. He gave me a friendly push upon the back, making me step into the greenhouse. The door shut behind me, and I had the queerest sensation that they considered me a gladiator, tossed into an arena with an awaiting lion.

				I could hear the lion, Hyde, call out a terse greeting in the gloom.

				And then I realized that I was standing in the middle of a rain forest.

				Forgive me for being fanciful again, my sweet Miss Eugenia, but I have read several accounts of rain forests, and the sight that greeted my eyes was very much like those descriptions. The glasshouse was giant in proportions, and I know now that it takes up a section of back lawn from both Trantham and Hyde’s properties. The tall, arched ceiling allowed for the planting of trees (so many of them!) as well as a vast array of strange green plants that I longed to study.

				I suppose I should begin with the intense heat that surrounded me. It was definitely hotter than the library, although I did not see any fireplaces. There was a dampness to the air that felt humid. I looked down and saw that I was standing on a gently curved bricked pavement, which wove its way along the base of the shockingly tall trees.

				I could hear water gently running. I could hear birds twittering.

				I felt unable to move. This, finally, was too much. How was this possible? I stared up at palm trees. There was a banana tree. Coconuts. If a monkey had dropped down upon me, suspended by green vine, I would not have been surprised in the slightest.

				“Well, do not linger, Purefoy,” came the familiar voice. “You know I always hate it when you stare like an open-mouthed child.”

				Light flickered, and then I could see him. Hyde was sitting on a folding military-style wooden seat, at the base of a palm tree. As I walked forward along the path, I could see him better, sitting with his foot resting against his knee. A large gun was propped up in his lap, and I knew then that Sully had not been jesting about his standing guard over unwanted guests.

				There was another wooden seat empty beside him. I had the sense that Hyde had been expecting me, that he had known that I would find the party confusing and odd and would rather sit with him amid the unexpected trees and flora. Several small gas lamps had been set up, casting a cheerful, if jungle, glow.

				Hyde saw the bottle of whisky in my hand and smiled. And then he saw my strange gait, my awkward attempt at walking, and before he could say something rude, I informed him of what had just transpired in the library.

				“You will be lucky if you do not take your own arm off while walking,” he said. “Or give away the presence of an arsenal, just by your guilty expression.”

				“I only wish that something would make sense for once,” I said with a sigh, sitting awkwardly on the chair beside his. I handed him the bottle, which, as expected, he took.

				“Sense?” he asked. He poured a hefty dose of whisky into a glass (he already had one, as well as an empty wine bottle, both of which had been residing at his feet). “Why wish for sense, Purefoy? Seems to me that you are doing fine enough as it is while understanding nothing. Perhaps if you comprehended, you would not be doing as well as you are.”

				My first compliment from Hyde. Strange and confusing, but still a compliment. I smiled.

				“I see that you are assuming the role of chaperone tonight,” I said, nodding toward the gun. “No young lady needs to be worried about an unwanted romance in the garden.”

				“This is a sacred space,” Hyde said, sounding so much like Dog Benge that I almost laughed. “I have no intention of letting some rake use it as a playground.”

				He poured some whisky into another glass and gave it to me. I knew better than to refuse.

				The silence of the forest (forgive me, but I think of it as such) surrounded us. I felt myself return to calm, and began to take appreciative stock of my definitely strange surroundings. I could see that a small brook had been constructed to meander through the rich foliage. I could see great bursts of flowers, planted here and there.

				I would like to say that I learned the reasoning behind the forest. I wish I knew what made it tropical in both look and temperature. I wish I could say that I explored, that I knew not only the names of the plants and trees and flowers planted but knew the methods in which they were so beautifully maintained.

				But this was Hyde, and I knew his routine. His intolerance for chatter. I asked no questions, and so we simply sat and listened to the sounds of the surrounding forest. We could hear the music of the orchestra, too, and waltz after waltz was called. I cannot think of a better location to hear such music, and the fact that I was able to look up and see snowflakes falling against the greenhouse panes was fairylike and not quite real.

				I wished then (as I do now) that you had been there alongside me. You would have liked it, and I most certainly would have enjoyed your being there.

				Hyde did tell me that I should become more acquainted with the weapons and their odd harness, so I am committed to wearing it beneath my coat. I have procured a cloak for myself, just so that I can at least pretend that there is more coverage, even though the coat does a perfect masking.

				I can only hope I can walk while maintaining a calm expression. And what about the training? I admit a fascination with that idea, and have decided that, should the Gentlemen wish to conduct weapon training, then I would be happy to oblige. I thought of my brother, of Nigel, and knew that he would think poorly of me for not acquiring what he would determine another “useful skill.”

				And so, I am finishing this monstrously long letter. The weapons are on, hidden beneath my coat and new cloak. I am planning on a long afternoon and evening spent at the office. I am heavily involved in the General Surgery texts, doing all that I can to ensure that, should the time come, I am prepared to test my knowledge. To become a physician!

				The hope is too great.

				Regards.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				October 24

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				Beloved girl, it has happened again.

				Mr. Robertson has been murdered. He was found dead early this morning in his room. At my boarding house.

				I feel as if I can barely breathe. The shock of this, the impossible horror, has finally overwhelmed me. I scarcely know where to begin.

				And, in many ways, Robertson’s death was only the beginning of my trauma.

				I was awakened early this morning, far earlier than even I normally rise, by the sound of a very loud scream echoing through the hallway. Instantly, I was out of bed, shrugging into my clothes. I did not hesitate to put on the weapon-filled holster (and how glad I am that I did so!), hiding it as usual beneath my coat. Ian Hyde’s pistol, the one he had given me for protection, fit naturally into my pocket. I reached the door. The chaotic hallway was so familiar, so terrible with its screams and frantic energies, that I knew, I knew that something terrible had happened once again.

				The door to Robertson’s room was two away from mine own. It was open. The gathering crowd of boarders was rushing toward it, and I could tell by the shouts and cries that his room was the source of the horror.

				Robertson! The kindly man who shared my breakfast, time and time again. How could this be possible?

				I felt dazed as I made my way through the hallway, pushing past the scarcely familiar faces. I have not been here very long, and save for Robertson, have yet to make a friend. I shouted that I was a physician’s assistant, and that I was here to render any aid, if necessary.

				I already knew the answer before I crossed the threshold. I knew it before I saw the blood covering the walls. There was to be no aid. Robertson was dead.

				Instantly, my mind clicked into place. I recalled Hyde’s procedure. I assumed many of his mannerisms, shouting for unnecessary people to leave the scene immediately. I insisted that the body not be disturbed. When Mr. MacGregor informed me that the police were on their way, I heard myself bellow, “Well, then God help us all from their sheer incompetence!”

				I insisted that Hyde be sent for, and was amazed that my snarl seemed to garner a quick response. One of the young footmen assured me that he would send out the message. I then turned my attention to the disaster that lay before me.

				I am trusting your wish for details. Suffice it to say, I will endeavor to keep it brief. There were incisions all over his body, clearly the work of a blade. Some sort of knife. The arrangement was the same as it had been with both Beatie and Banbury. No apparent robbery. Nothing taken, save the gruesome trophy that this killer so obviously insisted upon.

				Robertson’s legs had been brutally removed, the jagged incisions made just below the knees. They were gone.

				Forgive me. Forgive me. Forgive me. My sweet Eugenia, not even you, my brave lass, need to know such things. Again, I have covered the nature of his injuries with candle wax. I would prefer that you leave it alone. Do not read the words, lest you suffer the same terror I felt. Suffice it to know that it was horrible. That he died viciously. This is clearly the work of a madman, one who is diabolical and evil.

				How I have regretted telling you of the brutal sketches of the advert, the search for the torso! My only consolation was that the bulletin was in public, out for all and sundry to see. Still, to write such details of a person with whom I claim acquaintance! I cannot! And so, I utilize the wax, and hope desperately that you will leave those words covered.

				My tale shifts now to the police.

				They arrived before Hyde, and I recognized the same lead detective from the previous two murders. His demeanor was different this time. Gone was the bumbling disinterest. The chain of events was too great even for him, and he assumed the mantle of a real detective, a true officer of the law, and began to direct the proceedings with the sort of fervor that I had longed for when Mr. Beatie died.

				He introduced himself to me, finally, as Detective Drummond. He has the grizzled face of a bulldog, with a vast expanse of clearly visible and broken blood vessels apparent across his cheeks and nose. He regarded me coolly for a long moment, and then spoke the words that still echo through my mind.

				“Mr. Purefoy. Perhaps we should speak to you in private.”

				I know that I have been accused of displaying my every emotion, my every thought, within my expression. Until today, I had never witnessed such a thing on another, and had begun to believe that it was implausible that I was capable of such a thing.

				Detective Drummond proved that otherwise. He stared at me, and I could see something in his face, in his eyes, that made a deep, dark thought form within my mind. I thought of Mr. Rose and the rumors that I was involved in this terror. The whispered words that I was killing people, so that Hyde was in possession of the much-needed research cadavers.

				And I could tell that Drummond was thinking the same things as well. He knew me from Mitchell’s. I was the connecting link. I was acquainted with all three victims. Three murders, two different locations.

				One common denominator. Me.

				“I think it best, Mr. Purefoy,” he said, displaying a smile that was completely lacking in warmth. “We should speak at the station. It is quieter there. More private.”

				“Of course,” I said. “Anything that can help with the investigation.”

				“I understand that you are a butcher,” he said suddenly, his eyes taking on an unfortunate glow.

				“My father is,” I replied. “I am an assistant to Dr. Ian Hyde of the Doctoral Council.”

				“I know who Hyde is,” Drummond retorted, and I could see distaste clearly evident on his face. He smiled again, a terrible grin.

				“I also know that there have been murders. Lots of murders, Mr. Purefoy, assistant to Dr. Ian Hyde! Bodies have gone missing from their graves, Mr. Purefoy. People have been mutilated all across Auld Toon. Bits are missing. Cuts are made.” That terrible grin widened. “Butchery cuts.”

				And then he called for my room to be searched. He informed me then that I was under arrest for suspicion of murder.

				I will admit that a raw panic overwhelmed me. Immediately, I began insisting that I was innocent, that I was as horrified and traumatized as anyone else by these murders. I said that I was certainly happy to cooperate in his investigations, but that he must be assured that I was completely and utterly innocent.

				My words fell on deaf ears. All around me, I could see the reaction of my fellow boarders. They recoiled from me. Horror and revulsion filled their expressions as they stared. Mrs. MacGregor wept openly, and screamed for me to get out of her house at once.

				I realized then that I was carrying a veritable arsenal upon my person. Standing there, amid the police and growing rabble, I could feel the weight of the weapons upon me. I realized then how it would appear, should I be discovered. All it would take was for someone to remove my coat. One touch against my back would further vilify me. How could I possibly explain the fact that I was currently garbed in enough weaponry for a warrior?

				I realized then that I was dressed for murder.

				Most of the tools were knives and various blades. I found myself unable to look away from poor Mr. Robertson, from his ruined body, clearly cut by knives. I knew, without a doubt, that should my weapons be discovered, then all hope was lost for me.

				The Gentlemen! What had they done to me? They had framed me for murder, so succinctly and perfectly that I nearly howled with anguish. They had outfitted me for the crimes. How could I have been so stupid as to allow their interference? Why had I so blithely accepted such strange gifts? Was I so comfortable in my confusion that I had lost all good sense entirely?

				But why frame me? Why have me accused of murder? What game, what amusement is this?

				“I will go to the station,” I said, as two burly policemen approached me. I was horrified that they might touch me, might discover my horrible secret. “No need to force me. I will go willingly.”

				“Good man, Mr. Purefoy,” Drummond said with another vicious smile. “Your cloak and gloves, sir.”

				How relieved I was to see my cloak, for that little bit of politeness! Hurriedly, I slipped it around my shoulders, desperate for another protective shield. My hands trembled as I put on my gloves, and I concentrated on keeping the guilt away from my face.

				And I know that I failed miserably.

				I could see that my bedroom door was open as the policemen led me through the murmuring crowd. Two men were roughly searching through my belongings. My trunks had been pulled out from beneath my bed and were being ransacked. Parchments were scattered. Books tossed to and fro. Your letters were dumped unceremoniously against the bothy blanket.

				And all around me, the crowd grew restless. Word spread fast among the boarders and gawkers. Fear turned to anger as the dark rumor swirled among them. I could feel the violence simmering just beneath the surface as we descended the stairs and walked through the open front door.

				I met Hyde then, who could read it all in my expression.

				Fury ignited his features, but he did not call out. He only stared at me with those strange sea foam eyes and then gave a curt nod, before turning his back on me and walking away down the pavement. The crowd on the pavement parted for him, as it always did, and then I could no longer see him.

				I was stunned. I was not expecting him to leave. I had very stupidly formed the idea that we were in this together. I was assured he believed in my innocence. How could he think that I would be involved, that I would be the murderer? How could he believe it?

				I was frightened. And alone. And arrested.

				The police ushered me into a carriage, and then we set off. My mind worked a hundred miles a minute. I tried to think of how best to proceed, how I could possibly convey my own innocence. Hyde’s betrayal sat ill upon me, making an already impossible situation worse. If he did not believe me, if he could so easily turn his back, then why would anyone else do differently?

				Despair filled me. Despair and terror. I knew without a doubt that this was the end for me. I knew my innocence. I knew that you would know it. My family would believe me. But that is a small group of supporters, and none of you would reach me before I found myself hung for crimes I did not commit.

				And with every jostle of the carriage, I could feel the weapons. I made sure that the cloak covered me, determined to do so without eliciting more interest than I had already garnered. I could not decide what was worse, actually wearing the weapons, or leaving them in my room to be discovered. Rapidly, my mind raced through my belongings. I had left nothing damning, nothing that would cause the police to decide my guilt. All of the guns and knives were currently strapped to me, hidden by the coat and cloak. My butchering knives were at the office, as they always are. My medical scalpels and knives were there as well.

				Nothing of interest in my room. The cane’s secret, hopefully, would not be discovered. How I wished I could hide the things at the office, since I assumed they would search there as well. Once they discovered the knife set, and saw the tools of a butcher, I knew all would be lost. No one would hear my pleas of innocence then.

				I wished I could toss what weapons I was wearing out the carriage window. I wished I had never accepted them. How much I hated the Gentlemen and their perverse form of amusements!

				We arrived at the station quicker than I hoped. I was surprised by the polite care I was given, and I do not know why they insisted upon treating me as a gentleman. If they did believe me to be a brutal murderer, then it seemed an odd choice. Perhaps it was because I spoke pleasantly, and followed willingly. Or maybe they did not find me so threatening that they felt a need for rough treatment as they led me into the confines of the station.

				A hundred pairs of eyes met mine, myriad police coming to see me enter. Clearly, word had gone before, alerting them that they were bringing in a suspect to the murders. The single suspect. The stares were incessant, and yet they too treated me with a fair amount of respect.

				Most important, they did not search me. Nor take my cloak and coat.

				Again, and I can only say this to you, my beloved girl, this is another example of truly terrible policing. Why I was not patted down and searched for weapons is beyond me. I consider it a miracle, a sign that God was smiling down upon the wretched Alistair Purefoy.

				I found myself ensconced in a very small room, no larger than an antechamber. There was only a badly battered table and two hard-backed chairs. I was told to take one and to make myself comfortable (another odd policing choice). The policemen then left, shutting the door behind them. I could hear the telltale snick of a lock sliding into place.

				I was arrested.

				Misery defined me. Misery. Regret. Fear. Terror. Grief. All of these emotions overwhelmed me as I sat, still and quiet. There was nothing to do, other than face my own emotions. The room was stuffy and still, and yet I knew better than to take their advice and make myself comfortable. The cloak remained, as did the coat, in spite of my discomfort.

				I do not know how long I sat, but it felt an eternity. I was acutely aware of the possibility of my being covertly observed, so I did my best to keep calm. I continued to sit, quiet and still, as the minutes surely passed into hours. I knew that my face betrayed my thoughts, and yet I was unable to steer away from them. Nothing, not even thoughts of you, could ease me.

				I began to use the endless time as an opportunity to sort through the confusion. The case against me became extremely clear. It became apparent that I am in possession of no friends in Edinburgh. No one to plead my case. To defend my innocence. Like poor Mr. Beatie, I am a nobody. An unknown. I lack power and prestige. I am here illegally, having secretly crossed the Scottish militarized border. I possess many knives. I have the skill to use them, and it is within reason that I could carve up a body like I would any animal flesh.

				I shudder at the thought. It repulses me, but I forced myself to look at the facts. At their facts.

				I knew the victims. I know knives. My defense was only that I am not a murderer, that I did not commit the crimes! Who would believe me?

				Not Hyde. I was sickened by my own misconception that we were becoming friends. He probably thought it best if he washed his hands entirely of me. He was probably relieved to be done with our association, horrified that he could be working alongside a possible killer.

				I am victim to the Gentlemen’s whim, and I believed that this was the bit that was going to solidify the case against me. The Gentlemen are powerful. They are of Society. Who would believe that they gave me weapons? That they gave me knives? How fantastic to think that they would do such a thing. To think that they would equip a killer!

				It occurred to me then that perhaps I was the one selected to take the fall. Perhaps one of them was the murderer, and they had chosen me to be the accused. The idea was sickening, and I knew that if it were true, then all indeed was lost.

				I was victim to their amusement. To their sordid game. Who would believe a butcher over a Gentleman?

				It was with these horrible thoughts, these clear revelations, that the door finally opened. I was too ruined to care. All I could do would be to profess my innocence, and that I knew to be a useless cause. My guilt had been arranged for me. I was guilty only of accepting gifts. Of allowing confusion to guide my life. The police, however, would see otherwise.

				“Mr. Purefoy.” The voice was kind. “Mr. Purefoy, my name is August Smithson, and I am here to save you.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seventeen

				Smithson. The Gentleman I had yet to meet. The one who had given me the cane.

				I looked at him, a hundred different thoughts rushing into my mind. He was tall and elegant, dressed as impeccably as the others of his group. As I watched, he swept off his top hat, giving me a glimpse of blond hair. I suppose he was handsome, with sharply defined features and steely green eyes. He was the type that Miss Whitcomb would describe as “dashing.” His expression was one of barely suppressed mirth, and I was stunned to realize that this man seemed to be enjoying himself immensely.

				At my expense. I was still the amusement of choice for the Gentlemen.

				“Go to hell,” I said before I could stop myself. “You and all of your friends have done this to me.”

				I apologize for the foul language, Miss Eugenia. I believe you can forgive me, considering my dire circumstances.

				Mr. Smithson laughed, a deeply happy sound that only furthered my fury. He grinned as he doffed his gloves, tossing them and the hat squarely onto the table before me. He released his grip on an eerily similar cane to mine own, propping it up against the side of the table.

				“Of course we have not, Purefoy. Oh! I am glad that you are still wearing your cloak and coat. You are armed, I assumed. They have not been discovered?”

				“The weapons you have gifted me,” I said, my words terse and bitter, “have not been discovered. I know you are intending to frame me with them, and—”

				“And that is utter nonsense, but I do appreciate your keen mind. Good to know you have looked at all the options, absurd as they are.” He continued to smile as he grasped the back of the other chair. The noise echoed as he dragged it around the table, setting it up before me. He sat facing me, as calmly as if we were conducting a normal social call.

				“Mr. Purefoy, let me assure you,” he began, raising his hand to silence my furious words, “the Gentlemen and I are your friends. I am here to help you. To save you.”

				“How is that possible? I am doomed. For whatever nefarious reason, I have been betrayed and framed. By you and your friends.”

				Smithson laughed. “Have a bit of faith in us, lad. I will have you released within the hour.”

				“Released?” I blinked, and feeling the return of confusion, I forced myself beyond it. “How is that possible?”

				“I am your solicitor,” Smithson replied. He smiled. “Drummond is going to be extremely upset to see me. He should be. Arresting you with hardly a reason at all! He will be lucky if we allow him to keep his position on the force, once I am through mangling his reputation.”

				I rebelled against the confusion. I fought it. Never again will I allow half answers.

				“My solicitor,” I said slowly. Smithson nodded. “I cannot afford one, sir.”

				“This is Gentlemen business,” he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “None of us are accountable to the others for our various skills. No fee will be required or accepted. Now then,” he said, sitting forward suddenly. His expression lost all humor. “I cannot stress enough to you, Mr. Purefoy, that you are to trust me in all matters. You are to say nothing. Not one word, unless I directly ask you a specific question. You speak to no policeman, answer no question. Am I understood?”

				“Yes,” I said, after a lengthy silence. “But if you are truly my solicitor, I should like very much to know what is going on.”

				“All in due time, Purefoy,” he said, rising from the chair as the door was once again opened. When I started to rise as well, he shook his head and motioned for me to remain seated. His gaze turned hard as he murmured, “Abject silence, sir. You are to argue with nothing that I say.”

				I could not deny that I was strengthened by the presence of Smithson as Drummond walked through the doorway. I was amazed to see his reaction to the solicitor’s being there. Drummond’s expression would have amused me on any other day. The quick succession of surprise, then loathing, followed by an uneasy desperation would have been entertaining to observe, should I not have been in such dire straits.

				“Drummond,” Smithson called out in bright cheerfulness. “How marvelous to see you again. What a poor decision you have made in arresting Mr. Purefoy.”

				Drummond’s gaze narrowed as he motioned for the door to be shut behind him. “I have my reasons,” he said, color beginning to stain his vein-speckled cheeks. “And not even you can cast doubt upon them.”

				“Care to make a wager?” Smithson returned.

				Drummond’s response was sickeningly awesome to witness. Pain, acute and raw, raced across his jowly face. I knew instantly that there had been previous wagers, and that they had not turned out well for Detective Drummond.

				Hope flickered to life within me.

				“I suggest that you explain yourself, Detective,” Smithson said into the heavy silence. “Perhaps you should tell me why you have seen fit to arrest an innocent man.”

				“Innocent?” Drummond stormed farther into the room, moving so that the table was between us. “I have circumstantial evidence that links Mr. Purefoy to three vicious murders.”

				Circumstantial evidence! My heart stilled in my chest, and it was all I could do to not shout. What had been found? Immediately, I thought of my butchering knives.

				“Do you?” Smithson replied coolly. “And what would that be, pray tell?”

				“Mr. Purefoy was known acquaintance to all three victims.”

				Smithson snorted derisively. “So, you mean to tell me that my client has been arrested for being friends with the victims?”

				“He claims residence at both murder scenes.”

				“An unfortunate coincidence,” Smithson said. He sat down in the vacated chair. Again, I was struck by his cheerfulness, by his sense of enjoying himself immensely. He grinned at Drummond. “Please. Tell me more.”

				“He is a butcher, so he has the skills necessary to the murders.”

				“He is a physician’s assistant,” Smithson countered. “His father is a butcher. Do you mean that you arrested my client based on the occupation of his father? His father who resides in London?”

				“He is an illegal citizen. We have reason to believe that he crossed the militarized borders without permission from the Crown—”

				“You are grasping at straws, Drummond,” Smithson interrupted. “Mr. Purefoy is officially hired by the Edinburgh Doctoral Council. He works alongside the illustrious Dr. Hyde as his assistant. I have the papers that prove he is gainfully employed, so the illegal citizenry tactic is a bit much. Even for you.” He laughed again. “And these are not considered questions with regard to circumstantial evidence. Have you found a single item at any of the crime scenes that belongs to my client?”

				“We only need the accounting of where he was on each night in question,” Drummond snapped. “We have the right to know where he was when the murders were allegedly performed.”

				“I am in possession of those answers,” Smithson countered. “The night of Mr. Beatie’s demise, my client was present at a dinner at the home of Michael Whitcomb. I have several witnesses prepared to give statements attesting to that fact.”

				“We wish to know where Mr. Purefoy went after that dinner,” Drummond said, his cheeks somehow reddening in color. “Where he ate dinner hardly matters. It is what happened next.”

				“Mr. Purefoy actually spent that evening as guest of Mr. Simon Trantham, who is prepared to testify that Purefoy sat up, late into the night, studying various medical texts in his library.”

				What? I was stunned, Miss Eugenia. I have never been Trantham’s guest, save for those few moments during his ball I spent ensconced in his library before I joined Hyde in his garden.

				Smithson continued. “It was such a late hour that Mr. Trantham insisted that a room be readied for Mr. Purefoy, who did not return to the Mitchell Boarding House until after a very late breakfast at the Trantham townhome. In attendance at that breakfast were Mr. Patrick O’Sullivan and Mr. Trantham, as well as numerous servants and staff. All of them will vouch that Mr. Purefoy did not leave the town house confines until that morning. When Mr. Purefoy returned to the Mitchell house, he made the grisly discovery of Mr. Beatie’s remains and if I remember correctly, he called for the police to be summoned.”

				The lie fell so easily from Smithson’s lips. The alibi was so smooth, so shocking that I struggled to mask my expression.

				I repeat . . . I did not stay in the guest room of Trantham’s house! I have never perused his library for anything other than weaponry!

				“Simon Trantham?” All the blood left Drummond’s face, and I watched in terrible amazement as his hands began to quiver. “What the devil is Trantham doing involved with this?”

				“This arrest of yours has offended him,” Smithson said. His voice was laced with soft menace. “I spoke to him just before I arrived. I believe he is on his way here, to deal with your ineptitude with alacrity. He has an appointment with your superior. And that leaves us with Mr. Gordon MacBean, who is . . .” Smithson made great show of extracting a small gold pocket watch from inside his waistcoat. “Well, he should have arrived at the Courts by now. You do know Mr. MacBean, I believe, sir.”

				My mind searched rapidly for any memory of the name MacBean. Involved with the Courts? I profess no acquaintance, and assumed he must be another member of the Gentlemen.

				“The Chevaliers have nothing to do with this,” Drummond spluttered, hands worrying furiously against the table. “This is a police procedure and it is our concern, not theirs.”

				“I think you might want to pause and think before speaking,” Smithson said easily. He replaced the pocket watch. “Surely you are not suggesting that a murder case, that several murder cases, actually, are not important enough for the Crown to be involved. How about the subsequent arrest and false imprisonment of an innocent man? I think the Crown might feel it is a concern that interests them very much. Now, would you like to hear the location of my client the night of murder two?”

				I stared at Drummond, who appeared to be suffering from an apoplectic fit. His eyes bulged. His lips quivered. A flush the color of red wine crept across him, shading his expansive neck and reaching the top of his forehead. His fingers dug into the tabletop, his arms shaking with scarcely controlled violence.

				“No,” he said finally, his voice lethal and cold. “I believe I would not care to hear that.”

				“Any other unsolved mysteries or crimes you wish to accuse my client of having been involved with? Creeping around dark cemeteries perhaps, shovel in hand? An odd decapitation, here and there? Would you care to discuss how, precisely, you intend to proceed, Detective?”

				Drummond’s answering silence was deafening.

				“Then I suggest that you release Mr. Purefoy at once,” Smithson said. “Considering that you have kept an innocent locked in here for hours, without so much as food or drink, I think that would be an appropriate choice.”

				“I reserve the right to meet with Mr. Purefoy again, should there be any more questions that surface,” Drummond managed.

				Smithson stared at him for a long moment, so long that it caused my panic to return. And then he laughed.

				“Well,” he said as he rose to his feet. “It will be interesting to see if your replacement will wish for that right. Come, Mr. Purefoy,” Smithson said, motioning for me to stand. “I think it is time to leave.”

				“You tell Simon Trantham,” Drummond shouted, obviously losing what little grip he had retained upon his temper. “You tell him that this is of no concern to him! How dare he threaten me! This is not his case! It is mine! This is my work and neither you, nor Trantham, nor any of your horrible friends can wield the power to dismiss me!”

				“Word of advice, Mr. Drummond,” Smithson said, his smile remaining pleasant. “You should begin packing your belongings tonight. Just a thought. Come, Purefoy.”

				I was struggling to stand, having sat still for so long. I was relieved to know that it had been for hours. It certainly felt that way, and managing to stand upright while keeping the cloak close took a bit of work. With great aplomb, Smithson grasped my arm, and then glared at Drummond.

				“You should hope we do not take more offense than we have,” Smithson said quietly. “It would be a shame if you suffered half as much as my client this terrible morning.”

				“What makes you so certain of his innocence?” Drummond shouted, the words reverberating through the small room.

				Smithson’s placid smile remained in place as he regarded the furious detective. “I know him to be innocent, because I have witnesses that vouch for his impeccable character. They give description of where he was on those horrible nights and mornings. Many, many witnesses, Drummond. I fear you have greatly embarrassed yourself.” He laughed. “Poor, poor you.”

				Smithson took my arm, guiding me through the doorway and out into the station. Dismay and shock was palpable. Everyone stared. Everyone watched. I could hear snippets of conversation, mutterings of upset. Smithson ignored all of them.

				Dog Benge’s carriage was lingering alongside the pavement. I nearly shouted with relief to see it.

				Benge smiled as the two of us climbed in. “Fifteen minutes,” the Indian intoned, gaze settled firmly upon Smithson. “It took you fifteen minutes.”

				“Ten,” Smithson replied calmly. “Which means that you should pay up, Benge.”

				I felt overwhelmed as the carriage blended into traffic. The familiar sights through the window were strange now, my mind still occupied with the terrors of the morning. I took a deep breath, paying scant attention to the argumentative banter of my compatriots, and did my best to gather my scattered, terrified thoughts.

				“All of them,” Smithson said, his voice so laced with admiration that I snapped back to attention. “Purefoy, the man without fear, wore all of his weapons while arrested.”

				“I told you,” Benge said, giving me a respectful nod. “He is an asset.”

				“Agreed.” Smithson looked at me, head cocked to the side, his gaze regarding my profile. “I think that even the Venetian would be impressed with such bravado.”

				“You lied for me,” I said, struggling to remain calm. “All of you lied for me. Why?”

				“It is what we do,” Benge said with a shrug. “We have all been in scrapes from time to time, Purefoy. The benefit of having friends is always having an alibi, when required.”

				“But what makes you so sure that I am innocent?” I asked, wishing violently that I had not spoken the words aloud. The horror of what I was implying made me shudder, and yet I could not stop myself from asking. “What makes you believe I am not the murderer?”

				Benge laughed. “Are you?”

				“Of course I am not!” I cried, a renewed fear churning through me. “I have never murdered a man in my life! I never would, and the idea of anyone thinking that is—”

				“Then you are innocent,” Benge interrupted. He smiled at Smithson. “His expressions, truly, are remarkable.”

				“His honesty is remarkable,” Smithson said with a sigh. “We will have to work on that, Benge. Mr. Purefoy, please, let me assure you that it is glaringly obvious that you are innocent. Cease the righteous indignation, please.”

				“And even if you were not innocent . . .” Benge smiled in response to my sharp cry of protest. “Well. As I said, we have all been in our scrapes from time to time. Best if you cease worrying, Purefoy. All is well. You are among friends.”

				Miss Eugenia, you must know that my mind was racing a hundred miles a minute. There were simply too many questions to ask, too many things I did not understand. I was also exhausted and depleted from fright and terror. I realized that I was ravenously hungry.

				“I hope you do not mind, but we have taken it upon ourselves to secure you better lodging,” Smithson said. “All of your belongings have been fetched, Purefoy, so you need not bother with the MacGregors any longer. Ah, here we are,” he said, drawing my attention to the carriage window. I saw that we were shuddering to a halt.

				We were outside Hyde’s town house. I could see him waiting impatiently on the front steps, looking ferociously cross and glaring toward our carriage. He was shouting something as the footman descended, but we were unable to understand the nature of his words.

				“I am unsure if this is considered better lodging,” Smithson murmured. “But Hyde insisted that you be moved here. If it gets too bad, which it probably will, knowing Hyde, then Trantham says that you are to move into one of his guest rooms.”

				I was rendered speechless by their generosity. The enormity of it was overwhelming, and I very nearly collapsed beneath the weight of it. Far too many emotions had coursed through me. This morning, I had lost everything, and to have it so easily restored . . .

				“Good Lord, Purefoy,” Hyde bellowed as the three of us alighted from the carriage. “It took you long enough! There are stacks of work to go through. Texts to translate. This little excursion of yours has set us back quite substantially.”

				“Thank you,” I said simply, looking at Smithson and Benge and finally, Hyde. “Thank you so very much for saving me.”

				And so I find myself quite comfortably situated, Miss Eugenia. I am writing you from the splendid comforts of my own suite of rooms, located on the second floor of the town house. Not only have I been given a bedchamber, but I have my own sitting room as well. My desk is arranged before a large window that looks down upon that queer jungle garden. As I write, I am immensely comforted by the view.

				There is a fireplace, stoked into a near bonfire. The furnishings are magnificent, large and finely carved. I have several chairs at my command, as well as a nice selection of books. I have been fed like a king, and Hyde ordered that tea be sent up to my suite, so that I might have sustenance while I write you.

				Such a far cry from this morning.

				I must apologize for the nature of this letter. Looking at it now, I am horrified by its abject sensationalism. In many ways, I fear that I should journal my thoughts instead of heralding them to you with such wild abandon. Forgive me, sweet Miss E., but be assured that I am well and safe and it appears as if everything in my world has righted itself. That is what I should have begun this letter with, assurances that I am fine, despite the terrible tale I had to confess.

				There is simply no room to add that sentiment to the beginning of this letter, so I will hope you see the words I have scribbled beneath your address, telling you that all is well.

				In spite of the myriad warnings I have received, Hyde has proven to be an excellent host. I spent most of supper informing both him and Trantham of the details of my morning. I was then ushered to this suite, with strict instructions to rest and to resume my duties at the office tomorrow.

				My belongings are here. All of your letters have been placed back in my writing cabinet. The bothy is spread across my bed. And my butchering knives are here. Once Hyde alerted his brother of my arrest, he went immediately to the office and took anything he thought might cause me difficulty, should the police search there.

				Hyde was indeed a friend to me today. Without his interference, his quick action, I know that I would still be in that horrible station.

				And to think of the miserable hours I spent, desperate and alone and fearing the worst!

				I am exhausted, and so am finishing the letter. I have yet to explore my new dwelling, but I plan on doing so soon. I will describe the rooms (and hopefully, the strange tower) to you as soon as possible.

				I miss you, more than you probably realize.

				Regards.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				October 24

				Desk overlooking Hyde’s garden

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				It has been yet another extraordinary day.

				I feel I should begin this letter better than the previous. Please be assured that I am well. I am safe. Hyde’s accommodations are far superior to either boarding house, and the night passed uneventfully. I admit that I slept better than I have since my arrival to the city, the combination of warmth and good food having helped put me at ease. I awoke early, having no idea of my location, and it took me a very great while to realize that I was now in residence at Hyde’s town house.

				This luxury is unlike anything I have ever known. Hyde’s home is as splendidly appointed as his brother’s, and although I have yet to truly explore, I have been impressed with his aesthetic taste. Once I was convinced that I was indeed far from the horrors of yesterday, I decided to begin my day as if it was any other. I dressed quickly (forgoing the weaponry holster; I am unsure when I will be willing to wear it again). I managed to find my way downstairs, to find a sumptuous breakfast awaiting me. I ate more than I probably should have, and was then informed that a carriage was available to take me to the office.

				A carriage! No more long, cold walks to the Theatre! I felt dazed, and when I instructed the driver to make my usual stop at the Air Station, in order to mail you my dreadful missive, I was stunned that he cheerfully agreed.

				It was still early, and I knew Hyde well enough to know that he would not make his appearance at work until at least an hour later. I spotted a coffee stall near the Station and got my usual order, making sure to procure a cup for Hyde as well. The luxury of returning to the carriage, to avoid the streaming pedestrian traffic, was so foreign to me that I was beginning to believe that all of this was no more than a dream.

				The dream soured the moment I stepped foot into the Doctoral offices. A note was affixed to Hyde’s door, addressed to me. I recognized the writing as MacDougal’s, and since he had never seen fit to write me before, I had a sense that this was not to be a pleasant note.

				It was not. I was ordered to appear, immediately upon my arrival, in the Operating Theatre. I was not to wait for the arrival of Hyde. This was to be a mandatory meeting involving me, and Hyde’s presence was not required.

				The trauma of yesterday filled my mind. I had no desire to go, and yet I knew that I must. It is one thing to ignore MacDougal when Hyde is present, quite another when it is only I. I was an employee of the Doctoral Council, officially, and a mandate such as this could not be ignored. Not if I wished to retain my position.

				I paused only to set the coffees down upon our worktables. I did not begin my morning routine, although I did take pleasure in the sight of my strangely clean work surface. Hyde had clearly tidied up all of my notes and books, hiding them from a possible police search. My scalpels and medical reticule were hidden beneath his own desk. I was touched by his determination to protect me. Hyde’s actions, coupled with those of the Gentlemen, gave me a sense of hope, and I did my best to retain that emotion as I made my way grudgingly to the Theatre.

				It was unusual for an assistant to be summoned in this manner, and as I walked, I knew it could only be for one purpose. They probably wished to question me with regard to the murders. I knew that the police had, in all likelihood, discussed the events of yesterday with the Council, and I feared that this meeting was a direct result.

				August Smithson had been very clear to me, yesterday, that I was to discuss the details of the situation with no one. I was to never speak to a policeman without his being present. I assumed that this directive extended to my employer, but I was unsure of how to contact my solicitor. Would he even wish to be present, in spite of the fact that it was my employer who wished to conduct the questioning? I decided that he would, and turning on my heel, I immediately returned to Hyde’s office.

				If yesterday taught me anything at all, it was to be cautious. I decided to believe the nagging sense of unease that filled me. Better for Smithson to know that I was being summoned, and decide for himself not to attend, than not know at all.

				I wrote a quick note to Trantham, informing him of this turn of events. I made sure to warn him that it might be a meaningless precaution on my part, but until I heard otherwise, I was not planning on saying anything until my solicitor arrived, or provided further instructions. I caught the attention of a runner (we employ several, and use them to deliver medical supplies or pass messages from one office to another and throughout the city, as needed). I gave him strict instructions to deliver this immediately, and promised double payment, to ensure its priority.

				I felt better as I once again walked to the Operating Theatre.

				That good mood evaporated entirely when I reached the operating floor and saw the large number of physicians and assistants awaiting me in the gallery. It appeared that everyone, save Hyde, was there, filling the seats and conversing among themselves. I saw Mr. Rose, scowling from the first level. He was the first to see my emergence onto the floor, and he gave such a shout that, in an instant, all attention was focused on me.

				I felt tired then. So very, very tired. After all I had suffered the day before, the horror of finding a friend murdered, followed by the fear of a false accusation and arrest, weighed heavily upon my shoulders. I could see the anger and outrage filling the expressions of those nearest. I could hear the babble of angry words as I stepped across the floor.

				MacDougal stood on the first gallery. His aged face was set in a determined scowl. I took a fiendish pleasure in the fact that they all had been awaiting me, that my tardiness and return to Hyde’s office had not pleased them. After all I had been through, it pleased me greatly that these horrible men should be forced to wait.

				This was obviously not a good meeting. I could see the diabolical restlessness, could feel the tension of a waiting attack. There was one hard-backed chair arranged on the floor. I knew then that, at best, this was to be an inquisition.

				How different the floor looked, without the examining table! How difficult to remember the Steambox being here. It felt a lifetime ago.

				The galleries were lined with a mob, a restless, seething group that was obviously fueling their tempers with conversation. I could feel the hatred and frenzy beginning to build. I could see it on the expressions that surrounded me.

				I was of half a mind to turn around entirely, to turn my back on the proceedings, but I knew the folly of such a decision. I feared that even Hyde would be unable to prevent my release from service here. I want nothing more than to be a physician, and if they tossed me onto the street, then I knew that the dream would be forever gone.

				Best if I faced the music, and somehow, miraculously, managed to disarm the attack.

				And then the shouts began. “Murderer!” “Criminal!” “Let him hang!”

				I knew then, at that point, that this was a hopeless situation. There was to be no good outcome. No unexpected salvation. Something terrible had been put into motion, and no amount of reasoning or explanation would make it any different.

				“Alistair Purefoy,” MacDougal intoned, his heavy voice silencing the crowd in an instant. “You have been brought before us, the fellows of the Doctoral Council, on a very grave matter. I suggest that you sit down, sir,” he said, motioning to the awaiting chair.

				Exhaustion became heavier. Something deep within me began to rebel. Something snapped within my mind. I understood instinctively that this was not going to go easy for me, that this could not turn out well. That knowledge, coupled with a reaction to yesterday’s terror, resulted in a strange and unusual unwillingness for me to comply with their every whim.

				Politeness would serve me no favors here.

				I met MacDougal’s gaze squarely, which seemed to startle him.

				“No, sir,” I said, my voice echoing through the Theatre. “I believe that I would prefer to stand.”

				Surprise rippled through the crowd. MacDougal scowled.

				“Insolent whelp!” he rasped. “I suppose that there is no need to beat about the bush. We have brought you here in response to a police inquiry and wish—”

				“There is no police inquiry,” I answered, cutting him off midsentence. My interruption was clearly startling. You must understand that MacDougal is feared by all. As leader of the Doctoral Council, he is treated with such respect that no one dares to interrupt him, should he be speaking. Until today, I would never have thought myself capable of such disrespect.

				“No police inquiry,” MacDougal echoed, staring down at me from his higher perch. “I beg to differ, Mr. Purefoy. I have it on unmistakable authority that you were indeed arrested yesterday morning, in suspicion of several brutal murders.”

				I could hear the furor of the galleries, shouted outrage. I could see Mr. Rose, glaring down at me with unmasked disgust. The noise was growing greater now, as the mob was gathering its hurricane force.

				“Monster!” “Butcher!” “Criminal!”

				Again, something happened, deep within me. Some rebellious streak, some unwillingness to face such injustice, once again overtook me. I reacted without thinking of the consequences.

				I shouted for silence.

				It descended upon the galleries, so swiftly and absolutely that suddenly it seemed as if all the air had been extracted from the Theatre. Shock was evident. Even MacDougal was too surprised to speak, and he stood above me with his mouth hanging open.

				I did not allow time for recovery and forced myself to speak first.

				“The police are no longer interested in me, and I am unsure why this meeting has been called at all.”

				“It has been called,” MacDougal said, his cheeks reddening so violently that I was reminded of Detective Drummond, “because I wished it to be called, Mr. Purefoy! What insolence is this? The Doctoral Council is an institution independent of the police. We retain the right to know the details of any situation that involves one of our workers, and I demand to know your opinion of why you were arrested.”

				“I was arrested under false pretenses,” I said. “I was found innocent.”

				“Your opinion, sir!” MacDougal shouted. “I wish to know it.”

				My mouth was dry, my heartbeat quick, but I had started down a road that was impossible to vacate. I forced myself to ignore anyone other than MacDougal. I kept my gaze linked with his.

				“I have been instructed,” I said, hoping desperately that I was correct, “to discuss this only with my solicitor present. If you wish to question me, then I must insist that Mr. August Smithson be in attendance.”

				Again, there was the ripple through the crowd. It became apparent to me that Smithson’s name was as feared here, among the physicians, as it was with Detective Drummond.

				“August Smithson?” MacDougal’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Do you mean to tell me that August Smithson is your solicitor? How can that even be possible? A man of that stature defending a mere butcher?”

				An unfortunate laughter surrounded me. I was being mocked. This was simply too much for me to bear, and I was unable to stop myself from descending into temper.

				“Mr. Smithson is indeed my solicitor, and is determined to defend my innocence,” I said. “I would be happy to answer any question he deemed appropriate, but I must insist that he be present at my inquisition.”

				“We care nothing for your solicitor,” MacDougal snarled. “We are an independent institution. I do not care what the police say. What Mr. Smithson says. You are found guilty of murder, Mr. Purefoy. Guilty before us!”

				“Guilty!” I shouted, my voice barely heard above the answering roar of the crowd. “How is that possible? I am innocent!”

				MacDougal shouted for silence, waiting to speak until the hubbub had evaporated. His smile upon me was chilling.

				“We are a noble profession, Mr. Purefoy, and are disinterested in employing anyone who is remotely associated with such treachery. In our eyes, you are a murderer.”

				“Impossible!” I shouted, desperation and anger overtaking me. “This is madness! I am innocent of any crime!”

				MacDougal’s smile was treacherous. “You are released from service, effective immediately. You must pack your belongings and vacate the premises without hesitation. You are a murderer, Mr. Purefoy, whether or not you are ever charged by the police. You are a murderer before our Council, and we will not allow further association with us.”

				Although I had realized the result of this terrible meeting the moment I had stepped foot onto the operating floor, I was still sickened to hear the inevitable proclamation. A cold disappointment blended with my outrage. My dream of being a physician crumbled before my eyes, beneath the sneering grins of MacDougal and Rose and all the rest of them.

				“This means that you are no longer gainfully employed by the City of Edinburgh. We have already contacted the Foreign Office, sir. Your temporary citizenship has been revoked. You are now a fugitive from enemy territory, and as such, will be retained again by the police. If they cannot see fit to charge you for the murders, Purefoy, then they will certainly see you rot as an enemy of the State!”

				“Ridiculous.”

				The single word, laced with disgust, shot through the room with the speed of a pistol shot. It cut into my despair, and caused me to switch attention to the gallery staircase. I realized then that it was Hyde, that he was making his way down the steps and onto the operating floor. His presence here caused another bout of furious outrage to drift through the galleries, but Hyde appeared unaffected by the reaction.

				He was drinking coffee as he came to stand beside me. “You overstep your boundaries,” Hyde said, his glare settled upon MacDougal. “Not even you can punish an innocent man.”

				“I can and will do as I wish!” MacDougal shouted. “In all things, Hyde. And not even you can stop me! Your assistant is released from service, sir, and is to vacate the Theatre immediately!”

				“Of course,” Hyde said, after another sip of coffee. “He and I will vacate immediately.”

				Again, the silence that fell upon the place was absolute and all-encompassing. MacDougal appeared shocked by Hyde’s own pledge to vacate, as was I. I turned to him, intending to argue the foolishness of such a united, but appreciated, effort, but Hyde silenced me with a glare.

				“Of course, you must understand what this means,” Hyde continued blithely, sipping coffee as if this was a normal sort of conversation being conducted. “I am not surrendering my position on the Doctoral Council, although I am surrendering my office here. You know as well as I do, MacDougal, that my position is protected by the Crown, and not even you,” he said, his tone mocking, “possess the power to release me from my place on the Council. I answer to the Crown, and to the Crown directly, which you will never be able to do, no matter how much you might wish it otherwise. Same for all you pathetic vultures,” he said, letting his gaze wander the length of the galleries.

				Fury erupted in the seats above. Hyde smiled and then set his coffee cup down upon the chair’s seat.

				“You are conducting a dangerous game, Hyde,” MacDougal snarled. “What do you intend to do? Hang out your own shingle and offer your services to the groaning city? Or better yet, are you going to set your monster assistant upon the vulnerable and the ill? Is he to bring in your cadavers at whim? Is that your diabolical plan? He will be arrested, Hyde, and will likely hang for being an intruder upon our great nation!”

				“You tire me, MacDougal,” Hyde said, sighing. “You know as well as I do that Purefoy is innocent. Let me warn you that you have started a dangerous avalanche here. You have no idea the stakes at which you are playing.”

				“You cannot lead the Council!” MacDougal shrieked. “You do not have control here, Hyde! It is as I wish it to be and Purefoy will hang!”

				“Doubtful,” Hyde countered. “Considering that he is employed by me.”

				“You cannot—,” MacDougal began, but Hyde shouted over him.

				“I most certainly can hire a private assistant, MacDougal. You are aware that the Crown has granted me special privileges. Among them is that I am able to select one apprentice, providing I intend to tutor him in the ways of a physician. I have selected Mr. Purefoy, and intend for him to sit the Examining Boards, once his studies are complete.”

				Miss Eugenia, I will confess here, that I very nearly fainted. I actually swayed on my feet, and determined to not show weakness, I roughly grasped the top of the chair.

				A physician! I stared at Hyde, ignoring the furious shouts all around me. I scarcely believed to hope and searched his expression for any sign of jest.

				This was, however, Ian Hyde. I cannot imagine how his expression would look, should he be jesting. Humor is not an emotion I would recognize on the man.

				I am to be trained! Miss Eugenia, you know how important this is for me. For us.

				“Hyde, this is impossible,” MacDougal countered, his voice cutting through my dazed thoughts. He leaned forward, his hands gripping the gallery railing. “You cannot have an independent apprentice without a sponsor. No one will sponsor you, and I can personally guarantee that Alistair Purefoy will not sit for the Physician Boards while I am still breathing!”

				“I have a sponsor,” Hyde replied. “My brother, Simon Trantham, has graciously accepted the posting. And while I am not particularly anticipating your demise, MacDougal, I have no doubt that Purefoy will be able to sit the exam. Mr. MacBean assures me that your unfortunate bias will have no effect upon my assistant, and he will be granted a fair exam, when the time comes. The Crown will see to that, sir.”

				Again, the name MacBean. I remembered it mentioned yesterday. Once again, it caused a nearly violent reaction. I remembered something about MacBean being linked with the Courts and with the Crown. Oh, how I wished I understood more!

				“I find that I have no further requirement for the facilities here,” Hyde said, finally displaying his terrible grin. “This Theatre no longer holds any interest for me. Purefoy and I shall office elsewhere. Nicely done,” he said, lowering his voice so that only I could hear the compliment. “But I suggest we leave before they descend upon us, and crunch our bones and drink our blood!”

				I laughed, for the first time in hours.

				We met Smithson in the hallway, who was very pleased that I had not allowed any of MacDougal’s questions. Once his fury abated at my summoning, he was interested in hearing the details. As Hyde made arrangements for our office to be emptied of furniture and accoutrements, Smithson and I retired to a nearby tearoom. He ordered scones and cream, and insisted that I sit and tell him everything that had happened.

				I was surprised by his laughter, by his enjoyment of what I was beginning to feel was foolish behavior on my part. To be so rude to my superior? Had I somehow misread the situation?

				Smithson felt otherwise and reassured me that my initial assessment was true. MacDougal called an inquisition only to shame me. To frighten and intimidate me. My work posting was already lost, and I had no choice other than to defend myself.

				“Alistair Purefoy,” Smithson said as he refreshed our cups of tea. He slowly shook his head. “You amaze me, sir. You truly do. My only regret is that you were not wearing your weapons. Just think if you had whipped off your coat and bared your teeth!”

				“The gallery reaction,” I said, “would probably have been the same.”

				And so I find myself in a truly peculiar situation, my darling Miss E. It seems that I am to be trained to be a physician. I have been awarded a sponsor. In a mere twenty-four-hour time period, it seems that I have been falsely accused of murder. I have lost my work with the Doctoral Council. I have been hired as a private apprentice. I have been moved into sumptuous luxury. I have hope of eventually becoming a physician, of making it possible for you and I to be together.

				It boggles the mind. It truly does. In a way, I feel as if a hundred pounds have been lifted from my shoulders. I will admit that I remain confused, precisely, about how these events unfolded. It is very clear to me that there is a greater story in process, one happening all around me. I have yet to understand it all, but I am committed to fighting the confusion as it presents itself.

				Mostly, I am grateful that, strange as it might seem, the Gentlemen are my friends. Thus far, they have proved the only salvation in my terrible, storm-tossed sea. I am cautious but appreciative. Without their help, I would have been doomed.

				I am to see the new office tomorrow.

				I am thinking of you tonight, as I so often do. I wonder what it is you are doing, what you are thinking. I so wish there was a way to obtain your counsel in these matters, without waiting for the delay of letters. What do you make of this? Do you care for these changes? Are you as excited as I am over the possibility of this eventual career?

				And if so, would you entertain thoughts of one day moving to Edinburgh?

				I am presumptive. Forgive me. Forgive me, but please consider it, when the time comes.

				Regards.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nineteen

				October 27

				New Town

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				It is late Saturday evening, and I am arranged at my desk. Things have finally settled down enough that I can write you a proper, cheerful missive. I was beginning to fear that I would never be able to do so again (or worse, write from prison!) but everything, thankfully, has calmed.

				All is right in my world. I am drinking a very fine brandy. I am sitting before the fire. And I am writing You!

				I am in receipt of several of your letters, and am happy to return to a more pleasant and normal conversation. I am glad that you enjoyed the truffles, and on Thursday evening, I conveyed your appreciation to Miss Whitcomb. She was extremely pleased that you liked them, and was relieved that her assurance of your steadfast friendship to me was indeed correct.

				She also decided that you might wish to know more of the fashions of Edinburgh, the latest styles and such, and teased me mercilessly over my complete ineptitude in such matters. Consequently, she gave me several catalogues and fashion plates to include with my letter, which you will find attached.

				Miss Whitcomb was aghast that I had not spoken, even in a paragraph, with regard to what ladies are wearing this Season, and what their accessories are. She made me promise to say something about hunter green morning dresses, cinched on the outside with black corsets, or perhaps I have the colors wrong. Maybe it is black dresses with hunter green corsets. Hopefully, something in the catalogue I am sending will explain it properly.

				“Mr. Purefoy,” she said, sighing, as the second course of dinner was served. “Women like to hear of such things. Tell her about parasols!”

				Again, there was a lengthy description, given to me, of the latest from Paris. Something about heeled boots. Something about chapeaus, and I will admit that it took me a very long time to realize she was speaking about hats. Hats with short veils. I remember the bit about the veils.

				Hyde smiled at me sympathetically from across the table and then said that perhaps Miss Campbell would not like to think of me ogling the dressing choices of other women. Which I can assure you does not happen, sweetest Eugenia, which can account for my needing to send fashion plates, rather than attempt to describe anything myself.

				I would, however, like to assure you, that if you were here in Edinburgh, then I would most certainly ogle whatever your fashion decisions might be. I would not be able to help myself. You could be clad in burlap or you could be clad in silks. No matter. My ogling would be constant, and without regret.

				Thursday night’s dinner was like heaven, full of good food and good company. Both Miss Whitcomb and her maid, Miss MacIntosh, were beside themselves with emotion at the thought of my being arrested. Miss MacIntosh openly wept, which caused Hyde to suggest that perhaps she should step outside the parlor and compose herself.

				Miss MacIntosh recovered admirably, and both she and Miss Whitcomb listened raptly to Hyde’s retelling. I was in no mood to speak about it at all, but Hyde saw it as perfectly appropriate dinner conversation. Both the Mr. Whitcombs were fascinated, and they peppered Hyde’s accounting with a great variety of questions.

				I was surprised to hear Hyde’s take on the matter, and relieved that I was able to do so while sitting at such a comfortable table in such nice surroundings. Hyde did much to expound upon my heroism, on my unwillingness to let the police frighten me into confessing a crime I had not committed. Miss MacIntosh was extremely vehement in her outrage over my treatment, and assured me, very earnestly, that no one who remained at Mitchell Boarding House considers me guilty in the slightest.

				I was afraid that the terrible tale would agitate Miss Whitcomb, but she held up well. She was horrified that I had been released from my work with the Doctoral Council, but was thrilled that Hyde had seen fit to accept me as apprentice. To celebrate, she called for a special reserve brandy to be served after dinner was finished.

				“A physician!” Miss MacIntosh gasped. “How wonderful that you are to be so employed, sir.”

				I felt the same, and was instantly barraged by more questions from the Brothers Whitcomb. They wished to know how long an apprenticeship was required before I could sit the Boards. What was I to study? How would it be assured that I would be granted a fair exam?

				Hyde answered for me. I will be ready when he says I am. I must learn all there is to know about everything (a daunting thought! I assure you, it is only Anatomy and General Surgery that are tested). And he said that I most certainly would be granted a fair exam, because his cousin, Mr. Gordon MacBean, is a member of the Chevalier Cabinet and would oversee the examining selection himself.

				His cousin! The mysterious MacBean is Hyde’s cousin! Another puzzle piece of confusion fell into place!

				Of course, my mind immediately headed down a rabbit trail, returning to the fact that Trantham and Hyde are two completely different surnames. Is one a MacBean? Is one a Hyde? A Trantham? Oh, how I wish I could ask, but at the moment I am victim to an immensely wonderful hospitality, and fearful of losing it entirely, should I cause offense by my infernal curiosity.

				Upon my learning of Hyde’s familial ties to the Crown, I wonder why anyone questions the source of his elevated status. Of course Hyde is granted special privileges. His cousin is among the King’s personal advisors!

				I do not know how familiar you are with the Chevalier Cabinet. It is extremely important here in Edinburgh, and I scarcely heard it mentioned while I was in the Highlands. It is a mysterious group, selected generations ago to serve as personal advisors, and some say, protectors, to the Scottish King. They have the King’s ear in all matters, and are to advise him on both foreign and domestic issues. The positions within the Cabinet are handed down, from generation to generation, so this power has been held within the hands of the same families without interruption.

				A member of the Cabinet is without equal within Edinburgh. Their power is absolute. They are answerable directly to the King, who cares little for their day-to-day handlings of his matters. Some say that they are ruthless and corrupt, but I am keeping an open mind on the subject.

				Due to my horrific week, in which my character was questioned without reason, I have decided to withhold judgment on anyone I have yet to meet. And I am acutely aware that MacBean was extremely influential in freeing me, and while I do not know what, precisely, he did at the Courts, I know that his involvement caused a terrific panic in both Detective Drummond and in Dr. MacDougal.

				Before I get caught up in my own conversation, I wish to thank you for your incredible support of me, with regard to Mr. Banbury’s murder. Your sweet outrage, your fear that I was remaining at Mitchell’s place, pleased me greatly. Your concern strengthened me, even with the delay in the post. It assures me that, no matter the terror and horror, you are with me.

				And that, Miss Eugenia, is the only important thing in my world.

				I am anticipating the arrival of your portrait, and am glad that you were willing to sit for it. Your admonishment over my request that you smile made me laugh. I am very fond of your smile, but then again, I am fond of your serious expression as well. I anticipate “seeing” the mood you selected to display. Be assured that, once arrived, the portrait will sit proudly on my desk, or better yet, may be carried in my coat pocket, so that I might take you everyplace I go.

				I have settled in very well here at Hyde’s town house, and am pleased to provide a little more description of my surroundings. The rooms are, as I have said, splendidly appointed. His tastes run to the extravagant, with rich carpets and massive pieces of furniture.

				I have noticed an element of the Orient, here and there. There are carved figures of pagodas, arranged on the fireplace mantel in the downstairs parlor. There is a reed calendar hung in Hyde’s library, on which is painted the image of pandas frolicking amid a field of bamboo shoots. A long strand of paper lanterns is hung suspended through the trees in the tropical garden, which are lit at night by candles. And in our office . . .

				Oh, yes. Our office.

				I am smiling, anticipating your reaction to learn that our office is partially located in the strange tower affixed to Hyde’s roof. I say partially, because the majority of our working space is actually arranged on the bottommost floor of the house. But our observation room is in the tower, and Hyde says that it is often the most important tool for our work.

				This room, located in the battlemented tower, is actually a camera obscura. Through a series of mirrors and glass lenses, a telescopic capability is made possible. Hyde has yet to explain the exact mechanism to me, but suffice it to say, there is a periscope-styled viewing tube housed within the tower room. This periscope can be turned in every direction. Mirrors and lenses capture the scene outside, be it sky or street, and then reflect them onto the surface of a smooth worktable, arranged in the center of the room.

				It is truly an amazing construct, and one that caused even Hyde to display a rare excitement. The periscope is a long brass tube, shooting up to the domed ceiling. The viewing screen is a brass fixture attached at the end of the scope, against which one rests one’s brow. Brass handles are affixed at either side, and when one stares through the screen, the handles may be used to turn the contraption to the desired angle and degree.

				We began by looking at the street scene before Hyde’s town house. I watched the image of a carriage driving by, moving fantastically across the table. Hyde, at the periscope, then muttered for me to “observe this,” then rapidly used his hands to twist the periscope’s handles.

				The image of Auld Toon filled the tabletop. It sharpened and shifted, and I was stunned to see the facade of Hay’s Bookshop.

				How was this possible? At such a great distance? I was further stunned when Hyde showed me the image of familiar, narrow closes. I could see the endless pedestrian traffic. I could see their expressions.

				This was amazing. Fantastic. I wondered aloud how he could manage to see such detail at such incredible distance, but Hyde was loathe to divulge his secrets. He told me only that a great deal of knowledge stemmed from being aware of one’s surroundings. I simply had no idea he meant that literally.

				Nonetheless, our daily routine has changed. Now we usually begin it in the tower. We drink coffee (he imbibes whisky, as usual) and scan the streets, both in New Town and Auld.

				Hyde seems to be looking for something, but when I ask, he simply informs me that he will know it when he sees it. It is difficult to be helpful with such strange instructions, but I am fascinated, nonetheless. I spend my morning session looking for anything out of the ordinary, which seems the best handling of Hyde’s unusual demand.

				It seems that Hyde has always kept an office at home, and had only retained the Doctoral space because he enjoyed irritating MacDougal by never making use of it. I argued that Hyde had been at that office every day that I had been present, but Hyde informed me that he had only come in to ensure that I was not torching the place with my own ineptitude.

				But, I digress. Our offices are indeed located on the bottom floor of the town house. All furnishings from the Doctoral space have been added, everything slid into place as if it had been there forever. The movers simply set things amid the furniture that was already waiting, and it was as if we have been working here, uninterrupted, forever.

				Amazingly, and in spite of all of Hyde’s rudeness, I have been awarded my own office, adjacent to his. I have a desk there, and my old worktable. All of your father’s things look splendid on my bookshelf, arranged near a small fireplace. It is so grand, so unexpected, that I could scarcely contain my grateful enthusiasm.

				Which only served to annoy Hyde, who said that he could now work in peace, without being constantly irritated by my presence.

				There is even a sort of operating theatre set up, although it is more of an operating room. Hyde still intends to accept research cadavers, and has decreed that the furnishings remain permanently in place. How nice it is, to not have to clean up one’s work to make room for other physicians. So many times, at the other office, in the other theatre, I would have to hurry and whisk away our tables and such, due to another doctor requiring the space.

				There is an examining table here. Several worktables, as well as comfortable chairs. Hyde also keeps the Steambox in this room, usually locked in a cabinet, although there is a queer little table to support it, kept near the examining bed. He also has such a storehouse of various herbs and medicines, displayed on shelves lining the wall, that I feel as if I am apprenticed to an apothecary. Everywhere there are glass bottles, labeled neatly, and containing such an array of oils and herbs.

				It is in this operating room that he keeps his vials and gas burners. Hyde is always concocting something, and he has usefully arranged his cauldrons and such near the medicinal shelves. There are clockwork pieces littering the table, things he is currently working on, or at least, intends to. There are substances kept at a low boil on burners. There are gadgets and bits everywhere, enough to inspire curiosity. There are microscopes and gauges.

				But, I know Hyde well enough to ignore all that. I concentrate on the medicines. Always before, we kept such herbs in our own office, and I was constantly running to and fro from the Theatre to fetch what was needed. The convenience of having our store within the same room in which we are working is so great that I wonder why we did not move offices long ago.

				Of course, it is beyond luxurious to simply wake in the morning, and then, after partaking of a hearty breakfast, to simply walk upstairs to my work. There is no longer a cold walk down a narrow street. No need to stop at my favorite coffee stall (although Hyde sees to it that a full pot is brought to our work space). I do not have to bundle up to face the bitter wind, only to cross the threshold of a truly unwelcoming employment.

				Hyde may be ferocious to deal with, in respect to his dark moods, but as I have said before, his behavior is understandable and predictable to me. I still arrange for whisky to be waiting for him in the morning, in the observing tower. I usually keep to my office, and let him keep to his. When we meet in the operating room, I revert to my usual pattern of remaining silent, concentrating on my tasks at hand.

				Really, I am so busy that there is very little free time with which to bother Hyde. I am reading voraciously through the notes and journals Hyde has given me. I have made tremendous headway through the Anatomy text. Constantly, I am scribbling down my own notes, determined to form my own studying guides.

				And still, I am avidly searching for a cure, any cure, for the poor Miss Whitcomb.

				Before leaving the Doctoral offices, Hyde and I had made a great dent in our borrowed tomes from MacDougal. I was disappointed that our vacancy would result in losing that much-needed knowledge, but I should not have worried. Hyde is not easily thwarted in a project, especially one that involves the health of his Miss Whitcomb.

				Still, you can imagine my surprise to find a strange trunk awaiting me in my new office. It was set on the middle of my desk. Curious, I opened it and was dismayed to see that it was filled, completely, with the remaining MacDougal texts we had yet to peruse.

				Hyde had missed nothing, and I shifted through them with a loud sigh. I only hoped that he had filled MacDougal’s shelves with other books. I hoped then that MacDougal was blind enough to not notice a surplus of dictionaries. The idea of being a thief held little appeal, what with the week I had just endured.

				I wondered how Hyde had gotten himself into the office, and wondered again how he had managed to carry such a heavy trunk by himself. And then I decided that perhaps it was better if I did not know the details. The truth is, MacDougal is a very bad man who is unwilling to help a very fine lady. I wish I felt guilty over the continued and secret borrowing, but I do not.

				Although, it would have been something to see Hyde through the periscope’s screen! Or to see his footmen carrying the trunk of pilfered texts!

				I am of strong belief that anything observed out of the ordinary would involve Hyde himself. The interesting things to watch, from the lofty strange tower, would probably be Hyde, going about his daily tasks. I would love to see the scattering of the pedestrian traffic as he walked! I would delight in seeing the damage his walking cane inflicts upon those foolish enough to not make way for him!

				Many of my evenings are spent, not at the bookshop, but in the garden. I find myself drawn there, again and again. At first, I took Cooper’s novel with me, or the General Surgery book, but I learned quickly that reading amid such splendor is simply impossible.

				The greenhouse is more striking the longer one spends within it. I am still amazed at the temperature, at the humidity! I am stunned by the presence of definite tropical plants and trees. I am amazed by the birds, by the hundreds of tiny finches that tweet and flit from branch to branch.

				I like to sit beside the gurgling brook. The sounds of nature soothe me. I look up through the glass, at the starry night sky, and think about how grateful I am to find myself here. It is a far cry from my subterranean abode. It is leagues away from the cramped antechamber of the police station.

				Sometimes I am joined by Simon Trantham. His conversation is pleasant and cheerful, which reminds me that he is nothing like his brother. He likes to sit and smoke his pipe beneath the trees. He has taken great interest in my studies, and his light questioning with regard to my progress is an igniting force to double my efforts.

				More usually, I am joined by Hyde. He spends most of his time observing several types of flowers and then making copious notes within his journals. He makes great show of studying the trees. He writes down everything, occasionally measuring different things with various strange instruments. When I inquire, or offer my assistance, he merely says that the garden and its upkeep is none of my concern and that he built it for quiet, which I ruin with my infernal questions.

				I have Trantham to thank for providing an explanation with regard to Hyde’s obsession with the garden. He told me, late last evening, while the two of us were seated on those folding wooden seats, that he believes Hyde’s endless concern, his unceasing labor, is an attempt to create a truly tropical climate. That climate is an effort to fortify poor Miss Whitcomb, and to strengthen her constitution.

				The truth was immediately apparent, and I hated myself for not realizing it on my own. Of course, Hyde has constructed this paradise with her in mind. That is why he is intent upon perfecting it. Studies do show that a warm climate can be healing. Trantham informed me that travel to such a climate would be impossible for the lady, due to the fact that she is simply too delicate for the necessary transport. The stress of the journey might hasten her death, and so such a trip cannot happen.

				Instead, Hyde is struggling to bring the Tropics here.

				I asked if Miss Whitcomb had been here yet, but Trantham shook his head. Hyde refuses to show it to her, until he has satisfied himself with its construction. Trantham is of the opinion that he has long since perfected it, but is reticent to invite her, lest she dislike it. I am inclined to agree, considering that most of Hyde’s rudeness masks a sensitive nature. I asked Trantham then what we should do to remedy this predicament.

				Trantham arched a brow, his smile quick. “I possess no desire to face my brother’s wrath. If he does not wish to show off his triumph to his lady, then it is his own foolishness.”

				“Balderdash,” I said, which caused Trantham to laugh uproariously.

				I came upon the idea then that he should have a dinner. Trantham should invite the Whitcombs here, and perhaps then Hyde would see fit to introduce the Tropics to his lady. I did not expect him to latch on to the suggestion—it was meant as a thought only—but Trantham accepted it without delay.

				“I have some family I need to visit with anyway,” he said. “Perhaps an All Hallows’ Eve feast? That might be macabre enough to hide my brother’s ill social skills. You are a brave man, Alistair Purefoy,” he said, his strange eyes twinkling with mirth. “I must warn you that I will give you full credit for such a dinner, especially when questioned by my brother.”

				And so, I find myself with another social engagement. The arrangements have been made for Wednesday evening, the invitations accepted.

				I think Hyde was startled to learn that Miss Whitcomb and her brothers are to be in attendance at his brother’s table, but he did not put up much of a fuss. His lack of temper implies a pleasure in having his hand forced.

				I can only hope he does, indeed, direct her into the garden. Otherwise, I shall have to devise a reason for him to do so.

				All my best thoughts are directed to the Highlands and to you. . . .

				Regards.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty

				October 31

				New Town

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				I am ensconced in my suite, having just finished the All Hallows’ Eve dinner. It was a massive success, and I cannot wait until morning to tell you about it.

				I have answers, my sweet girl. So many things have been explained to me!

				I scarcely know where to start.

				I suppose that I should begin with the dinner, tell you all about the decorations and the myriad courses offered. All were impeccable, but keep in mind, this was not Hyde’s party but his brother’s. Simon Trantham was a warm and affable host, and I shudder to think what would have happened should the dinner have been held at Hyde’s adjacent home. Needless to say, it would not have been half as pleasant had Hyde been responsible.

				There was turtle soup, and roasted lamb, and so many other delicacies that it was, indeed, a true feast. The wines were exquisite, and there were fall bouquets arranged between gilded golden candlesticks, and while I know that you are probably interested in such things (as Miss Whitcomb assures me that you are) I find myself unwilling to waste space on mere descriptions when there is so much more to talk about. Why waste time admiring a china pattern, or commenting on the succulence of the lamb?

				The guests, my dear girl, are what interested me. The Whitcombs were present. But more interesting, the MacBeans were in attendance at Simon Trantham’s table!

				I will admit to an unexpected excitement when it became apparent that I was to be introduced to a member of the Chevalier Cabinet. Excitement and nerves. Although I am barely interested in political and social matters, it is still something to actually meet one of such import. The Chevaliers are an extremely vaunted group here in Edinburgh, and I was excruciatingly aware that tonight’s introduction was not a normal occurrence for a lowly physician’s assistant.

				I am also aware that Gordon MacBean was involved in procuring my freedom from the clutches of the police. I intended to thank him but was concerned with somehow breaching a social boundary by doing so. I wished I knew more of what he had done, and wished that it would be possible to ask Hyde! If Hyde were a normal friend, I would be able to discover more of what had occurred behind the scene, in regard to my unfortunate arrest and subsequent freedom.

				But Hyde remains anything but normal. In the past few days, he has not possessed any interest in discussing the traumas. When I do bring something up, he scowls ferociously and tells me that I have better matters to occupy my mind than reliving old dramas.

				I consider it hardly an old drama, the worst of it having occurred only a few days ago. For all of the comforts I am now experiencing, the luxurious suite of rooms and the impeccable dining, I have yet to truly recover myself. For the past few nights, I have awoken in a blind panic, my dreams full of the horrors I have both witnessed and been subjected to. And while even these most pleasant days are passing in calm and quiet, there is still the lurking fear that traipses through my mind while I am lost in sleep.

				And so, I felt increasingly alarmed about the impending introduction.

				The relief I felt, at finally meeting MacBean, was intense. He was amazingly friendly, calling out to me as I entered the Trantham foyer. The warmth of his tone put me at ease, as did his wide, friendly smile.

				I was startled that he knew me, that he recognized me at all, but then I saw that he was holding a familiar cane. Obviously, he is one of the Gentlemen. I found myself glancing at his dinner jacket, knowing full well that, in all likelihood, he was secretly armed to the teeth.

				Not a particularly comforting thought, and I will admit that I immediately wished that I had brought my own weapons. I had decided it would be rude to wear them, considering that Trantham is my sponsor and tonight’s host. But Gordon MacBean spoke so graciously and warmly that I ceased believing that he intended to run me through for an unintentional social gaffe.

				MacBean was as “dashing” as August Smithson, with the same obvious taste in fine clothing. Trantham’s aged housekeeper murmured that he was considered handsome, with his dark red hair and green eyes. That statement made me quite regret my idea for this party.

				The idea of Hyde suffering romantic competition did not sit well with me. Especially if I was the cause of it. What if MacBean took a liking to Miss Whitcomb? What if he looked past her frail constitution and decided to announce himself as a rival for her affections? Would Miss Whitcomb be swayed by his alleged handsomeness? By his status? His close association to the King?

				And more important, should that happen, would Hyde place the blame upon my shoulders? The thought chilled me.

				It was with an immense relief that I was introduced to MacBean’s wife. I liked her immediately, just because she had effectively erased my difficulties, all by pledging herself to the man.

				MacBean would have been a terrible foe to face, should he have been available or interested in the delicate Miss Whitcomb. For all of his friendliness, it was impossible to ignore his absolute comfort with regard to his own power. His aristocratic features, although usually lightened by a smile, still are perfectly capable of a harsh coldness. He, like every other Gentleman I have met, radiates an aura of ruthlessness and strength, which no amount of pretty manners or warm conversation is able to mask.

				If MacBean had been a romantic competitor to Hyde, I fear that my doctoral friend would be destroyed, without much regret or care for familial ties. Woe to Hyde. Eternal gratitude to the wife MacBean.

				MacBean’s conversation with me, however, was friendly, and he immediately inquired if I had adequately recovered from the unfortunate trauma of the week. Emboldened, I thanked him for his invaluable help with my predicament.

				“Think nothing of it, Mr. Purefoy,” MacBean assured me. “It is how the Gentlemen operate. We look out for our own.”

				“I find I have a great many questions about the Gentlemen, sir,” I said, wildly hoping that my questioning did not cause offense. “And I sincerely hope that one day they shall be answered.”

				MacBean laughed. “Dog Benge said there was much to like about you, Mr. Purefoy. Mostly your insatiable curiosity.”

				We were interrupted then by the arrival of the Whitcombs. You can imagine the excitement of the two brothers, to be invited to such an illustrious dinner. I had forgotten entirely their desire to see their sister matched to Trantham, but I remembered it with dull despair as introductions were swiftly made.

				Michael Whitcomb was nearly bursting with pride to find his sister introduced not only to Trantham but to Gordon MacBean as well. His gaze was calculating as he regarded MacBean, shifting into one of swift disappointment as MacBean’s wife was introduced to him. But then, when MacBean’s brother Hamish was announced, with no wife in sight, all of his enthusiasm was restored.

				Again, you can imagine my dismay when Michael Whitcomb pulled me aside to offer his heartfelt gratitude. It seems that Trantham was true to his word, insisting to everyone that I was to thank for the dinner. Whitcomb murmured that he owed me a very great debt, that I was solely responsible for the much-needed and long-awaited introduction to not only Trantham but to the younger MacBean as well! If all went well, he could envision his sister most advantageously matched within the fortnight.

				Despair, heavy and desolate, settled upon my shoulders. For what it is worth, I consider myself a good friend to Ian Hyde. He has done nothing but aid me, and this is how I repay him? I introduce his sweetheart to men far more capable of wooing her than he?

				Needless to say, I watched Miss Whitcomb very intently. I was grateful that she appeared to treat Hyde the same she always did. She teased him during dinner. Once, to illustrate a point of conversation, she briefly rested her hand upon his forearm, including him in the story.

				My notice was observed by MacBean’s wife, a tiny creature who amazed me not only by her social reticence but by the intense reaction she inspires within her husband. Normally, and for descriptive purposes, I would classify her as “mousey,” although her face is quite lovely and she is in possession of rich brown hair and dancing eyes. Her reticence, however, is a far cry from what I would have expected from the wife of the boisterous MacBean. I do not know what I would have expected, perhaps someone equally lively or, by opposite, a virtual ice queen, regal and proud. Lacey is none of those things.

				To begin with, she insisted, upon introduction, that I was to call her by her nickname. Not Mrs. MacBean. She declared, in her quiet, shy voice, that she answers to Lacey to friends, and that her husband assured her that we were to be very great friends.

				Of course, I looked to her husband, to Gordon MacBean, and asked for assurances that this strange intimacy was indeed allowed. MacBean found my worry vastly amusing, and assured me that once his wife allowed it, then who was he to stop it? She would answer to Lacey, and nothing more. No offense would be taken, although he appreciated my concern.

				You can hardly blame me for inquiring. I had little desire to feel the hidden blade of the cane. I was acutely aware of the hidden weapons. Better to ask his acceptance of such an odd request than to face his fury.

				And so, I found myself in the very strange predicament of addressing a very important man’s wife by her nickname. Odd, but she assured me that she would take offense if I did not comply, and would assume that I was rejecting both her and her husband’s offer of friendship.

				“All the Gentlemen are to call me Lacey,” she whispered as we were seated at the table. “It would be odd and strange if you did not.”

				The Gentlemen! To hear her so casually mention them made my heart stand still. I wondered if she too was in possession of a cane with a hidden blade. I wondered also why everyone seemed intent to include me in such a group.

				I noticed that, as far as the two Whitcomb brothers were concerned, she remained Mrs. MacBean. Apparently, there was to be no friendship in that quarter.

				I was terribly relieved that neither of the pompous Whitcombs was considered to be a Gentleman. If I am to be a part of such a group, then at least I will not suffer too much of their pontificating personalities. Thursday evenings are enough time with the brothers Whitcomb. Any more, and I might go mad.

				The relationship between MacBean and his wife was fascinating to watch. I confess a great curiosity as to why, precisely, the majority of the Gentlemen remain unmarried. Those that I have met are all confirmed bachelors, although I know that their wealth and power make them much sought after within Society. That much was evident at Trantham’s ball, and even Benge, for all of his savagery, instilled a great curiosity and interest. Although polite society might balk at such a union, Benge does not appear to suffer from lack of interest in that area. To have none of them married, save MacBean, seemed odd.

				I realized tonight, however, the reason that the others have remained unaffected by the eternal and unending marriage hunt. They are affected by Gordon MacBean. They are affected by his Lacey.

				MacBean dotes upon the girl, that much is clear. It is as if all of his attentions are centered upon her, no matter the conversation. He is aware of her every move, possibly her every intake of breath. He appears completely oblivious to her shyness, seemingly intent upon making her laugh. Her happiness is his. He is clearly besotted, and knowing those feelings myself (are you blushing yet, my sweet Eugenia?), I decided that the remaining Gentlemen must be wishing and waiting for that sort of romance.

				If you had been here, I would have watched you with the same intensity. I would have wished only to hear you laugh. I would want to see you smile (or frown, which returns me to your previous, saucy note and hilarious reprimand!).

				If you had been here, tonight, your happiness would have been mine. Be assured of that, Miss Campbell. You must have no doubts.

				Suffice it to say, it was Lacey who noticed my obvious concern with regard to Miss Whitcomb and Hyde.

				She leaned toward me, as the pudding was being served, and quietly inquired the nature of my worry. A quick glance around the table assured me that we were not being overheard, although Gordon MacBean was acutely aware that we were speaking. His brother, Hamish (and I call him Hamish within my letter, so as to not confuse him with the elder), was busy talking to the second Whitcomb brother. Mostly, I watched Hyde, but he was also busy, lost in a dismal conversation with Michael Whitcomb that seemed on the verge of volcanic eruption (from Hyde) should it continue.

				I stared down into Lacey’s concerned face, and without hesitation, I opted for honesty. I told her of my concern, of my very real fear, that in my devising this dinner, I had unwittingly ruined Hyde’s romance. I spoke of my concern, should Hamish show interest in the lady. I then briefly informed her of my reason for the party, of my wish to have Miss Whitcomb healed, and that involved somehow getting her out into the tropical garden.

				Lacey’s smile was beatific. “Rest assured, Mr. Purefoy,” she said, in her quiet whisper. “I will take the matter of Miss Whitcomb’s health into my hands. And do not concern yourself with Hamish,” she said. “He is not stupid enough to attract the wrath of his cousin.”

				I was startled to see the younger MacBean’s gaze shift to me. He is similar to his brother, both in features and with regard to the same steely green eyes, but there is a thinness to his frame that is not present in his brother. He wears spectacles. Hamish does not succumb to the jovial merriment of MacBean, either, and his expression is far more guarded and cold than his brother’s usual.

				Is Hamish the Hyde to MacBean’s Trantham? I was afraid that he was.

				This quick but telling glance was no exception. I had the sinking sense that he had overheard me, which was impossible, due to the cheerful din of conversation all around. He had certainly understood me. I was of the very firm opinion that he disliked me.

				Hamish MacBean was in possession of the same styled cane, given out to all the Gentlemen. Not a cheerful observation. I had been hoping that I would not see much of him, but the presence of the cane indicated otherwise. I feel as if I am spending entirely too much time with men who are in possession of those canes. Whether I like to or not, they are unavoidable.

				Lacey was true to her word, and once the pudding was finished and the dishes cleared away, she murmured softly to her husband. MacBean gave a quick nod, then addressed the table.

				“My wife says something about your having a garden, Ian,” he said. “She would like to take a turn around it, with Miss Whitcomb, but only if you act as guide.”

				I could see Trantham, his expression wary as he watched his brother. I could see that Gordon MacBean was giving Hyde the same regard, which made me realize that I was not the only one who was aware of the romantic implications of the evening. MacBean was certainly conscious of the undercurrents, of the sudden tension.

				And Hyde . . . well, judging by the ferocity of his expression, it appeared as if the volcano was about to erupt. And still, a choking silence had descended upon the table. No one spoke. No one moved.

				It became unbearable to me, and before I could stop myself, I voiced my thoughts aloud.

				“Hyde, you must show Miss Whitcomb the forest. I demand it. It is warm out there, Miss Whitcomb, so you will not require your wrap, and I believe it will do you a world of good to see what Hyde has created. His genius is unmistakable,” I continued, realizing I was babbling, that my voice was the only one echoing through the ominously quiet dining room.

				I remembered then, how Hyde had bragged to the Whitcombs about my bravery at the police station. It seemed only right to return the favor, although a glance at Hyde assured me that his fury was only building.

				I was, however, unable to stop, but continued ruthlessly. “Hyde has applied his vast knowledge of science and physics to create a true wonderland, Miss Whitcomb. I think you will be impressed with what he has accomplished and I think you might find it incredibly refreshing to walk amid the trees and observe the flora and birds and such. You will be stunned, I think, to realize that you are acquainted with such a man, a man who can create such a paradise at whim! Why, you might even like it so much that we begin to have our Thursday dinners here. At Hyde’s table. It would be a refreshing change, if we hosted you and your brothers, and afterward, you might find it pleasant to walk around Hyde’s splendid creation and marvel at his handiwork. You might find it infinitely calming. Perhaps Hyde should escort you, and if it pleases him then Mr. MacBean could escort his wife and the four of you could make a grand expedition of it—”

				I was saved by the amused voice of Simon Trantham.

				“I am in full agreement with Mr. Purefoy,” he said. “I believe that you should find my brother’s garden most pleasing, Miss Whitcomb. And I would like very much to show the Misters Whitcomb my wine cellar, and perhaps take advantage of their infinite knowledge of the grape, and discuss suggestions for restocking. Gentlemen, if you please?”

				There was a flurry of activity as we rose from the table. The Whitcombs were delighted to accompany Trantham to his cellars, misinterpreting his invitation as a much-wanted acceptance of their friendship. I could see their canny excitement with regard to an impossible match. I both disliked and pitied their Upper Merchantism.

				In reality (keep in mind, Upper Merchants do not possess the same reality as others) Trantham was interested only in keeping them away from the garden party. He was sacrificing himself to occupy their attentions elsewhere. Trantham made me wish for my own brother, Nigel, who would not hesitate to entertain annoying pests, should it mean I might steal a moment with you.

				To my intense relief, I saw that Hyde had recovered from his fury. His expression was effused with pleasure as Miss Whitcomb readily agreed to the garden excursion. His smile, terrible to see, flickered to life as she took his arm. They were followed to the garden by Gordon MacBean, and Lacey, who gave me a conspiratorial wink.

				Which left me, suddenly, with Hamish MacBean.

				Trantham invited us, of course, to accompany the men to the wine cellars. I was disinclined to agree, finding the company of both the Whitcomb brothers completely tiresome without the soothing presence of their sister. I was intending to excuse myself entirely from the party, now that I had accomplished my goal of sending poor Miss Whitcomb to the garden. But when Hamish MacBean announced that he and I were going to retire to the parlor, for cigars and brandies, I was unable to refuse.

				I took some comfort in the fact that Trantham did not seem alarmed by the request. I contented myself with thinking that Trantham is now my doctoral sponsor. Surely if Hamish intended to wield the cane’s blade against my throat, or make me some sort of target practice, then Trantham would at least sound the alarm.

				Which reminds me . . . forgive me if this is considered crass, but I have yet to tell you that my wages have increased substantially since Trantham assumed financial control of my apprenticeship. I was surprised to learn this, assuming that the educational opportunities and potential for advancement was payment enough. And not to mention the room and board!

				But Hyde and Trantham apparently possess a different opinion than mine own. Forgive me, please, if this is rude, but I would like you to know that I am now quite handsomely paid. Be assured, I am still saving back the majority of my wages. I am determined to create a savings account, so that, once I am fully licensed as an independent physician, I shall be able to implement the rest of my plan for the future.

				Hopefully (and this is my most fervent hope!) that plan involves our future.

				But tonight, I found myself ushered to the Trantham parlor, alongside the eerily quiet Hamish MacBean.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-One

				I took comfort in the procurement of brandy, which was very fine indeed. Cigars were offered, and although I am not much of a smoker, it would have been rude to refuse. The parlor was silent, save for the cheerful crackle of the fire. Hamish motioned for me to take one of the overstuffed chairs arranged before the hearth, which I did. He sat in the chair opposite mine own.

				Hamish smiled then, a thin, unwelcoming grin. “You are Alistair Purefoy,” he said, although we had been introduced earlier. “The one who has caused such a furor.”

				“I have not intended to,” I said quickly. I took a fortifying sip of brandy, the liquid burning my throat. “Let me assure you, the matter was completely out of my hands.”

				He surprised me then by asking me a question. I had been so caught up in my nerves, in my fear that I had unwittingly caused trouble, that I scarcely heard him.

				“Mr. Purefoy, please,” he said, his smile turning a little more genuine. He took a long pull off his cigar, his face briefly clouded by his smoky exhale. “Cease the panic immediately, and answer my question.”

				Again, my expression betrayed me.

				“Physician. I asked if you were truly interested in becoming a physician. An independent one.”

				I said yes. Yes, of course! I said that it was my dream, my intention, my every hope. I told him that I was taking Trantham’s advice, that I was exerting myself quite ridiculously, perusing the necessary texts. I assured him that tonight’s dinner was a rare rest from my studies. Nerves caused me to pontificate a little, to become strident, but I could not stop. I said that I was determined to learn and to learn quickly. I simply had to.

				My earnestness made him laugh, which did much to relax the threatening harshness of his expression.

				“Good, good,” Hamish said. “I was hoping that was true. Hoping you were the man they said you were.”

				“What have they said?” I asked. I took a hesitant puff of cigar, the taste of which blended nicely with the very fine brandy.

				Hamish took a sip of his drink before he answered. “They say that you are a man completely without fear.”

				I laughed then, the ridiculousness of the statement making it impossible to agree.

				“I am completely without fear?” I echoed. “Good God. I assume you know the nature of my horrible months here. I have felt fear every day, practically every moment.”

				“Only a fool would be unafraid in your recent situations,” Hamish replied. “And you, sir, do not appear to be a fool. But I have heard the stories.”

				“The stories?”

				“You were arrested, for hours, clad completely in weapons. You never hesitate to walk into a gruesome murder scene. You face down MacDougal at every turn. And tonight, I witnessed true bravery, when you strong-armed my terrible cousin into making a much-needed advancement in his pathetic courtship. Not many men,” Hamish said, regarding me through another smoky exhale, “are able or willing to face down Ian. And no one possesses the ability to command him. No one save you, Purefoy.”

				Words failed me. How could I possibly respond? I took another pull on the cigar and then exhaled.

				“I think it is more accurate to say that I tend to speak my mind without thinking of the consequences,” I said. “I have also been told that I display my every thought in my expression. Hardly counts as bravery.”

				Hamish laughed. “Although both of those things are true, you cannot convince me of your lack of bravery. Only a brave man would work alongside my cousin. Oh! The idea of not consulting Ian in medical matters!” He sighed expressively. “To not have him involved! It is simply too much to hope for, Purefoy.”

				“I thought that Hyde was, ah, uninvolved with the Gentlemen,” I said, deciding it would be best to start there.

				“Of course he is uninvolved,” Hamish said after another smoky exhale. “We cannot work with him, for obvious reasons, but we still find it damnably necessary to consult him on various matters, from time to time.”

				“What obvious reasons?” I asked after taking a fortifying sip of brandy.

				Hamish grimaced. “You might have noticed my cousin’s dark moods. Purely a Trantham trait, and one that, unfortunately, has been dealt in spades to Ian.”

				“Dark moods keep Hyde from performing his medical duties?” I asked. The idea seemed fantastic. Hyde is nothing but serious when it comes to his work, and I have yet to notice any of his foul tempers getting in the way of research.

				“Occasionally they do,” Hamish admitted, his candor startling me.

				I realized that I had been expecting evasion, and yet here was a man apparently willing to discuss personal topics with regard to his own cousin. Hope shimmered to life within me. Had I finally found the Gentleman who could speak as candidly as I do?

				We sat in companionable silence for a moment, both smoking. I rallied my bravery and pressed on with my line of questioning.

				I decided to begin with Hyde.

				“Are these moods truly an affliction?” I asked. “Is there a cure?”

				“Ian has always been Ian,” Hamish replied. “Ever since we were children, he would become overtaken with what we call The Darkness. I know you have witnessed it, Purefoy. It is impossible to spend as much as ten minutes in his presence without being aware of his troubles. Even when he has his behaviors within his control, The Darkness is still there, a hidden beast, lurking just beneath his surface and begging to be released.”

				It was impossible to not shudder. Impossible to deny that I had, in fact, witnessed The Darkness on many occasions. A strange loyalty, however, made me bite back my agreement, and I remained silent.

				“The intense anger,” Hamish continued, thankfully not requiring a response. “The abject hatefulness. It permeates and infects everything around him, because it oozes out of his every pore. You can imagine my surprise to see you handling him with such fearlessness. I had heard rumor of it, but to witness it for myself!” He held up his glass in salute. “I admit, I held my breath, there at the table. I thought he was going to go for your throat, and probably he would have, if you were not the great and fearless Alistair Purefoy.”

				“You are mocking me,” I said, although his laughter was cheerful and without malice. “I have certainly noticed he is less cheerful at times, but—”

				“But as the only friend my pathetic little cousin has ever possessed, you appear impervious to his constant arrows,” Hamish interrupted. “Well held, Mr. Purefoy! Well held! The Merry Gentlemen have long searched for one with your credentials, with your utter lack of apprehension. It would have been a righteous shame if Ian Trantham had frightened you off.”

				“Trantham?” I echoed. “His surname is, indeed, Trantham?”

				Hamish laughed again. “Oh, I assure you that it is, sir, although there have been many times I know Simon would have liked to claim otherwise. Ian Hyde Trantham. He assumed the use of his middle name as a long-ago insult to his father, over some argument. Their mother was a MacBean, sister to my father.”

				“This explains much,” I said. I frowned with a sudden thought. “Trantham is, however, an English name.”

				“Their father is English. Their mother is Scottish.”

				“Then why does Hyde profess to hate all things English?” I exclaimed. “On our first meeting, he went into quite a bit of detail, shouting over the fact that I hail from London. And when he is half English himself . . .”

				“I warned you of The Darkness,” Hamish said, laughing. “There is little rhyme or reason with Hyde. No explanation can be provided for why he does anything. Which is why we simply cannot rely on him when it comes to Gentlemen business. Certainly, there is no physician finer, in all of Edinburgh or possibly even the world. Ian possesses an undeniably brilliant mind. His diagnosis and medical input is impeccable, but you can understand why we cannot and will not invite him into our business. Not that he would wish to be invited, do not misunderstand me. Hyde does not cooperate well with others, and undeniably, others do not cooperate well with him. You can imagine our surprise that he is willing to work alongside you, and continues to do so without dire consequences.”

				“He warned me that your business was dangerous,” I said, watching Hamish carefully over the rim of my brandy glass. “He said that any interest that was shown in me by the Gentlemen was of some concern.”

				“One could argue that working alongside Ian himself is dangerous,” Hamish countered. “You do not seem the sort, obviously, who avoids danger.”

				“I am committed to avoiding confusion,” I answered. I leaned down, and snuffing the cigar out against the hearth, I left it there to smolder. “Please. I am asking you, sir, to be honest with me. I have many questions that are in desperate need of answer.”

				“Of course,” Hamish said, his quick agreement so startling that, for a moment, my mind was completely and utterly devoid of so much as a sentence.

				Hamish laughed again, and I knew that, once more, my expression had betrayed me.

				“The Merry Gentlemen,” he said, once he had recovered himself enough to speak. “Maybe we should begin by your telling me what you know. Or what you wish to know about us.”

				“The Merry Gentlemen?” I echoed. “What sort of name is that?”

				“A private jest, the gist long forgotten, I am afraid. But that is the name that my friends and I use for our business venture.”

				“Which is?”

				“We are private investigators,” Hamish said. “We occupy our spare time in conducting investigations as we see fit.”

				Hyde’s earlier warning sifted through my mind. His concern that I find myself their amusement, their hobby. I took a deep drink of brandy.

				“That seems a complicated hobby,” I said.

				“You of all people should understand the importance of protecting the innocent,” Hamish said, his voice a cheerful chiding. “Of avenging wrongs, even when justice appears impossible.”

				“That sounds a little more involved than investigation only,” I said.

				I felt amazed at my rudeness, at my seeming insistence on speaking frankly, and yet, it was as if a floodgate had been unleashed inside me. I do not know if it was the brandy loosening my tongue or if my insane questioning was a result of finally finding someone who was willing to speak on the matters that concern me.

				I felt a wild sense of regret that I might have overstepped my bounds, and would cause Hamish to cease conversation entirely. The truth is, after my tremendous fright at the station, I find myself simply unwilling to move forward when confusion is my primary emotion. This is probably a very bad personality trait for me to assume, considering that my entire livelihood is currently hinged upon the goodwill of these men. But I find I cannot behave otherwise, no matter the consequence.

				To my relief, Hamish smiled. He stood then, and moving to the sideboard, he refreshed his brandy. Bringing over the decanter, he did the same for my own glass, which I took to mean that I had not caused offense.

				“We do, upon occasion, see fit to administer justice, when it has been significantly ignored.” He resumed his chair and then took a thoughtful puff of cigar. “You might have noticed that the Edinburgh police system is not as interested in the protection of its citizens as one might like.”

				“I have noticed, sir,” I said. I took a sip of my freshly poured brandy.

				“Sometimes it becomes necessary for people to take matters into their own hands,” Hamish continued. “That is where we come in.”

				“Vigilantes for hire?” I asked.

				“Investigators.” Hamish sighed, although I could detect a laughing twinkle behind his spectacles. “And normally, Purefoy, investigations are all we do. Only in the most dire of circumstances do we get more personally involved. In most cases it is an extremely dull business, involving much research and painstakingly boring interviews.”

				My mind flashed to a table in a library, covered with weapons. I could see Sully’s smile as he attached another knife to my harness. I thought then of Dog Benge, and his lethal and silent way of walking into a room. I thought of August Smithson, and his ruthless ability to intimidate Detective Drummond.

				It was difficult to imagine anything other than violence. Dull business? Boring interviews? Conducted with a hidden pistol trained on the interviewee?

				“I find it odd that there are so many foreigners in such a Scottish operation,” I said after another fortifying sip of my drink. “An Indian. An Irishman. Several Englishmen.”

				“Scotland is the great equalizer. The land of vast opportunity.” Hamish breathed a smoky exhale. “Consider America, for example. Texas. Everyone is out there, trying to make their fortunes. Every nationality, likely, has a representative either there or even farther west. Scotland is the same, a vast frontier, with very little resistance to new ideas or new structure. Consider yourself. You came here for better opportunities. Better work. It is no different for us.”

				“Who are the Gentlemen?” I asked. “I know that I have met some, but how many are there? I feel as if I am being introduced to a new member every week.”

				“Well, you know me. There is my brother, Gordon. Simon Trantham, my cousin. You met Patrick O’Sullivan. August Smithson. Dog Benge. And the Venetian.”

				“The Venetian?”

				“Do not ask me to say his name,” Hamish intoned with a grin. “I would hate to summon him. It would ruin a perfectly good night, should he decide to materialize.”

				“And all of you . . .” I paused, searching for the best word. “All of you investigate?”

				Hamish laughed softly. “Each of us plays a very important role. I think that the entire organization depends upon every member fulfilling his part. Each of us is assigned to the tasks most suited to our nature. To our very particular skills. It is the only way the Gentlemen can operate so smoothly and with such success. Each member has to work to his own strength, and we have a system that allows that quite well.”

				“What is your particular skill?”

				“Good man, Purefoy,” Hamish said. He leaned back in his chair and regarded me for a long moment as he quietly smoked. “They call me The Sweeper. I am The Cleaning Man.”

				He must have read my confusion in my expression. He graciously continued to speak, as if I had actually made further inquiry.

				“I tidy up the loose ends. I ensure that the final matters are handled to everyone’s satisfaction, once an investigation is complete. I do any follow-up work, usually dull correspondence, that is required. As needed.”

				Dull correspondence! A glance at his cane, propped against the side of his chair, made me decide otherwise. I assumed that beneath his coat, Hamish was armed. Correspondence, indeed!

				It would be a lie to say that I was not intrigued. That I was not curious! And I will not lie to you, E. I had not expected such fascinating responses to my questions. Determined to ask as many as I could without his losing interest entirely, I thought fast.

				“Trantham. What is his role?”

				“My cousin is The Force. He is a senior member of an elite policing division, superior to anyone employed by the station. Simon therefore has a tremendous amount of influence upon all things in that area. That influence comes in incredibly handy, when it comes to investigating crimes.”

				“I see. And August Smithson?”

				“He is The Law. Legal matters, and such intricacies, are his forte.”

				“Patrick O’Sullivan,” I said.

				Hamish smiled. “The Arms. There is no greater weaponry expert than Sully. I challenge anyone to find a weapon of which he does not profess superior handling. Which reminds me. He gave me instructions that you are to begin your training next week. I understand that you are a knife man, Purefoy. Sully says that you are probably dismal with a pistol, but that can be rectified, I am sure.”

				“Your brother?”

				“We call Gordon The King, but that is a derisive title, I assure you.” Hamish laughed. “Gordon is a member of the Chevalier Cabinet, so that means he possesses an influence and power that is without equal. Again, a very handy asset to any investigation.”

				“How does Dog Benge fit into all of this?”

				“Ah, Benge. The wayward Cherokee. We call him The Mystic, for obvious reasons, but sometimes I consider him more The Savage than anything else. The Venetian found him, years ago, and brought him into the fold. I must confess a deep surprise that Benge speaks so highly of you, Purefoy. It is almost as startling as your friendship with my terrible cousin.”

				“He speaks highly of me?”

				“Oh, yes. Benge is why you are here in the first place, although Simon makes a great argument that he met you first. But, still, The Mystic gave you an unheard-of recommendation. Benge never likes anyone,” Hamish said, taking another sip of brandy. “But he likes you. Says you are a Warrior, which apparently means something in his tribe. You reminded me of him tonight, standing up to Ian like that, although Benge would never have used as many words as you did. He just would have pointed toward the garden, but that fearlessness”—Hamish laughed—“it is the same.”

				My mind was suddenly full of all things Mohican. A Cherokee! I was acquainted with a Cherokee! The very name was melodic upon my mind, so very foreign. I promised myself to begin research on the tribe immediately.

				Benge considered me a Warrior? I felt an absurd happiness at the thought, and I struggled to get my concentration centered.

				“And the Venetian? Who is he?”

				“I said not to summon him!” Hamish countered. “Suffice it to say, he is the last resort. Hardly needed or required, and best not spoken of, lest he decide to show his horrible self. You are probably wondering where you fit into all this,” he said, deftly steering my conversation.

				“I assume . . .” I paused, finding myself unwilling to assume anything. Instead, I took a sip of brandy, and then, I blurted, “At one point, I was afraid that I was to be the one to take the blame.”

				“Take the blame?” Hamish arched a brow. “What do you mean?”

				I sighed. “I mean no offense, Mr. MacBean. You must understand that. But at the police station, while covered in the weapons that your friends so generously bestowed upon me, I began to believe that I was the one selected to face the repercussions of their, ah, hobby.”

				“I can see why you would think that,” Hamish said, again his candor surprising me. “You believed that Sully and my cousin outfitted you for battle, only to make it appear as if you were the killer. Let me assure you, Mr. Purefoy, that is not the case at all.”

				“I began to suspect it was not, once they toiled so diligently to free me,” I admitted. “Although I did seriously entertain that theory while arrested.”

				“Anyone would. I certainly would.”

				“But it seemed unlikely that they would free me so readily, if I was to be only their victim. Unless they wished to save me for a future investigation gone wrong, as the innocent to take the fall, but that seems a tad too convoluted, even for me. To exert that sort of power, to free me, and then allow me to be prosecuted for a later accusation? That makes no sense at all.”

				“You are wise,” Hamish said, nodding his approval.

				“Hardly,” I answered. “But when Mr. Smithson appeared, and informed me that I was to be set free, I assumed that the Gentlemen do not intend to falsely accuse me of anything, or to allow me to be so accused. I am still unsure of what, precisely, they do intend for me, what my role could conceivably be, but—”

				“The Doctor,” Hamish finished for me. “We intend for you to be The Doctor. That entails your being available for any investigation as needed. We will require your medical advice, your input and insights. A physician is an extremely valuable commodity to us, sir, and due to the usually unfortunate crimes we are hired to investigate, we are often in need of such expert opinion. So many times, the entire reasoning for a crime can be discovered simply by how a body is destroyed or injured. Or if one of us is damaged in the course of investigation, it is necessary to have a physician employed.”

				“I am not a physician,” I said, although my heart began to beat loudly against my ribs. Excitement blended with the brandy. Hearing myself referred to as a “physician” was unlike anything I had ever dreamed possible. The Doctor!

				“Oh, you will be. Just study. Learn from my cousin, who is, as I have said, a medical giant. Once you are accredited, we will hire you ourselves. Your wages will be, I think, to your liking. Concentrate now on learning as quickly as you can, and then, thankfully, we can all be free of Ian’s horrible influence!”

				“Why me?” I asked, my mind (I confess) still occupied with such ideas of grandeur! I forced myself back to reality, lest I find myself transformed into a sniveling, delusional Upper Merchant!

				“Why you?” Hamish retorted. “Why do you think?”

				I took a breath, trying to remain rational, to remain grounded. “What characteristics make you think I will be a good candidate? What makes you believe I will even pass the Physician Boards, or make a good physician at all?”

				“You are obviously in possession of a brilliant mind, or else my cousin would never apprentice you. Let me be clear on a few matters, Purefoy. As a member of the Doctoral Council, Ian is allowed only one apprentice throughout his entire career. Only one can be chosen to be trained as physician. And he has selected you, which means that you are extremely intelligent and able to pass with flying colors. My cousin has chosen for you to represent him, so you should be well aware that failure is not an option, when it comes to Ian.”

				“Oh.” I was at an utter loss. The compliment of selection had eluded me. “Oh.”

				“Which brings me to the important matter of your character, sir. We have already spoken of your bravery. Your fearlessness. The Warrior quality. We appreciate all those things, as well as your abject honesty. You are unafraid to voice your opinion. You abhor injustice. You are proud, in a good way. A diligent worker. You do not take on my cousin’s habit of overindulging in spirits, which I fear is slowly going to corrupt the brilliance of his mind, leaving him alone with only The Darkness. You are a quick thinker, capable of making snap decisions that could, conceivably, save your life or the lives of others. You kept the weapons a secret at the station, for example, behaving with the calm stoicism expected of all Gentlemen. You are obviously loyal. You are unafraid of violence, and perfectly capable of it, although you possess clear thinking and reasonableness. And you are a very pleasant conversationalist, and that, sir, might just be your most valuable trait of all.”

				Words failed me. I searched his expression, lest I see any hint of a jest, but his face was grave and serious.

				I was interrupted, thankfully, by the arrival of Hyde and the others. To my relief, the garden had been a huge success. Miss Whitcomb could scarcely contain her excited admiration, her glowing praise. It was decided then that Thursday’s dinner was, in fact, to be held at Hyde’s town house. Gordon MacBean and his wife were pleased to accept the invitation, and the horrible Whitcomb brothers nearly swooned with the thrill of it.

				“Tonight you have halted the crumbling decline of my poor cousin’s courtship,” Hamish murmured to me as coats and wraps were fetched and awarded. “You have done the impossible, forcing Dr. Ian Hyde to advance on his romantic quest. Just think what you will be capable of as a Gentleman, Purefoy!”

				I wish to know, my beloved girl, what you make of the matter. I request your keen insight. Your opinion. As my favorite (and only) confidante, you must give this strange proposition great thought. I cannot and will not assume that I understand everything, but I do know that, when I become a physician, the Merry Gentlemen are intending to offer me a position within their group. You need to tell me what you make of it, your concerns.

				You should be aware that the decision to join, although well in the future, is as much yours as mine. Your happiness, as I have said, is mine own. . . .

				Regards.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Two

				November 6

				New Town

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				My worries are foremost in my mind, with concern to the letter I last posted to you. It occurred to me, deep in the night, well after I had mailed it, that I was perhaps discussing my situation with a bit too much freedom. What if that letter, or even the ones discussing the murders, fell into the wrong hands? What if they were waylaid by an errant postal worker? Delivered to the wrong address?

				These thoughts woke me from an already nightmarish slumber. Once formed within my mind, they were impossible to relinquish. I found myself in a terrible quandary. My complete and absolute desire to inform you of all my daily happenings clashes with the very real dangers I might have brought upon myself. To mention the Gentlemen with such abandon! To write down their details, which could eventually turn damning, should those words fall into the wrong hands! To cause offense by relaying conversations purportedly held within the strictest confidence!

				However, I know my own limits, my own faults. I have become incredibly accustomed to writing you. It is my only pleasure, and I know that no amount of intuitive warning to limit myself in conversation will be heeded by me. I will find it impossible to not write you the truth. But how to deal with the danger, should it be waylaid? What sort of protection could I ensure?

				I went to the Air Station today, and met with a clerk and asked him if there was a higher level of postage to which I could subscribe. Be assured that I did not provide all the details over the nature of my letters, although I did use you as my reasoning. I told him that I was attempting to conduct a courtship, and that I would hate for any of my missives to be intercepted or misplaced. (Which is a true concern. The idea of another receiving what I write to you is abhorrent. My romantic attempts are for your eyes only.)

				The clerk was quick to reassure me that there was, indeed, a higher level of protection that I could purchase (which I did, for both our accounts). He was quite a romantic, recalling fondly his own correspondence with his eventual wife, and his similar concern that someone would abscond with his very private letters. This enhancement of my postal accounts ensures that our letters will be sent first class, and placed within a locked box, which is guarded continuously by an attendant during travel. Allegedly, this means that our letters will arrive much more swiftly than they have. (How I wish I had known before that this enhancement existed! My new wages make it possible to procure it, although in those dark days, waiting to hear from you with regard to the murders, I would have forgone every other expense to have your responses delivered rapidly!)

				As an added enhancement, both of us will now receive notice of when our letters were delivered to their accounting box, at our respective Air Stations. So, that addresses my main concern. I will know when and if you receive my letters. I know this will calm me, to know that my words go directly to you. And if they do not, then I should be informed immediately.

				Which leads me to my second fear, the next unpleasantness that greeted me in the sleepless night. I would like you to consider destroying most of the letters that I write, once you have read them.

				I know that sounds strange, but if you consider the nature of what I am telling you, then you will see my concern. To have described, in detail, what the Gentlemen are? What they do? To have a written record of it?

				I find it troubling that I wrote down what Hamish MacBean obviously considered a private conversation. I did not tell him that I would be writing you. I have no regret that I did write you, and know that, given the same opportunity, I would write again. You are my confidante, and I hope my every future, so I have no doubt that I will inform you of such momentous occurrences when they happen.

				But, if you please, consider burning them in a fireplace. Read my letters, dearest E., but please destroy anything that could later cause us harm.

				I know that is a strange request, especially since these letters are the only form of courtship that I can now offer. My wooing is indeed dismal. I regret that, and I wish that it were possible to speak to you on such matters, face-to-face, and without the worry of being overheard. I would also like to request that you not share the particulars of my letters, with regard to the Gentlemen and their strange business, with anyone. If you have, then that is fine, but I would like you to consider keeping our letters as your business only.

				I wish to speak plainly on this, so there is no misunderstanding. I do not wish to hide my regard for you. My depth of feelings. I am the first to admit it, and do not want you to believe that my concern for your sharing the details of my letters has anything to do with a desire to hide the fact that I am wooing you. I am wooing you. Everything that I say, everything that I do, all that I am toiling toward, is to make a way for us. A life for us.

				In some fables and fairy tales, a man goes out to seek his fortune, so that he might provide for his heart’s desire. You are that desire, and my only hesitation in making that official is that I am determined to create a good life for you first. I have asked you to wait for me, and your agreement to do so made me the happiest man in all of Edinburgh. That letter is one of my favorites of yours, and that parchment is so creased by that particular paragraph, all from my endless rereading of your sweet acquiescence.

				So, believe me, darling E., I only wish that my letters be destroyed so that there is no way our conversation can be tracked, with regard to the Merry Gentlemen. If I break their confidences with me, to write you, then I would like there to be no record of it. Such a letter could result in my own harm, should it be discovered. If there is no proof that my beloved knows their details, then I will feel more comfortable speaking freely. And if we do not discuss these matters with others, then all the better!

				These Gentlemen have done much for me here. They have protected and saved me of their own accord, utilizing their power and skill to help a mere butcher. Such a debt I have to them, and to so betray their confidence sits ill with me. In many ways, these new friendships make me feel less alone in this dangerous city. Their assurances that they are investigating these terrible murders help calm my lingering fears, and while I do not profess to know their every detail (or really much at all), I am convinced that their support is true. I feel as if a debt of privacy is owed to those who have exhibited nothing but concern for my safety and well-being.

				It is the same, I suppose, as a confidence held between physician and patient. As a doctor, I would be unable, ethically, to speak of such private concerns. I would, however, discuss them with you, since you are my only trust. I depend upon your opinion. I also refuse to have even the lightest secret between us. I would, in that instance, however, request that any such letter be destroyed, therefore preserving the doctor and patient relationship.

				I am offering to destroy your responses as well (once they are memorized, my sweet). If you can conceive of a better way to ensure and protect our absolute candor, then please, let me know.

				I am also concerned by a few paragraphs of your most recent letter. Your irritation over the hospitality that I have been shown by both Miss Whitcomb and her maid, Miss MacIntosh, was confusing. I am horrified that I have somehow been misleading in my descriptions, that I have caused you upset. Let me assure you that neither of those ladies holds an inkling of my admiration. Miss Whitcomb exists to me only as a friend, and one who is ardently being courted by my even better friend, Ian Hyde. Even if Hyde were not interested in her romantically, you must know that neither would I be. Simply impossible!

				And her maid? Good heavens, Eugenia, I do not know if I should laugh or weep. Have you forgotten entirely that she is a member of the horrendous MacIntoshes? I can scarcely stand her people, and I am grateful only that Miss Whitcomb does not hold me responsible for suggesting the posting in the first place.

				I feel an intense pity for Miss Whitcomb, due to her health. That pity does not mask a secret ardent nature toward the girl. I am simply trying to aid Hyde in healing his own sweetheart, employing my newly forming medical mind upon the dire task. I am of the very firm opinion that should my own sweetheart (you) fall ill, then Hyde would return the favor and toil diligently to find whatever cure would ease you.

				I am afraid that my most recent letter, the one you have not yet received, in all likelihood, has made the situation worse for me. You are probably upset that Lacey asked me to refer to her by her nickname. I thought I had explained it, telling you that MacBean himself insisted upon the oddity, but I realize now that you might misunderstand the circumstance entirely. I only address her by her nickname because she views it as an act of friendship.

				Let me be abundantly clear. I am not interested in her romantically. She has eyes only for her husband. Her husband would murder me, should it be ever otherwise, which is such a fantastical thought that it boggles my mind. Even if she were unmarried, I would never so much as glance at Mrs. MacBean. There would be no cause to.

				Forgive me. I was too caught up in my own dreary story to realize the nuances you would imagine. Therefore, I am going to explain things to you, very frankly and very succinctly, so that there may be no more confusion between the two of us.

				You are the most beautiful lady I have ever glimpsed. The first time I saw you, it was as if all the breath had been snatched from my lungs. I was spellbound, unable to look away from you, as you were ushered into the Andrews ceilidh. You were wearing a blue dress, with an outside corset that was festooned with white ribbons. When you danced, the candlelight displayed the small white flowers you had woven through your magnificent red hair. You danced with the grace of a gazelle. You laughed at something your partner said, and I hated him violently for being the cause of your smile.

				I spent an inordinate amount of time watching you, seeing the way your smile illuminated a perfect, angelic face. I became lost in the emerald depths of your eyes. Everything around me faded into nothingness. Everything but you. I caught the lingering scent of roses as you walked by, and all the words I had crafted to say to you left my mind entirely.

				How I wanted to ask you to dance! How I longed to, but for reel after reel, your dance card was full. Immediately I began to make inquiry as to who you were. I had to know. And to learn that you were my new physician’s daughter! Even more important, to learn that you were unmarried and not spoken for!

				I fell in love with you that night, and I have loved you and you alone, without ceasing and without hesitation. No other woman exists for me. How can they, when someone like you is in the world? No other woman holds a candle to your beauty. Your charm. Your kindness. Your sharp mind!

				I wish now that I had spoken before of Miss MacIntosh’s bullish features. Of Miss Whitcomb’s grating laugh. Of Mrs. MacBean’s tendency to whisper instead of speak in regular tones. All of those things are true, and had I realized you had concerns about their presence in my life, then I would have spoken of them before.

				How can you even think that I would be interested in another? That I could love another? How, when my heart is very firmly ensconced in the Highlands?

				I am confused. You seem to think that, because Miss MacIntosh and her family shared the same boarding house with me, and then she was employed by Whitcomb, we now share romantic aspirations? Eugenia, darling, you cannot be serious. In many ways, you offend me!

				Perhaps you should view these so-called rivals before you assume them as such. One glance, and you would see that neither Miss MacIntosh nor Miss Whitcomb are worthy of so much as standing within your shadow. Ridiculous girl!

				I have decided, therefore, that you have wounded me and you have done so grievously. To so doubt my steadfastness! My love! My devotion! Well, there simply must be reparation for such an undeserved attack.

				After much thought, I have decided that it is fully within my right to demand kisses from you. Several of them. Be warned that when next we meet, I will ensure that we attend a ceilidh. One in possession of a garden. I believe that two or three kisses (perhaps ten) will do much to assuage the insult you have so ruthlessly bestowed upon me.

				You are warned, E. I think that you should remember this when you decide to accuse me of ever loving anyone but you. Each accusation results in more kisses. Dare I command you to do your worst? I anticipate collecting my reparation. . . .

				I am writing to you from my own desk, in my own office, in Hyde’s town house. I had originally planned on writing you later tonight, but I find my work finished for the evening, and decided that I might as well begin the letter now, rather than delay the pleasure.

				It is strange, but until now I had not realized that this is, in fact, my own space. I can remain at my desk all night, and it is no one’s concern but mine own. Hyde will not assume that I am spying on his research (a hilarious thought). No one will fuss, should I forget to lock up (and why should I, considering it is Hyde’s home). If I fall asleep, with my head resting on top of the parchments and open texts, it is my own business. The luxury of possessing my own office, with its own door . . . mine to arrange, mine to haunt, is simply incredible.

				I am finding it difficult to think of anything other than kissing you.

				Perhaps I have not properly communicated how very much I would like to kiss you. If only we were in the same city, in the same town! After a letter like that, I should have been able to go to your house. Perhaps we could meet in your father’s parlor. Perhaps he could be summoned to the hall for a brief moment. I would then take you into my arms, and kiss away any doubts you might profess to have.

				Any other conversation is useless for me tonight. I find myself completely fastened upon this one topic, on this one idea.

				I had originally intended to tell you about my evening last night, of how Dog Benge and I went to the Guy Fawkes celebration. I was planning on telling you all about the bonfires, which were bright conflagrations against the dark night sky. I wanted to ask if you attended the bonfire at Inverness, and perhaps we could compare the two events.

				Instead, I can only think of kissing you.

				I was also going to discuss the very great headache of putting together a dinner party. Last week, we canceled the Whitcomb dinner, due to Trantham’s own dinner having occurred the night before. The next dinner (in two nights’ time) will be at Hyde’s. Which means that we have been lost in a flurry of desperate preparations. What was I thinking, in suggesting a dinner for which we are so dismally incapable? What crazed notion possessed me?

				Needless to say, most of our time has not been involved with research. Hyde and I are trying to put together this now dreaded event, which should be the responsibility of his housekeeper and staff. That would be the normal course of action, one would assume, but Hyde is never normal. He is overseeing every detail, and insisting that I do as well, since this infernal evening was all my own idea.

				Hyde’s housekeeper and staff are ill-equipped for such an evening. I do not know if he has hired poorly, or if they are simply unused to being responsible for something with this import. Certainly, their day-to-day operations run smoothly enough, and our normal meals are exquisite. But for some reason, this encroaching dinner has put them into such a panic, it is as if they can hardly conduct themselves appropriately.

				You would think that help could be reached through the assistance of Trantham’s housekeeper and staff, but O’Sullivan’s assertions that Trantham’s hirings have left much to be desired are, unfortunately, accurate. I discussed this problem with him the other day, during our target practice. The Irishman laughed, and said to expect no help from Trantham’s household with the dinner. From what he had heard, that housekeeper nearly expired from exhaustion after last week’s feast. He said that I was fool enough to suggest the party, a party at a madhouse, so why expect it to be conducted with any semblance of normalcy?

				Kiss you, dearest Eugenia. I should have managed to kiss you before I left Inverness. I should have somehow made that happen. When you agreed to accept my letters, I should have created a way for your maid to leave, a distraction, long enough for my lips to touch yours. Perhaps then you would know that there is no other lady for me, but you. No matter how far the distance, there is only you, and I take your agreement to wait for me with the utmost seriousness.

				I have asked no other lady to wait for me. I write no other lady. I dream of no one, save you. Madness, Eugenia! Your words have created a frenzy within me!

				Hyde has descended to the office, determined to make me return to the awaiting tasks upstairs. He is avidly perusing a menu, and is, as expected, dissatisfied with the offering. He says that this entire fiasco is my fault entirely, and therefore it is my responsibility to oversee the infinite number of tasks to which he is subjecting his household staff. The entire place is to glisten and shine beneath an intense cleaning. The man has actually considered purchasing new furniture! He is currently lounging in my doorway, cursing the day he ever set eyes upon me, and demanding that I cease writing this letter immediately and come lend a hand to my own folly.

				I wish you were here. You would know how to manage this dinner. But mostly, You would be here. And I would lack for nothing else.

				All my love.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Three

				November 9

				New Town, my own office

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				Before I begin this letter proper, I wish to continue our previous conversation, with regard to your anxiety over my romantic intentions. I am in receipt of your next letter, and your charming apology must be addressed. Why would you feel the need to apologize? You said nothing wrong, and I never assumed that you wished Miss Whitcomb ill.

				Perhaps I have not been clear enough, E. I was thrilled by your concern, as fantastical and imaginary its cause, and am quite glad for the opportunity to discuss how I feel about you. You need feel no guilt for your words. I am sorry only that I was not clear enough before, that there is no other lady in my mind or in my heart, save you.

				How like me you are! How similar! You have no idea how many times I have written the thoughts foremost on my mind, and then regretted them as soon as I sent the missive. Let me assure you that you caused no offense, and I know that you wish only health and happiness to Miss Whitcomb. Your sending of the shawl to her was a thoughtful idea, and I know that you wish for her healing as much as I do.

				Miss Whitcomb was thrilled by the gift, and admired its handiwork with great pleasure. I informed her that it was from you, a token of your friendship (as you directed) and that it was the Campbell tartan, which was extended as a sign of goodwill. She loved it, and immediately wrapped it around her shoulders. You were right about it being constructed of warmer material than is usually found in the cities, and she remarked several times that the shawl did wonders to keep the chill away.

				She is anticipating meeting you, and believes the two of you will be great friends. She has asked for your address, so that you might begin a correspondence. I am unsure if I wish to share you, even with a friend. (I make no apologies for my own jealousy, E. It is there. It is present. I wish you all to myself.) But Miss Whitcomb laughingly insisted that it would be nice to have a friend to write. She says that ladies like to speak of fashion and such, and she teased me mercilessly over the idea of you two discussing me. I finally promised that I would send on her address, which I have enclosed.

				It is with supreme relief that I can tell you that the Hyde/Whitcomb dinner went off last night without a hitch. I think even Hyde enjoyed himself, which is normally impossible. We arranged the table in the garden itself, illuminating the place with candles and by lighting the strange Oriental lanterns. I must admit it was very exotic, and I will also say that having been so heavily involved in the minute details of planning a dinner, I possess no interest in ever conducting one again. How does anyone ever survive the stress of it?

				I can only hope that you are interested in such matters. If not, then we will never entertain, which would be fine by me.

				For all the enjoyment of the dinner guests, it was difficult for me to remain calm, knowing that Hyde’s household and kitchen staff are so near to incompetent that at any moment, our well-planned event could go careening off into disaster.

				But it did not. It was a very happy party in attendance. Miss Whitcomb and her two dismal brothers. Mr. MacBean and his wife. Simon Trantham. I was hoping that Hamish would attend, and he was invited, but MacBean informed me that his brother was involved elsewhere and would regrettably not be in attendance.

				I found myself disappointed that Hamish was not to be there. I think he is pleasant company, and his willingness to answer my questions is a very likeable trait. I asked MacBean (quietly) if it was Gentlemen business that kept him away, and he told me that indeed it was, but nothing that should be any cause for alarm.

				Which instantly alarmed me. It took me awhile to rein in my very active imagination, my supposing of what The Sweeper might be involved with. Had there been more murders? Did this concern the surge of graves plundered and desecrated? Was he on the trail of an important clue, something that might shed light upon the previous terrors? While I had been safely ensconced in the warm splendor of my new abode, had the Merry Gentlemen been investigating? Only Hyde’s unsubtle demand that I be an active participant in the dinner made it possible for me to keep my attention from wandering.

				Mrs. MacBean (who still insists that I refer to her as Lacey) was very interested in learning about you. She asked a hundred questions, wishing to know how we met and such. Your ears should have been burning last night, sweet, because a great deal of our dinner conversation was in reference to you. Only good things. I admit that, once again, my expression betrayed me, and it only took a few deft questions from Lacey to announce my serious intent, with regard to you.

				Gordon MacBean latched on to the conversation with swift voracity. More questions, all good-natured and complimentary. He took a devilish pleasure in my telling expressions; I think he enjoyed finding another so affected by his lady. He teased me mercilessly over my correspondence, at such a pathetic attempt at wooing.

				“I think that letters are extremely romantic,” Lacey argued.

				“I believe it has been established that Purefoy’s are not,” Hyde answered, as the soup course was served. “Unfortunately, my apprentice does not possess even a sliver of a poet’s soul.”

				“He seems to be managing well,” Miss Whitcomb interjected, fingering the fringes of the shawl. “Miss Campbell would not like to hear the drivel of a poet. She likes hearing of his everyday events and occurrences.”

				“How can she possibly?” Hyde said with a sigh. “I fear that his Miss Campbell would be running for the hills, if she were not already there. Ladies do not wish to hear every nuance of dullness that Purefoy must convey.”

				“You tell of your everyday occurrences?” MacBean asked, his smile fading a little. He was watching me closely, as was Simon Trantham.

				I thought fast, E., and you must forgive me, but I told one of my rare lies. As I have said before, I do not profess a fondness for lying, and yet you are aware of my predicament, my assumption that the Merry Gentlemen would not like their existence mentioned in a letter.

				“Of course I do not,” I said, meeting MacBean’s gaze squarely. “Of that, I can assure you. I made the infernal mistake of telling her a bit too much detail about the first murder, and I feared I would lose her forever. Now, I stay within the bounds of propriety. She does hear, I fear, far too much about my endless study of General Surgeries.”

				MacBean’s expression lightened. Whatever he viewed in my expression satisfied him, and his grin returned in full force.

				“Good God,” he said, laughing. “You spoke of the murder?”

				“The first one,” I admitted, omitting so very much more! I was aware of Hyde watching me, with his strange, strange eyes, but he had the grace to remain silent.

				“Dismal conversationalist,” Trantham said with a laugh. “I knew I liked you, Purefoy.”

				“Yes, well, I learned my lesson early,” I said, relieved beyond measure that they both believed me. “And while I certainly am no poet, I can hardly excuse my own stupidity for discussing murder with a lady I am attempting to court.”

				“I think that is fine,” Miss Whitcomb said. “If it were I, I should very much like to know if my sweetheart had been through such an experience! You would certainly wish to, correct?” she asked, turning to Lacey.

				“Of course I would,” Lacey agreed, which resulted in much laughter from MacBean.

				“Ah, but I would never tell you of it,” he said, tweaking her nose fondly between his thumb and index finger. “And no amount of righteous indignation can convince me otherwise! Good God, Purefoy! You are lucky you have not killed the lady yourself with your dismal letters. Murder, followed by General Surgeries.” He laughed. “Hardly the stuff of romance.”

				“You must send on my address as well,” Lacey said firmly. “She and I simply must write and become friends.”

				“Better that she consider visiting us at Yuletide,” MacBean said.

				“Oh, yes!” Lacey said excitedly. “That would be wonderful.”

				“Then I insist that she come,” MacBean answered, obviously enjoying Lacey’s enthusiasm. “God only knows how long she will be willing to accept your pathetic letters, Purefoy, without so much as a visit. I refuse for you to lose the interest of such a lady due to your dismally boring talk!”

				“Miss Whitcomb and I will ensure that all conversation is interesting,” Lacey said. She gave my hand a fond pat. “Leave it in our hands, dear Mr. Purefoy. I am a wonderful matchmaker. She will see your merit before the visit is finished.”

				And so, I am enclosing the address of Mrs. MacBean, who instantly insisted that any lady of mine refer to her by the nickname. I assure you again that this oddity is a compliment. Lacey wishes for you to write, so that she may extend invitation to you and your maid to visit at Christmas.

				The idea, I will admit, pleased me beyond words. To have you here, in Edinburgh, in only a month’s time! To see you! Well, you simply must consider it. Tell your father that you and your maid will be quite safe, lodged in a Chevalier’s home. I would like nothing more than to have you here, to show you the sights of the city. You could acquaint yourself with what I hope will eventually be your home. And I would be able to see you, every day that you are here.

				How I hope you will come! I am longing for it. If you would like, I can write your father, and make the necessary request. I can have MacBean write him, assuring him of your comfort and safety. If you are willing to visit, then I will also arrange air transport, and any other arrangements that you require.

				Miss Eugenia! To have you in Edinburgh! Well, I certainly could wish for nothing more this Yule.

				Instantly, dinner conversation turned to the excited chatter of Miss Whitcomb and Lacey, who are ardently planning your much-hoped-for visit. They made great fuss about what they wished to do, should you be able to come, hosting teas and parties and such, and I finally complained that I should like at least a modicum of your time while you were here. Which resulted in rich laughter, indeed.

				“Poor Purefoy,” MacBean said with a sigh. “You are only now becoming accustomed to having your entire life arranged by your lady. Teas and parties are endlessly in your future, my friend,” he said, hoisting his wineglass in salute. “And very little time of your own.”

				“Hold fast, Purefoy,” Simon Trantham said, laughing. “Continue on with your dull letters! Do not allow these two,” he said, motioning toward Lacey and Miss Whitcomb, “to make acquaintance with your lady, or else we shall lose you entirely to suppers and recitals.”

				Let me be clear, E. I would be very happy to be lost to suppers and recitals, should you be involved. And also let me reiterate that after the pressure of last night’s dinner party, I will only become lost to such events if you are responsible for them. Not I.

				Come to Edinburgh! Write soon and let me know that there is hope!

				Hyde was incredibly appreciative of the shortbread you sent him. I gave it to him this morning, because I knew he would be loathe to share it with our guests. I did as you requested, and informed him that the gift was from you, as thanks for all that he has done for me, of his standing by me in my time of trouble, and in bestowing the apprenticeship.

				He tried to silence me with a wave of his hand, but I ignored him and read out the paragraph from your letter, the one where you praised his friendship and such, and at the end of it, the impossible happened. Hyde blushed and smiled his terrible smile, and said that I in no way deserved a lady who was in possession of such superior baking skills.

				I also wish to thank you for your very astute insights into my newfound friendships. The Gentlemen do, indeed, seem dangerous, and I want to assure you that I am being cautious in all my dealings with them. I also agree with you that they seem to be describing an incredible work opportunity, and I am pleased that you see the merits in accepting any such posting, should it be offered.

				The opportunities they seem to have at their fingertips are well beyond what I would normally deem possible. And if my newly granted wages are any sign of what Trantham and his friends are capable of, then we might find ourselves advantageously arranged, indeed.

				As usual, you and I are of one mind.

				The MacBeans would like to fulfill the role of host, should you be able to visit in December. I think that would be a fine opportunity for you to acquaint yourself with them, and maybe the remainder of the Gentlemen. I would trust any insight you might glean from that meeting. I think they are offering us a good thing, but again, I assure you that I am proceeding with great care.

				It occurred to me that you might be nervous over visiting, considering the traumas and tribulations that I have faced. Please do not be worried, sweetest E. Your safety is assured, not only by me, but by the Merry Gentlemen. You and your maid fall under their protection, and you must know that these are among the most powerful men in Edinburgh. I know firsthand the strength of their acceptance, the security provided! As guest of the MacBeans, you will be protected at all times, by me and the others within my newfound social circle. I would hate for recent events to make you unwilling to come, and I wish to assure you that I, as well as the Gentlemen, will see to it that your visit is nothing but pleasurable.

				And as for the murders and such atrocities . . . I would demand that you not give them a thought. The Merry Gentlemen are on the case, so it is only a matter of time before the identity of the murderer is discovered. It is of no concern to you, really no concern to me, and I refuse for such evil to ruin what would be the greatest Yule of my life.

				Which brings me to the brooch I have enclosed with this letter.

				I hope that you will like it, this luckenbooth. I purchased it weeks ago, and have been waiting for the right moment to give it to you. I hope that moment is now. A luckenbooth is a sign of intense affection, which I certainly possess. If you would, please, accept this as a promise for our future.

				I spotted it through a shop window, on one of my many treks through the twisting closes. The window was crammed full of display, rings and brooches and odd bits. The brooch caught my eye, sitting amid the glittering haul. I recognized an eerily similar motif from my own cane handle, the one Smithson had given me. I stared at it, and then looked again at the pin.

				A delicate initial, the letter M, inset against a silver heart, and topped with a crown. I stared down at my cane, noticing the distinct similarity, and opened the shop door without further hesitation.

				The owner was pleased to answer my questions, complimenting my exquisite taste. He explained the history of the luckenbooth, how it was given as a token to one’s beloved, a symbol of fidelity. The M represents Mary, Queen of Scots, as does the crown, but the sentimentality is love and complete devotion. I wish you to have it, want you to wear it. My request that you destroy my letters leaves me with an even more dismal courtship than I had expected, and I hope that this luckenbooth does much to remedy that.

				I want you to come to Edinburgh. I wish for you to make acquaintance with the Gentlemen, so that you can discuss their offers with me. But I am also very aware that the majority of them are bachelors. They have already reached the comfort of situation to which I am striving, and I am very aware of their allegedly “dashing” qualities. The idea of your forming attachments to any of them troubles me, and it is only too easy to imagine them all falling desperately in love with you. Your beauty, as I have assured you, is beyond comprehension, and I know without a doubt that my newfound friends will notice. And I do not trust them enough to not act upon it.

				So, I ask you to wear the brooch. I ask you to choose me.

				The household has settled itself back into normalcy, now that the dinner is completed. I think that we have arranged for next week’s event to be back at the Whitcomb table (thank God) but followed by a visit to Hyde’s gardens. Miss Whitcomb professed a great sense of comfort amid the trees, and found the humidity bolstering enough to take a few leisurely turns along the picturesque pathways. The tropical climate, coupled with your shawl, did much to strengthen her, and Hyde was extremely pleased with the success.

				I am extremely pleased that there is no future dinner to plan.

				I have received word from Mr. Stuart, who is one of my original subterranean boarders, back at Mitchell’s house. He wishes to meet, to catch up on the past few weeks, and has invited me to come to the tavern where he works, tomorrow night.

				I thought it odd, mostly because those days spent underground seem very far away. I always liked Stuart. He was the one who sent word to me when Banbury was murdered. He was always pleasant to speak to, and I decided it might be nice to hear from him if there has been anymore trouble from the terrible crimes.

				I did, however, pay attention to your warnings to be careful. I am also not interested in visiting with anyone from that time period, without at least notifying one of the Gentlemen. Why return to the Underworld, without their so much as knowing that I was there? Perhaps it was an overreaction on my part, but now that I am firmly ensconced aboveground, I find myself unwilling to venture back.

				And so, I contacted Dog Benge. He seemed the most pleasant companion on an outing, and also the least likely to find me ridiculous for suggesting he come along, should it prove unnecessary. I sent him a note and was pleased by the quick response in return.

				He said that he would definitely be interested in visiting with Mr. Stuart, and complimented my instinctive decision to contact him. He wrote that there is no need to trust anyone at this point, particularly anyone associated with that dreadful subterranean floor. He suggested we start with a late dinner at that strange restaurant with the little windows, and then make our way to Stuart’s tavern.

				He also suggested that I take the weapons, which chilled me and took any enjoyment out of the evening entirely. But I will wear them. O’Sullivan has already lectured me several times (during our pistol practice) on my penchant for forgetting the leather harness. I finally told him that surely I have worn them enough, and that after sitting for hours in the police station with them under my coat, I feel unwilling to ever wear them again.

				He laughed and said that the hours in the station should have made me more comfortable with them. That they became a part of me. That I should wear them every day. (Which seems stupid, considering I work in Hyde’s town house, as well as live there. Can you imagine showing up to breakfast, sans coat, and displaying the arsenal?)

				But I will wear them tomorrow night. And strangely, I feel at ease, knowing that they will be there. I have no intention of needing them. Mr. Stuart was once a friend, but I know his tavern is in Auld Toon, and I am unsure I will ever return there without the strange weaponry attached.

				Please put the brooch on, E. And consider visiting Edinburgh.

				All my love . . .

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Four

				November 12

				New Town

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				I am hoping that this letter finds you well. Things have been extremely busy here. Hyde had another delivery of a cadaver early this morning. (Thankfully not a murder victim! This one was a criminal, who admitted to many counts of theft, and was sentenced to death by the Courts.) I was surprised to be summoned from my early-morning perch, high above the streets in the camera obscura. When I learned that there was to be a cadaver delivered, I did what can only be expected. I turned the camera’s lens to the street below and waited and watched for its arrival.

				Hyde sighed expressively when he found me there, commenting that it was a very useless location, considering that there was much to be done in the operating room. I replied that there was not anything needing to be done, that the room was arranged just as it always was, and that I knew full well that the footmen and various other members of the household staff would simply unload the body, as directed, and that my presence was not currently required.

				I handed him the usual bottle of whisky and offered him the periscope, which he took with a muttered growl.

				It is always this way with Hyde. One must ignore his constant rudeness, his Darkness, and behave as if he were spouting pleasantries instead of curses. A good bottle of spirits does help, softening his mood considerably. He too enjoyed the sight of seeing the body delivered, which is a change from the usual passing traffic.

				We spent the morning and into the late afternoon conducting our research. I was pleased to see the reemergence of the Steambox, which was employed, as usual, in detecting any remaining evidence of soul residue. Hyde appeared satisfied with the result, although he refused to answer any of my questions. I could see that I was beginning to annoy him, so I found more whisky, which again did much to improve his temperament.

				I was able to watch him, however, with far greater ability than I was ever able to do in the Operating Theatre. After employing the Steambox, Hyde insisted that I begin our less supernatural studies, the more physical ones. Specifically, I was to acquaint myself with the internal arrangement and structure of the cadaver. I have done this numerous times as a physician’s assistant, but Hyde wanted me to do so again, after the immense amount of Anatomy I have been studying.

				I was to learn everything necessary, apparently, by viewing this cadaver. No specific mention of any tests he wanted conducted, so once more I was left to my own devices. I assumed he wished me a visual method of study, and so I dutifully hauled out my Anatomy text, and made great show of flipping through the pages.

				It was ridiculous, really. I have worked on numerous cadavers, and know the precise location of organs and such. What I need to know is how to manage live patients, how to ferret out the source of illnesses and then administer the cure. Handing me a body like this and telling me to observe it is rather the same as handing me a reading primer and asking me to learn my letters.

				But I am very aware that this is Hyde’s apprenticeship. He obviously wants me to begin at the beginning, to cast aside all of my already developed ideas and look at my studies freshly. I was aware that this was likely his idea of teaching. Let me clarify that Hyde did not say as much, but I have begun to interpret his glowering silences, understanding them as well as if he were actually speaking.

				Strangely enough, it was a completely different experience than expected, having the cadaver to myself. I did appreciate the opportunity to view a body, without being involved in a physician’s particular parameters of study.

				Knowing that there was an intense shortage of research cadavers made it seem a decadent luxury for me to have one simply for my own research purposes, as I saw fit. I could imagine the shrieks of outrage drifting from the hallowed halls of the Doctoral Council, should they know that a precious cadaver was granted to a lowly London butcher.

				All of my petulance disappeared, and I immediately became lost in study, matching reality with the Anatomy sketches. I could see the ravages of various illnesses this man had suffered throughout his life, and I began to understand how a physician can read a man’s story, simply by viewing the evidence remaining on his various internal organs. That story is as compelling as any literature, and I found myself taking out a journal and making copious notes.

				And utilizing my knives! What a joy it was to not wait upon a physician’s directive, to wield my blades as I saw fit. Knowing that this was my research, that there was no specific pattern to follow, provided me great freedoms. I was able to dissect the chest, opening up that great cavity. I was afforded time to perfect my incisions, to form what I consider my own operating style. Certainly, I have used my knives before and I am quite adept at handling them, in even the most delicate of situations, surgery-wise, but to have the opportunity to cut as I wished!

				It was heaven. I was able to implement several surgical procedures, things I have only read about in my texts. This was the opportunity to remove a kidney, to perfect my blade work on such delicate connections. I concentrated on the intestines. I spent much time on the lungs, and inspected the details of the ribcage. The heart was a fascination. I spent long moments inspecting the effect of this man’s hanging, slicing open the rope markings around the neck and seeing the damage against the innermost throat.

				Hyde busied himself with tidying up the Steambox, unhooking its brass tubes. I also kept an eye on him as I continued my study. Previously, I had never paid much attention to his shutting down of the Steambox. Always before there were other tasks to occupy me, other things requiring my consideration.

				I was fascinated to see that he took a glass vial from one of the worktables. Securing it against the end of one of the tubes, he then depressed one of the brass levers. He caught me watching then, and complaining loudly over my infernal and damnable curiosity, he glared until I switched my gaze to the cadaver.

				It never occurred to me that there might be things to empty from within the Steambox. I thought then of the soul residue he had been harvesting. Did such presence linger within the wooden confines of the Box? Did such energies require storage? What happened if they remained in place, were not put into vials? Were they active ingredients, things that retained characteristics of life?

				Why hadn’t I considered any of this sooner?

				I have told you before that I am an excellent observer. I made great show of taking notes, but all the while, I continued to watch Hyde out of the corner of my eye. He appeared to be directing something from within the Steambox into the vial, some smoky vapor, but since I could not stare at it fully, nor ask questions, I was not able to form a very strong opinion as to what it could be. It was definitely something, expelled from the inner chamber of the Steambox, shot through the tube and into the vial. Hyde eased up on the lever and then quickly pulled the vial away from the tube, sticking a cork in its glass top.

				Of course, my imagination soared quite a bit, E. Was this, in fact, evidence of a soul? Some type of remaining power? And if so, how much had he collected? What did he intend to do with it?

				I watched, carefully, as he affixed a small piece of parchment against the side of the vial. He made great show of scribbling on it, but always kept it away from me so that I could not decipher the writing. He then deposited the vial in one of the locking drawers, and I could hear the rattle of others as he slammed it closed.

				And then he sent for a late luncheon.

				Hyde is an odd creature. I have said it several times, and I feel sure that I will say it several more before I am through. Only Hyde could eat corned beef and cabbage in front of an opened cadaver. Only he could pretend deafness when I began my incessant questions.

				I apologize, sweet Eugenia. I have reread the above paragraphs and am dismayed to learn that I have yet again gone into far too much detail with the professional facts of my day. Surely you do not wish to hear the particulars of my cadaver work. I blame only my infernal enthusiasm and assure you that I will try, once more, to keep the conversation on a more pleasant path.

				I did venture out Saturday evening, alongside Dog Benge and, surprisingly, Hamish MacBean, who insisted upon accompanying us both to the strange little restaurant and on to Mr. Stuart’s tavern. I was very pleased to see Hamish again, but Benge was disgruntled that The Sweeper had seen fit to ruin a perfectly pleasant evening by inflicting his presence upon us.

				I was surprised to learn that there is apparently no love lost between Dog Benge and Hamish. I suppose I believed all the Gentlemen to be friends (and surely they would be, considering that they are allegedly in business together). Benge and Hamish proved otherwise, and the evening began with snide comments and barely veiled threats of violence flying this way and that across the restaurant table. I was half convinced that I was at dinner with ill-behaved children, and was grateful only that both Gentlemen remained pleasant with regard to me.

				It was amusing to watch their verbal dueling, and I found myself keeping score of direct hits and such, within my mind. Most of their threats involved half-explained instances from their past. Something about Benge not arriving timely at an investigative scene, which led to great hardship on Hamish’s part. Benge’s response was a gruff and dismissive wave of his hand, murmuring something about it being years ago, and that things turned out better for all, thanks to his tardiness. I started to ask for more detail, but they were off again, this time complaining about an allegedly faulty cleanup, which again was maddeningly void of enough explanation to satisfy my curiosity.

				I was able to grasp, finally, that much of their mutual dislike involved the affections of a lady, but I was not able to ascertain as much as her name, much less the undoubtedly interesting story. Benge merely lit a cigar, shrugging when I questioned him. Hamish arched a brow in response, his smile managing to reveal neither triumph nor despair.

				The mention of the mysterious lady, however, did result in the conversation turning to you. Hamish had learned of your possible visit, and he was curious to know more about you. He asked me if you were beautiful (which I assured him, you possess no equal). He asked how long we had been acquainted, and how we met, and how long we had been corresponding. He was fascinated that you are my previous physician’s daughter. He was keenly interested in your hobbies, and your love of literature, and your enjoyment of music.

				Such blatant curiosity irritated me. I have already admitted a weakness for jealousy, and Saturday evening’s conversation did not prove otherwise. I find that I am possessive where you are concerned, and even the most good-natured curiosity offends me. Especially from the group I have already targeted as potential and unwanted rivals for your affection.

				Something in my expression caused Dog Benge to laugh.

				“Be assured, Purefoy, I will be happy to act as your second, should the need arise,” he said, his gaze centered on Hamish. “The Sweeper does have a tendency to admire what is not his to admire.”

				“I am only being friendly,” Hamish was quick to assure me. “No need to be out of sorts, Cherokee. Do not apply your grudges of the past to any of this.”

				“It would be a shame to see you selected as O’Sullivan’s next target practice,” Benge returned cheerfully. “I am sure that, if offended, Mr. Purefoy would not mind using you as the shooting gallery. I understand that he is almost as good with a pistol as he is with his knives. I anticipate watching that particular session. It might be worth summoning the Venetian, who always enjoys a good show.”

				Hamish snorted, but he had the good grace to change conversational topics.

				We dined leisurely, and as usual, the odd restaurant with its windowed offerings was a culinary pleasure. They offered a delectable apple tart, and I am hoping that, should you visit, we might be able to arrange a dinner there. I think you will like it and find the ever-changing array as interesting as I have.

				The place is clean and cozy, wonderfully located within the hustle and bustle of the closes. I often debate where we should sit, you and I, should you be willing to dine here (and I sincerely hope you are!). A part of me knows the necessity of sitting close to the fire, but I know this restaurant is no colder than the places one frequents in Inverness. Still, I am concerned for your comfort, so a fireplace table might be best. Keep in mind, however, that a table closer to the windows affords a much greater view of the hustle and bustle of the closes. You might prefer such entertainment as that table could provide!

				We went then to the tavern that employs Mr. Stuart. The night was cold but the tavern was close enough to not require our carriage. Again, I was glad to have your scarf, which did much to protect me from the intense chill.

				The tavern is located deeply within Auld Toon, close to my original boarding house. How strange it was to be back, to be among the once familiar! I had almost forgotten how otherworldly it is here, with the laundry lines strung above. Fresh air is nonexistent, and the twists and turns of the dark offshoots were just as difficult to traverse as ever.

				We walked up carved worn steps, which showed evidence of long years, their middles depressed from generations of use. A quick turn past a chemist shop took us immediately alongside Mitchell Boarding House. I will admit to a quickening of my pulse as I thought of my former home, buried deep! Quickening my pace, I went halfway up another rise, almost to the next street, and found the desired address. Stuart’s tavern was loud and boisterous, full to the brim of merrymakers. I was pleased that there was a large fire, fully stoked, and around it was arranged a large number of rough-hewn tables. Long benches sat on either side of each, and these were occupied by a mixture of Upper Merchants—obviously taking a night off from their lofty social pursuits—and more regular lower-class workers. The air was stale with the scent of spilled ale, and there was a dim golden haze from the crooked candelabras suspended in the beamed ceiling above. Stuart saw us as we entered, and recognizing me, he hailed us forward.

				He was ensconced between two bars, the one in front of him flanked by a row of unoccupied high wooden seats. The bar behind him was framed by a long, oversized mirror and covered entirely by such an offering of brown bottled spirits that I found it an amazing display. There were so many whiskies and rums and bottles of wine, as well as champagne! I was beginning to think we had stumbled into a merchant’s haul, but a glance around at the heavily imbibing crowd assured me that this was no spirit shop.

				Stuart was in possession of a long white apron, which completely covered his lower torso. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled up to mid-forearm. Across his shoulder he had rested a linen towel, which he used continually to wipe off invisible specks of dust from drinking glasses. It was odd seeing him again, certainly in a different environment than Mitchell Boarding House, and he instructed us to take three of the tall seats in front of him.

				I hope you do not take offense at my describing such a place. I never intend to take you to such a location, but I am aware of your curiosity. It seems acceptable to describe it to you, since Stuart’s tavern is not on my list of things to show you, should you visit.

				I was well aware of the stares we were receiving. The Gentlemen stood out remarkably, both of them obviously not a part of Auld Toon. This was not the sort of place one would find men of their social standing, and the fact that they were here roused a certain amount of attention. The fact that Benge is an Indian caused a reaction, and MacBean’s Chevalier connection was audibly commented on, from table to table.

				I was aware, also, that the Gentlemen themselves appeared perfectly at ease. Gone was the brotherly bickering they had displayed during dinner. Benge’s expression had completely lost all earlier animation, and it was now set in a bored indifference. Hamish was no different, and he settled himself onto the chair with a negligent ease that implied he had been here a hundred times before, and that this evening was no different from any other.

				I could tell, judging by the expressions of those around me (including poor Stuart) that this was not the case. Neither Benge nor Hamish was a regular patron. I was also cognizant of the interest I generated within the crowd.

				I also knew, as the three of us propped identical canes against the side of the bar, that we were quite likely in possession of the greatest amount of weaponry, all hidden beneath our coats. Armed though the other patrons might be (and likely, were), they would be no match for our invisible arsenal.

				I made introductions as I settled myself onto my chair, informing Mr. Stuart that I had brought my friends along, simply for the company. Stuart did not calm much, but he always was quickly adaptable to new situations. More important, he is aware of a moneyed gentleman when he sees one, and so he offered us what had to be his higher-priced whisky. MacBean accepted.

				The procurement of drink and my incessant conversation did soothe Stuart and soon we were speaking as if we were still ensconced beneath the city proper. I learned that Stuart also changed boarding houses soon after the second murder, and he complained about the greater distance he now had to travel to his employment. I asked him if he kept in touch with anyone from Mitchell’s, and he said that he did not, and that he felt as if he could not get out of there quickly enough.

				Stuart spoke of the murders of our subterranean friends, of the horror of those nights. He went into much detail over the condition of their bodies, the atrocity of such mutilations. Such memories clearly agitated him (as they did me), and the subsequent discussion of the other murders about town did little to calm either of us. Stuart had a few flyers tucked beneath the edge of his bar, akin to those I had already seen plastered against the kiosk. The sketches were just as gruesome as before, and when coupled with our own memories of friends so traumatized, they became more alive and true.

				Both MacBean and Benge were kind, commiserating with Stuart on his tragedies. They assured him that people cared about such things, and although they made no mention of the Gentlemen, their calm words did much to soothe my friend’s agitation.

				He became calmer with my companions the longer we spoke, and soon, I learned the reason for his desire to meet. It seemed that a man had come into the tavern a few nights before, taking one of the seats we currently occupied, and inquired if he claimed acquaintance with an Alistair Purefoy. You can imagine my surprise at hearing this, as well as that of my Gentlemen companions. Hamish’s bored expression shifted into alertness. Dog Benge shifted slightly in his seat, leaning closer to the bar.

				Mr. Stuart had told the man that he did know me, that we had been neighbors at Mitchell’s. The man had asked then if I was still lodged there, but Stuart said that I had moved on to MacGregor’s. When the stranger asked if he had spoken to me recently, Stuart very wisely became alarmed and ceased speaking to him entirely.

				Fear filled me, fear and alarm. I struggled to believe this possible. What was the interest in me? Why? Desperately, I forced myself toward calm, determined to discover as much information as possible.

				I asked if he knew the name of this man, but Stuart said that he had not been introduced. He said that it was not someone he recognized, certainly not someone who had claimed residence at Mitchell’s. He described him as thin, but otherwise completely lacking in distinctive feature. Nothing in his face or in his attire stood out as memorable, and even with the passing of just a few days, only the odd questions remained in his mind.

				Stuart said that he had gotten concerned for me, that the strange coincidence had not set well within him. He sees a great many people during the course of his work, and yet for someone to come and ask him, specifically, if he knew my whereabouts, then he felt a cause for alarm.

				Dog Benge said that he had been very wise in contacting me. I think I nearly lost Stuart entirely, shocked as he appeared to be by the fact that the Savage could speak. I remembered his long-ago borrowing of my Mohican novel. He stared at Benge with open fascination, akin to how one behaves before caged animals on display at a zoo. I was afraid that Benge would take offense, and was well aware that his hunting knife was probably within his very easy grasp, and so I hurried to take control of the conversation.

				I asked, again and again, if there was anything at all he could remember about the man. If he was not a common acquaintance from Mitchell’s, then it seemed odd that he would inquire about me at all, or know that I professed friendship to Stuart.

				Mr. Stuart, thankfully, ripped his gaze away from his glazed stare of horror at Benge, and reported, with a regretful sigh, that the only thing else he could tell me about the man was that he drank poor-quality gin and left without settling his bill.

				“His attire,” Hamish said. “Perhaps you remember anything particular. Any detail, no matter how small or unimportant it might seem. Did he wear a hat, for example?”

				“He took it off, when he sat down,” Stuart said, narrowing his eyes thoughtfully, as he obviously searched his memory. “Plain brown hair. But he kept his coat on, and his collar up. His face was unremarkable, and I am afraid that I would not recognize him, should he reappear. For all I know, he is here tonight; that is how bland his features seemed to me.”

				The thought chilled me, and I found myself looking from table to table. Barmaids made their way through the closely set benches, carrying trays overfilled with mugs and pitchers. I saw no face that I recognized, no one from either boarding house or even from the Doctoral Council.

				Everyone I looked at returned my gaze with unabashed curiosity. Hamish finally nudged me and directed me to turn back around.

				“Useless,” he murmured. “There is nothing left here to discover tonight.”

				And so, we bid Mr. Stuart farewell. I thanked him sincerely for his very wise decision to contact me. He nodded and said that he had always considered me a friend, so it seemed the right thing to do.

				“I also am aware of trouble when I see it, Purefoy,” he said. “You cannot work in this line of business without seeing it a mile away. Without feeling it. My only regret is that I can provide no more than a warning, but rest assured, I am available, should you be in need of any assistance.”

				My thoughts were still occupied with this strangeness the next morning, when, to my surprise, Hyde burst into the dining room at breakfast and announced that he and I were going to go on a walk.

				“A walk?” I asked, staring at him as if he had suddenly grown two heads. “Since when do we walk?” I set my coffee cup aside, as well as my unfinished plate of kippers and sausage.

				“Sunday exercise, Purefoy,” Hyde said briskly, his tone making it abundantly clear that my doubts were imbecilic. He was putting on his coat and gloves. “It is good to go outside now and again and get a bit of fresh air into one’s lungs.”

				“I have yet to see any fresh air in Edinburgh,” I said as I rose to my feet. “But if you can find me some, then please, I would be delighted to take some Sunday exercise.”

				You can imagine my surprise, dearest E., to learn that Hyde’s idea of “Sunday exercise” resulted in a very short walk to a very close tavern, where a very large glass of whisky (and a mug of coffee for me) was ordered.

				There was a fire, and we sat at a table next to it. There was a sparse crowd, no more than ten men sitting at tables closer to the bar. Hyde ordered us plates of breakfast, and I was too fascinated by his idea of “exercise” to complain.

				How your father would have laughed! Your father, who takes a stroll every morning in order to wake up his mind and thoughts! How could this possibly be considered exercise?

				“Fresh air,” I said, taking an exaggerated sniff of the cigar-tinged tavern. I laughed. “Well. This is certainly invigorating.”

				“I thought it would be best for you to go on and say whatever trouble is on your mind,” Hyde said without preamble. “I cannot abide to see my Sunday wasted by your dark glowers. Speak away, Purefoy. I dread the week if you do not.”

				And so, I did. I told him everything that was of concern to me. I was scarcely aware that our drinks had arrived, as had our breakfasts. The coffee did much to loosen my tongue, and Hyde’s continued silence assured me that he was interested in my monologue. I spoke of the Gentlemen, and their offer of eventual service. I relayed the events of the night before. And all the while, Hyde regarded me with his strange sea foam gaze, nodding here and there in the course of my tale, encouraging me subtly to continue.

				It was with relief that I unburdened myself, focusing much of my discussion upon the mysterious stranger. I wondered aloud who this man could be. What was his interest, with regard to me? Why? I admitted to a near-constant glance over my shoulder as I made my way through town. Everyone looked suspect, every glance that drifted my way was analyzed. I told Hyde that I was beginning to fear true paranoia.

				“And what does your lady make of all this?” he asked after taking a hefty sip of whisky. He arched a brow. “I hope you do not consider me as gullible as my brother. I am fully aware that your letters to your lady are far beyond General Surgeries and Anatomy. As they should be. Miss Campbell deserves the full and honest tale, just as I do.”

				“She tells me to be cautious.”

				Hyde smiled. “A very wise girl. I think I will like her. Well, let me assure you, Purefoy, that your Miss Campbell and I are of the same mind. There are odd things happening, that is without question, but I think that among the three of us, we will survive. With Miss Campbell and me as your advisors, you should be steered in the correct direction.”

				“Advisors?” I laughed. “I can hardly see you being content in the role of advisor, Hyde.”

				He smiled and took another sip of whisky. “I have been advising you since the first day you arrived in Edinburgh, Purefoy. You are my apprentice. I am the advisor.”

				“Do you really possess no interest in joining the Gentlemen?” I asked. “Is that not anything that interests you?”

				Hyde shrugged. “I have enough of my own troubles without involving myself in any of my brother’s.”

				“Do you think it should interest me?”

				Hyde smiled again and signaled for delivery of more whisky. “Do you think it should interest you?”

				“I have no idea.”

				“Wise,” he said, his sudden laughter doing little to settle my nerves. “Which is why you are intelligent enough to actually join them.”

				And that, my darling E., is the extent of our conversation. Once the whisky was delivered, it was the end of Hyde’s tolerance for chatter. He insisted that I eat, that I leave everything in the very capable hands of my “advisors” and that I write you and send you his very greatest hope that you do, indeed, visit at Yuletide. He said that he would very much like for Miss Whitcomb to have an intelligent friend, which, I assure you, is the greatest compliment Hyde can bestow.

				And so, I am ending this letter as I often do, asking your thoughts on what has become a very odd series of events. Your insights, dearest “advisor” are, of course, requested.

				Shame I have not received any chastising letters, or else I could claim kisses, but for now, I suppose I will settle for the ten I have already earned.

				All my love.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Five

				November 16

				New Town

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				You love me in return.

				There is very little news of greater importance than that. Everything else in my world pales in comparison to the confession of your recent letter. You love me. I will admit an unbearable sense of happiness, which earned me many a dark glower from Hyde. I paid him little attention, lost in the knowledge that, fantastically and may I say miraculously, you return my love. You are wearing the luckenbooth. You even went back to the portrait painter, and insisted that he add the brooch to the commissioned piece.

				You love me, and me alone.

				And you are visiting at Yuletide. To have you here! To show you Edinburgh! To finally see you again!

				Tell your father that I realize his sacrifice in surrendering you during the busy season, and how much I appreciate it. I am making arrangements for you and your maid, with regard to air transport, and will also have a carriage fetch you from your cottage, so your journey should be effortless.

				I sent a note this morning after receiving your letter, and informed Lacey that you had accepted her invitation to stay. I did as you requested, telling her to expect the note you posted to her. Her response was swift and full of excitement, and she assured me that both she and MacBean were very pleased that you are to visit. She is anticipating receipt of your letter, so that she might write one of her own, and begin friendship.

				I also followed your instructions and told Miss Whitcomb that you had posted a letter to her as well. I spoke of it at the Whitcomb dinner last night, and she was so pleased by the thought of writing you, of having a new friendship, that I feared she might collapse from excitement. I have yet to tell her that you are indeed visiting at Yuletide (since I only learned it this morning), but I can assure you she will be just as thrilled as Lacey MacBean.

				I know that everyone who meets you will love you. It is inconceivable otherwise, but let me assure you that no one can possibly love you more than I do. That, sweetest E., is impossible.

				I am glad that you have already destroyed my letters, and I assure you that I have done the same with yours. Your delight in doing so pleased me, your assertion that burning the missives was the height of romance was a relieving thought. I freely admit complete ineptitude when it comes to all things romantic (as you might have noticed, dearest). I liked your claim that every good love letter should be burned promptly, thereby keeping all discussions secret between the two of us forever.

				I am pleased that you have not spoken, nor will speak, to anyone with regard to the Merry Gentlemen. You are, indeed, my true confidante. You are everything.

				Thank you for understanding the delicate nature of the climate in which I find myself. Your silence with regard to my daily retelling ensures my ability to continue writing. I also value your insights, and these responses from you have not disappointed me in the slightest.

				I assume that you will like Hyde’s idea of being my advisor. I suppose that is one word for what I consider you, but “advisor” sounds so unremarkable. And you, Eugenia Anne, are nothing short of remarkable. And while I do depend upon your very wise opinion, I think you know that my feelings for you run far deeper than anything of an advisory capacity.

				I laughed out loud when I read your request to learn how to properly handle a gun. Surely you are formidable enough, sweetest girl! I fear for the entire world, should a lady of your high spirits learn how to wield such a weapon!

				I can envision your beloved glower, and before you put furious pen to parchment, let me assure you that I am only jesting. In fact, I spoke of it to O’Sullivan this afternoon, while we were involved in my usual target practice. He said that he would be delighted to instruct you when you visit, and he took great pleasure in predicting that I should eventually find myself on the receiving end of the gun, should I displease you.

				I am sadly acquiescent in your desire for pistol training, thinking it disloyal of you, considering that I am a knife man myself. Again, the jest. Please no saucy retort, although I would probably enjoy reading such a reply. And be forewarned that I do intend to personally instruct your butchery skills. You cannot deny the importance of a good blade, and you cannot find yourself enchanted by the sound of pistol shot, and ignore completely the sleekness and capability of a well-honed knife. I might be on my way to becoming a physician, but I am still a butcher at heart!

				Forgive me. I am overcome with excitement about your impending visit. I am rambling, and I turn my thoughts now to the usual dreariness of my days here without you.

				You should be interested to know that I have become quite adept at not only pistols and gun work but also with a wide variety of other weapons. Sully has taught me the deft skill of the throwing stars, which are sharp bits of metal that can be tossed toward an approaching opponent, inflicting much damage. I am competent now with all sorts of contraptions (even a longbow and crossbow, to my complete surprise). Sword work has become my favorite, and I have enjoyed incorporating much of what I know about knives to the longer blades.

				The Whitcomb dinner, last night, was as pleasant as always. For me, it was much better than usual, considering I had just received your letter. The knowledge of your love made it bearable to listen to the incessant drones of the Brothers Whitcomb. I fear that they will insist on having at least one dinner while you are here, and I apologize in advance for the truly mind-numbing company they offer. If not for the cheerful presence of their sister (whom I do think you will like very much), then the dinners would be completely awful.

				I do think they will want to have a dinner while you are staying with the MacBeans because the brothers are maddeningly insistent and determined that Hamish possesses a romantic desire toward their sister. They are not above forcing such a dinner, using you as a social excuse. I suppose it the only way for you to make acquaintance with Miss Whitcomb, but you must be prepared in advance that they are dismally dull men who will wish to use your visit as an opportunity to forward their own ends.

				They are also brazenly mistaken in their belief that Simon Trantham possesses feelings for their sister, and now that the Brothers Dismal have been introduced to both Gentlemen, they are incapable of speaking of anything other than their now vaunted acquaintances.

				Upper Merchants have always disgusted me, with their insane sense of entitlement. Promise me, Eugenia, that you will slap my face, should I ever behave so ridiculously as they. You must promise me that!

				I intend to be successful at my new profession. I intend for you and I to live very well, E., but I will never forget who I am. I hold little desire to be swayed by ideas of fame and glory. I have certainly made friends with very powerful men, but I have not lost sight of the fact that I am only Alistair Purefoy. Youngest son of a London butcher. Physician’s assistant and now apprentice.

				I hope to one day be an independent physician. I might very well work alongside the Merry Gentlemen in their odd investigative pursuits. But no matter how successful I might be, I never want to assume delusions of grandeur. I never want to think that I am beyond myself. I would hate it if I ever developed traits of the wretched Upper Merchants!

				Upper Merchants are all the same. They are never satisfied with what they have, and witness the Whitcomb brothers. They have Hyde. And yet, they want either his brother or his cousin for their sister. Hyde is not good enough, and it has nothing to do with his personality, or his own social positioning, which is higher than their own. Being the second son of a baron is far beyond anything to which the Whitcombs could aspire, and yet they are dissatisfied. They are like locusts, devouring the greener grass that is never offered to them in the first place.

				I am not that way.

				I am a simple man, E. I love the pursuit of knowledge. I love all things medical. I love literature. I like listening to music, and I dislike it when said music is ruined by vocal accompaniment. I like good food. I am becoming more accustomed to drinking wine and do enjoy the occasional cigar. I enjoy good company, and am a loyal friend. I do not easily sway from my opinions, once formed. I do not dismiss friendships based on social standing. I am currently in possession of powerful friends, but to me, they are not different from Mr. Stuart, the barkeep from Mitchell Boarding House.

				I love to sit in the garden at night. I love the queer little restaurant with odd windows. I love the way the smoke and steam gather at the base of the cliff-side castle, and I spend hours watching it through the lenses of the camera obscura. I love writing you, and more than that, I love reading your witty responses.

				Upper Merchants trouble me. It is your task as beloved advisor to ensure that I never become one. You have my permission to point said pistol toward me, should that travesty ever occur!

				It also occurs to me, as I write, that both Whitcomb brothers are bachelors. I am already irritated, imagining their fawning over you. Let me warn you that I will not take kindly to such behaviors on their part, and will not hesitate to make my very strong opinions known on that subject. Keep in mind, I am recently skilled in a vast number of weapons. If they are foolish enough to flirt with you, then I might find it necessary to perform a demonstration of my newly formed talents. In their dining room.

				My good mood has returned with such a thought!

				The brothers did not hide their disappointment last night that neither Hamish nor Trantham had accepted their invitations to join us at dinner. I think that they expected to see Trantham later on, when we moved our party from their residence to Hyde’s tropical garden. The fact that Simon Trantham did not make an appearance there did little to dampen their very fantastic enthusiasm, and Michael Whitcomb went so far as to murmur to me that he believed very strongly that Trantham did intend to make an offer for his sister.

				When I asked him the source of such belief, he simply laughed and said that he understood such things. His implication was that I did not, but I am sure that my grasp upon reality is greater than Michael Whitcomb will ever have.

				That reality was confirmed, late last night, once the guests had left to return to their wine shop. Simon Trantham did venture out then, wide-eyed and cautious, and very pleased to find me alone, sitting beneath the swaying coconut trees. When I teased him about his nonattendance, he laughed richly.

				“The Brothers Whitcomb should grow used to disappointment,” Trantham said, settling himself on the folding wooden seat beside my own. “I have no intentions toward their sister, and I can assure you that Hamish does not, either. Who would be mad enough to face Ian, even if that were true?” he asked with a resigned shake of his head.

				“I would hardly expect Hyde to be tolerant,” I admitted.

				Trantham laughed. “My brother would be less than pleasant. I think The Darkness thus far would pale in comparison to what would be unleashed. Ian seldom likes people, Mr. Purefoy. I think it only right that he be allowed his two friends, without being disturbed.”

				“You consider me one of Hyde’s friends?” I asked, surprised by the thought.

				“You are Ian’s only friend,” Trantham corrected. “He is in love with Olivia Whitcomb, but too stupid to admit it, so I am forced to list her as his second friend. You, sir, are undoubtedly his friend.”

				I laughed. “I find that difficult to believe. We get along well enough, I admit, but friendship? I usually think Hyde is considering and plotting my own murder.”

				“He probably is,” Trantham answered with another laugh. “But he would never go through with it. I think you do not understand, Purefoy, the shock I feel at watching my brother, since you have arrived in town. I have never seen Ian behave this way. He is very nearly normal. And I have you to thank for that.”

				“I?”

				Trantham nodded. “My brother has always been different, Purefoy. Ever since we were children. The Darkness hit him early, and made it impossible for him to retain even the most stalwart friend. Even I, for all of my devotion to him, found it difficult to remain in his presence for very long. Ian is not one to welcome friendships, and he is too often lost in his own dark mind to allow anyone else in. Or even to tolerate their presence near him. He is barely able to function, socially, and yet his own brilliance made it possible for him to become a physician. Thank God for that, or else my brother would have been without focus entirely. His love of knowledge allowed him to concentrate on something tangible, and for that I am intensely grateful.”

				He had brought a bottle of wine with him, as well as two glasses. Trantham was obviously aware of my usual habit of sitting out in the garden, well into the night. He had been expecting to find me here. He poured a generous measure of port into a glass and handed it to me as he continued to speak.

				“I had grown used to my brother and his truly offensive ways. I had done much to protect the outside world from his dark wrath, insisting that he set up his office within his own town house. I thought that way he would minimize his impact upon the world at large. I have spent most of my life tidying up the damage Ian inflicts upon those around him. Let me assure you, I know that damage firsthand. My brother can be cruel, but I know that he is my responsibility. Having him move into the adjoining town house was a near miracle, and necessary, considering I have to watch over him and yet cannot bear the idea of sharing a house with him.”

				He filled his own wineglass and then set the bottle down at his feet. Straightening, he leaned back more comfortably in his chair. Trantham lifted his glass of wine in a salute to me.

				“You can imagine my surprise when he did not chase you away, Purefoy, within moments of meeting him. His other assistants did not last long, and I assumed you would be no different. But you were. You stayed. And somehow, miraculously, you became the only friend my brother has ever possessed. And for that, I thank you.”

				“I think we just understand each other,” I admitted after taking a sip of wine. “I do not know what it is. Perhaps I am simply capable of staying out of his way.”

				“You have succeeded where I have failed, then,” Trantham said. “I have spent my life trying to do that, only to find myself within the path of his fury. You are able to share a house with him,” he said, shaking his head in amazement. “You are truly constructed of strong stuff, Purefoy.”

				“Perhaps I am mad,” I answered, grinning over his laughter.

				“Perhaps you are,” he replied. “But it is a necessary madness, Purefoy. And an appreciated one. I think you are the brother Hyde was never willing for me to be, or that I was willing to be. I have never been much for staying out of his way, or patient enough to attempt understanding.”

				He asked me then how the dinner had gone. He wished to know if we were seeing any results in Miss Whitcomb’s turns about the tropical gardens. I said that I was unsure if it was affecting her, but Hyde seemed pleased with her enjoyment of his creation.

				“I wish you could convince him to marry her.” Trantham sighed. “He has made such an improvement, having you as a friend. Just think if he were married! We could even convince them to move elsewhere, someplace far away! Although I hate to wish that fate upon the tragic Miss Whitcomb.”

				“Perhaps I could convince her to propose to him,” I mused, which resulted in great laughter on both our parts.

				We are still desperately searching through MacDougal’s texts, making notes as we go. I have yet to find anything that matches her specific ailments, but Hyde remains cheerful, so I have hopes that we are nearing a cure. He seems to enjoy his Thursday turn about the garden, with Miss Whitcomb on his arm. I watch the two of them, lost in their conversation, as her brothers trail dutifully behind them.

				I am interested for you to learn if she does, in fact, possess feelings for Hyde. I believe that she does, but you know my own dismal lack of romanticism. I do not want to have lost myself in a foolish hope, and wish for you, in one of your girlish conversations with her, to discover if she holds any tender feelings for the man. If she does (as I believe she does) then I am concocting several ideas to advance his romance. I know Hyde loves her, that much is obvious, even to the Dismal Brothers. But I also know that Hyde is horrible and stubborn and probably afraid she will die, and is unwilling to do anything reckless that could inadvertently cause that to happen.

				She is probably not strong enough for a marriage, and certainly not strong enough to survive one to Hyde. But I am hopeful for them both, and dogged to see it done.

				I am as Simon Trantham said. I am mad. I am mad with my own love for you. I am determined to see Miss Whitcomb live, and for her and Hyde to know the sort of happiness to which I am newly accustomed. I am already in possession of Trantham’s blessing, should I manage to force an engagement between the two, so I know it is possible.

				I will, however, wait upon your good word. I need for you to ask her the questions that I cannot. If she does love him, then I will baldly inform Hyde that he simply must marry her, or else he will lose my good opinion forever.

				It is a thought, anyway.

				I received a strange note this morning, addressed to me at Hyde’s town house. It was with great disgust that I realized it was from Mr. Rose. You remember Rose, Dr. MacDougal’s assistant. It seems that he is irate (as expected) over my being awarded a cadaver for myself, and tracked me down at Hyde’s in an apparent desire to chastise me for my indulgent extravagance. I took a fiendish pleasure in reading his fury, his insistence that we meet to discuss my studies.

				I showed it to Hyde, who was equally pleased by such blatant outrage. I asked him if I was required to meet with the man, and he simply shrugged his shoulders, said that he would not be caught dead with someone as awful as Rose, but if it was my form of perverse entertainment, then who was he to stop me? He did say that if I did go out, that I was to bring back a few bottles of whisky on my way home.

				Rose wishes to meet tomorrow night, at the Old Physicians’ Hall, which is just down the road from me in New Town. I had already decided not to go, although I always enjoy watching Rose with his apoplectic fits, but I made the mistake of discussing it with O’Sullivan, during our target practice.

				Sully thought it great fun, finding humor in the idea of my insulting one of my fellow assistants. He decided that I should meet with the man, simply because it would be fascinating to watch. Sully wishes to accompany me, and perhaps after that we could visit the little restaurant that Benge is so fond of.

				Please be assured that since my meeting with Stuart at his tavern, I have not made it a habit to wander around town unaccompanied. The strangeness of such a mysterious query, coupled with the lingering thoughts of the murders, was too much, even for me. I found myself continually looking over my shoulder, and that did make walking in such narrow closes difficult. Not to mention foolhardy, and the knowledge of your love, your dependence has made me unwilling to risk myself with such solitary wanderings. I have decided that only the most necessary of outings are worth being alone, and have decided to await a companion on anything other than the most important of excursions.

				It seemed a wise decision, if one that saddened me. How I miss the freedoms of walking around, traipsing the long stairways of Auld Toon! And so, I will admit to experiencing a deep joy when Sully agreed to visit Rose. Please be assured that there is strength in numbers, so I know we will be quite safe.

				And so, it is a plan. I will admit I am in possession of a morbid curiosity in seeing Rose again. I have not seen anyone of a Doctoral nature since I was dismissed. Sully insists that we take our weapons and give the man a good scare, which should provide for an interesting next letter for you.

				All my love . . .

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Six

				November 19

				Hay’s Bookshop

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				I have come here tonight to secure an order for new books, some of which are mandatory readings selected for me by Hyde. More Surgery texts, I fear. Dismal readings. I find myself longing for the evenings when I used to read real novels, and fear that those days are long to be elusive for me.

				That fear has not, however, kept me from including a few purchases of mine own in the order. I had your list of requested books, and procured all of them. What was not here will be sent for, and I made sure that Mr. Hay understood to get the prettiest and nicest copies he could find. I did find the poetry collections you wanted, and Hay assures me that the rest of the books should arrive well before your Yuletide visit.

				I had not planned on staying here, and had originally thought to begin this letter when I returned home. But I saw my once usual desk, and was overcome with a sense of nostalgia. How much I used to enjoy sitting here and writing you, far away from the depths of Auld Toon. How luxurious seemed the fire!

				I am rarely nostalgic, scarcely sentimental, but it is snowing out tonight, my love. I found myself visiting my old coffee stall. I got a mug of the dark brew (which is dreadful compared to what Hyde serves, but even that shock cannot stop me from revisiting old memories!). I returned then to my desk, and having purchased a stack of parchment and new pen and ink, I decided to indulge myself.

				I can see the snow falling beyond the shop windows. I see it gathering along the bricked streets. There is traffic out, and through the glass, I can hear the shouts and cries of the pedestrians, endlessly traversing the snow-slicked pavements. There is the familiar flicker of gaslights, forming shadows against the passing carriages. All of it once seemed so strange to me, so foreign, and yet the rhythm and bustling pace that surrounds me now seems usual and expected.

				I anticipate showing you all this. I can envision wandering through the closes and seeing your delight in such a strange, medieval city. I am even willing to brave the funicular again, should you wish to. I cannot wait to bring you here, to Hay’s, and see your expression light up with being surrounded with such a variety of books.

				Be aware that I will probably find it impossible to surrender you, once you are here. You are warned, E. I fear that this city will prove dull and dismal once the Yule is over, and the New Year begins. If you are gone, returned to the Highlands, then how dreary it will be for your poor physician’s assistant!

				I suppose I should tell you about the meeting with Rose on Saturday. It was even more enjoyable than Sully anticipated, although I am unsure if Rose found half as much pleasure in it as we did. I know that I should feel badly for what can only be described as misbehavior. But I do not, and can assure you that Mr. Rose has never been kind or helpful to me in any manner, so Saturday’s meeting was without a doubt well deserved.

				Sully arrived at Hyde’s parlor, just before the appointed meeting time. I again invited Hyde to accompany us (much to Sully’s obvious alarm) but Hyde adamantly refused. He said that he could not think what would be a worse way to spend time, meeting with anyone from the Doctoral Council, or having conversation with either me or O’Sullivan.

				Sully sighed expressively as we left, making our way down the crowded pavement. There was no need to use the carriage. The Old Physicians’ Hall is not a far walk from the Hyde town house. I had been there once or twice before, but it is not utilized by the Council with as much frequency as it was in the past. The Hall is officially used as a meeting or gathering place for doctors and their assistants, but it is now considered more for formal, ceremonial use. Which means that there is little use for the Hall, considering that no one on MacDougal’s Council sees fit to do anything formally.

				Keep in mind, my auspicious release from Doctoral service was conducted in the Operating Theatre. I find great humor in the insult that such a proceeding was not considered formal, therefore not requiring the Hall. My previous visits to the Hall were to acquaint myself with Doctoral locations only. Until Saturday, I had not ever been summoned there.

				“I do not know how you abide Hyde,” Sully said, once we were well out of earshot of the town house. “Dismal man. I always pitied Trantham, being related to him, but I think I pity you more for having to share the same roof.”

				“Hyde is fine enough,” I said with a shrug. I was well aware that Hyde was probably watching our slow progress through the camera obscura and am yet unsure if that viewing involves the capability of sound. Certainly, Hyde has shown me nothing of the sort, and as far as I know, the camera displays images only.

				I do know Hyde well enough to believe that there could be the possibility of sound being captured by the strange device. My not knowing means little, and I found myself unwilling to speak ill of the man without knowing for sure that he was not capable of a fantastic eavesdrop.

				“Some say he is the devil incarnate,” Sully said with his thick Irish brogue. Again, I noticed that although he was smiling, that alleged mirth did not reach the depths of his dark eyes. I have noticed that trait several times in the man during our weaponry practice. O’Sullivan pretends much humor and good cheer, and yet I am unable to ignore the fact that his eyes do not reflect his laughter.

				Do not misunderstand me. He has proven himself to be a good friend. There is nothing to complain about with regard to Sully, and yet I cannot ignore the very base meanness that is evident in his every expression. No attempted joviality hides it, and it is my belief that he uses humor as a shield to discern and protect his true line of questioning.

				“Hyde can be difficult, at times,” I admitted, trying to strike a balance between good conversation and protecting myself from possible eavesdropping. “I think, really, that he likes to be left alone. He likes his routine. As long as one does not disturb it, then—”

				“His routine!” Sully laughed. “Only you would take the time to learn the routine of a madman! I will tell you what his routine is. Anything that involves a very good dousing of whisky, followed by an opportunity to unleash his cruelty upon others. It is amazing that he and Trantham are even related. Amazing even more that you have not murdered the man in his sleep! Now, tell me more about this Mr. Rose, and why he would possibly wish to see you.”

				The rest of our short, cold walk comprised my doing so. I told him all I could think of about Rose and MacDougal. I spoke of their poor welcome. Their insults. Their fury over my determination to stay here. Their abject hatred and jealousies of Hyde. I relayed my theories on the subject, and spoke of their probable upset over my being awarded a research cadaver. And all the while, we walked, the bases of our identical canes hitting against the pavement stones.

				Sully laughed. “Good. This meeting is a personal vendetta of sorts. Those are always enjoyable and,” he said, pulling out his pocket watch from his waistcoat pocket, “we should be finished quickly and make it to the restaurant in due course.”

				Rose was waiting in the cavernous main room of the Hall. I was pleased that MacDougal had not seen fit to come, or at least he was not willing to wait in the decidedly drafty space. The Hall was built nearly a century ago, and little has been done to increase either its welcome or its appeal (that could explain its lack of use). A long balcony overlooks the Hall’s floor, circulating its upper perimeters and forming viewing galleries. There is a glass domed ceiling, which is long in need of a good cleaning. The glass is so encased with soot and grime that it does not allow the entrance of very much light. There has not been a change to gas lamps, so the wall sconces are torches. I felt grateful that they had been lit, and they spluttered a welcome as we hauled open the massive front doors.

				The great fireplaces were cold. The floors were in dire need of polishing, and the upper galleries showed distinct cobwebs across their stone archways. The floor of the Hall was devoid of any furnishings, although I assumed that, had this been a proper meeting, there would have been some sent in and arranged properly. As it was, there was only Rose, standing with arms folded, foot tapping an impatient tattoo against the floor. Beside that foot sat an oversized medical reticule, open at the top, with several sheets of parchment sticking out.

				His fury was magnificent. It mottled his pale face, causing him to clench his jaw. When he saw that I was not alone, as the note had requested, that fury increased tenfold.

				Beside me, O’Sullivan laughed. The noise echoed through the cavernous room, bouncing off the empty upper galleries.

				“Hello, Rose,” I said, when it became apparent that he did not intend to speak, and was content to glower. “I hope I have not kept you waiting. This is Mr. Patrick O’Sullivan. He and I have dinner plans, so, please, if you do not mind, I would like to be chastised now so that I might go on and have a nice roast and glass of wine.”

				“Fish pie,” Sully replied. “Benge recommended I try that.”

				“It is good,” I admitted. “Although I am fond of the roast beef and potatoes. That and the apple tart. Any pudding, really, is good there, but Benge would not know that because he hates all things sweet and—”

				“And you were instructed to come alone!” Rose shouted, finally discovering his voice. “I was quite clear about that in my note, Purefoy. This is Doctoral business and is private! You were to come alone and explain to me how you dared award yourself a cadaver!”

				“Shepherd’s pie,” Sully said, snapping his fingers at the thought. “That was what Benge suggested. I thought it was fish, but I made a mistake.”

				“Not necessarily,” I said. “He usually orders a slice of each. I think he is fond of both.”

				“How can he not like pudding?” Sully asked, cutting his eyes over to the now spluttering Rose. Sully’s smile deepened. “Must be the savage in him. No man in his right mind would refuse a good pud, when offered.”

				“He does, though,” I said, ignoring Rose’s loud demand that we listen to him. “Never ceases to amaze me.”

				“I want you to explain yourself!” Rose bellowed, apparently surrendering his idea that this was private Doctoral business. “How dare you take a cadaver? You have no right! You have no link to the Crown! No special preference. There is a list, a protocol that must be followed, Purefoy, and—”

				“You know what is good as well, Sully?” I interrupted, keeping my expression pleasant. “I have found their soup offerings to be spectacular. Cream of potato. Chicken and leek. I have heard rumor of turtle soup being offered, from time to time, but it has never been a selection on the nights I am there.”

				“The trouble with a revolving menu,” Sully said, sighing loudly. “Difficult, when you have favorites, I would think. Tell me about the bread choices. Freshly baked, or am I to prepare myself for disappointment?”

				“There is procedure that is being ignored!” Rose shouted. “I want you to make a formal apology for overstepping your boundaries. You are no more than an assistant, Purefoy, and one not even admitted or acknowledged by the Doctoral Council! It is a farce! A travesty! You have polluted the entire doctoral profession. You and your monstrous butcher hands! A complete embarrassment! I have already filed a report with the Court, complaining about the cadaver, and I have brought papers for you to read, demanding that you apologize at once. You will be fined. You must behave in adherence with the procedures, outlined by—”

				“The breads are outstanding,” I interrupted, keeping my eye on Sully. For once, to my intense surprise, I could see a twinkle of mirth displayed within the depths of his hard, hard eyes. I realized then that he was enjoying himself immensely, and emboldened by the oddity of viewing his idea of true humor, I pressed on.

				“They are freshly baked, as soft as if they were just pulled out of the oven. Magnificent offering. Such variety. Have you seen enough?” I asked, smiling at the sound of Sully’s laughter.

				“Oh, yes. This is far less interesting than I had hoped. Take me to this restaurant now, Purefoy, or else the evening is a complete disaster!”

				And so, we left, turning our backs upon the still-shouting Rose. I will admit that I felt a deep sense of satisfaction in not explaining myself. I have never behaved in the manner expected of me by anyone in the Doctoral Council, and I wondered why they expected anything different this time. I am also well aware that as Hyde’s personal apprentice, there is no requirement for me to explain myself to Rose. MacDougal, possibly, but certainly not his assistant.

				“I only wish we had gotten a copy of whatever it was he filed against you,” Sully said later as we sat before a resplendent feast, all procured from those funny little windows. “Just for a good laugh. We should have Smithson file something terrible against him, although I think Rose has enough difficulty, being himself, day after day. He does not require additional trouble, possessing enough of his own already.”

				A quick aside . . . In the company of O’Sullivan, I realized that the top windows are nearer the ceiling than I thought, and while I have no difficulty glimpsing their offerings, it was necessary for me to relay them to the shorter Sully. I had not previously noticed our discrepancy in height, and appreciated his cheer in suggesting that I either rattle off the offerings, or procure a chair for him to look his fill.

				I had not considered this before, and realized that you would not be able to view the upper offerings with such ease. I hope this does not trouble you or make you unwilling to visit what has become my favorite restaurant. Please allow me to relay the upper rows, to procure whatever you desire. I do not wish you to be put off by this, and want you to love the place as much as I do. I would like nothing more than to describe the contents of the upper windows to you, as I did Sully, and hope this does not dampen any enthusiasm for such a wonderful menu.

				“It was rude of me to ignore him,” I said, not feeling a bit of remorse, and not expecting Sully to either. “Would have been more rude to not show up at all, possibly, but at least you had the entertainment of seeing him irritated.”

				“Pathetic creature,” Sully said. “Looks like he might blow over, should a strong wind arise. Filing a complaint! How ridiculous.”

				“I suppose I am lucky that he did not file a complaint with the police,” I said. “Probably Detective Drummond would be delighted to arrest me again, for being in possession of an unauthorized research cadaver.”

				“Oh, I thought you had heard,” Sully said. “Drummond was relieved of his services with the police. I think he has retired to someplace up North. Aberdeen, perhaps.”

				“Drummond was relieved?” I said, blinking in surprise.

				“Oh, yes,” Sully said. “Word is he had a habit of arresting the wrong men. The wrong man,” he added, pointedly. “Let me assure you that his new replacement will not be as foolish, considering that he is being supervised by your neighbor.” He grinned. “By Trantham.”

				By Trantham! I will admit that a hundred pounds of concern was released from my shoulders, dearest E. Most of my nightmares involve finding myself back in that police antechamber. To know that Drummond is not lurking and waiting for me to make even so much as the slightest misstep is a great relief to me. I was well aware that my release was not a popular decision, police-wise, and have been dreading the repercussions of my freedom.

				To discover that there are to be none is dizzying.

				Who are these Gentlemen and how can they possibly exert so much power within the city? Even with their unarguable social positioning, it is still a shocking capability. Do they truly control the city at their every whim? Is that possible?

				And quietly, I think . . . I am to be linked with them? The idea is both thrilling and alarming.

				I had a nice day yesterday, Sunday. To my surprise, Dog Benge arrived at the town house, inviting me out for Sunday exercise. I think he was envious of missing out on the restaurant the night before. I have learned that the Gentlemen are a jealous group, envious of any loss of entertainment.

				A walk! Such freedom! And to be accompanied by another Gentleman meant that all fears of the mysterious could be, for now, put aside.

				Benge told me to dress warmly, that he had heard rumor that I was in desperate need of fresh air. I challenged him to find me something that did not result in an intake of soot and grime. He asked if I cared to make a wager, with regard to his ability to discover some, but I have also been warned against betting against the Savage and his uncanny talent of winning money. My declining to wager caused him to laugh.

				Again, I asked Hyde to accompany us, and again was blessed to receive a very blistering reply, which I will not transcribe, not even to you, darling E. Too many insults to keep straight, and The Darkness must have been heavy upon him because he was quite creative. Suffice it to say, I merely handed him a bottle of whisky, and left without saying another word.

				To my intense horror, I realized that Benge intended to use the funicular. He took a great deal of pleasure in my obvious dismay, deciding to regale me with many past instances of tramway disasters. Things like the brakes failing, causing the craft to plummet to its destructive death. He went on and on for the entire time it took for us to purchase tickets and board and I was finally so irritated that I hardly cared as we squealed our way up the incline.

				We had purchased First Class tickets, which meant that the gawkers and gapers of the platform, who were all avidly staring at the Indian, were not packed into our compartment. I was never more pleased for the procurement of an otherwise empty carriage. The reaction he inspires everywhere we go must be tiresome (it certainly is to me, and I only witness it), but Benge seems completely oblivious to such attention.

				He asked me about the restaurant, how Sully liked it (I knew he was envious about missing it!). I told him about it, all about the odd meeting with Rose. He laughed and laughed about that, and assured me that he would have Smithson procure a copy of the complaint filed.

				“He wishes to slay you with paperwork.” Benge laughed as we chugged our way up the dismal incline. “I only wish that you had taken out a knife and shown him exactly how a proper butcher would slice him up!”

				“And be falsely accused again.” I sighed. “No thank you.”

				This funicular did not take the path I was expecting, traveling (in its chugging way) toward the Palace of Holyroodhouse. Intrigued, I ignored completely my difficulties with such modes of travel, and was too intent upon the adventure to mind as it came to a hellish and shuddering halt.

				“Must be a difficulty with the brakes,” Benge quipped, clearly struggling against laughter. I ignored him, and when the porter opened the carriage door, I quickly descended to the platform.

				I have not explored this area of the city much, and yesterday was no different. Dog Benge was not willing to linger, to let my tourist eyes overtake his plans. He hurried me forward, through the park that lay on the outskirts of the Palace, and I realized then that we had reached the base of one of the cliffs.

				There was a path, a true path, clearly outlined and set at an easy grade. We set out at a brisk clip, using our canes for unneeded leverage. I will admit a keen excitement to find myself on such an outing. . . . I have not done so since accompanying your father on his weekly jaunts amid the hills. This path was in no way comparable to the sharp inclines favored by your father, and yet I was prepared for that eventuality.

				One of the things I enjoy most about Dog Benge is his tendency toward silence. He does not believe in useless chatter, and so I was allowed the pleasure of walking and enjoying the incredible surroundings. We were traveling upward and making good time, and I could see the beginnings of the city spreading out beneath our lofty climb.

				And what a city it is! I could not believe the view that was being presented to me. I could see the narrow closes of Auld Toon. I could see the neat rows of New Town. Kirk spires and chimney pots. Airships churning through the darkening morning skies! With each increment upward I could see more and more, and as the fresh air rushed into my lungs, I took a rich, fragrant breath.

				It was as if I were suddenly in an oasis. For months now, I have breathed in the dank scents of the city. I realized yesterday that I had forgotten how clean air could smell! How cleansing! How necessary!

				In a flash, I was back in the Highlands. I was with you, wandering alongside the Loch. I took breath after breath, each one revitalizing me. My thoughts became clearer. My steps lighter.

				There was a splendid little tearoom arranged at what Benge referred to as the midpoint of our climb. He suggested we pause for a cup, and I was more than happy to. The interior was brightly painted and cozy, with a large picture window set just against the mountainous edge, which revealed a breathtaking view. All of the city lay sprawled beneath us. I could see the tops of carriages. I could see the funiculars.

				We had jam tarts and tea, seated at a table against the window. Benge explained that Edinburgh is comprised of seven hills, and that we were viewing the glory of it. I could see the Firth, with its sparkling waters. I could see ships tossing to and fro upon it. And the castle looked as splendid and stately as always, firmly ensconced upon its own hill.

				I asked Benge if this reminded him of his home, and he simply nodded.

				We set out again, determined to reach the top. I was dismayed to see that weather was pouring in, clouds darkening with the grey threat of impending snow. The wind was picking up somewhat, making the stroll a bit more strenuous, but still it was nothing compared to the treacherous walks favored by your father!

				Bring a pair of sturdy boots, E., as well as your warmest coat and gloves. I know that you often walk with your father, so this climb should be nothing to you. And the view! Well, I will insist that you see it, and believe you will love it as much as I did.

				There is an old ruined shell of a building up there, pieces of stone walls standing against the ravages of time. I know how much you enjoy ruins, and this one will surely please you. I found it eerie, imagining the past lives of whoever had once tried to live and survive here, and fantastically, I began to feel as if that someone were watching me.

				I know you are laughing, darling girl, over my active imagination, but I know what I felt. It was as if someone, someone sinister, were watching my every move. Hidden against the stone walls. Moving through the gathering fog. There were others hiking, forming quite a crowd, but none that I glanced at seemed to be particularly malevolent.

				I pushed aside all thoughts of the past, all previous traumas. I was with one of the Gentlemen. Why waste a perfectly good walk with paranoia?

				This imagination of mine! How you must be laughing, shaking your head at my ridiculous folly! I anticipate your teasing me on our own walk. Let me warn you that, should that happen, I will definitely find a way to avoid the notice of your maid or whatever chaperones we will be burdened with. A kiss, in all likelihood, will be called for, and even I would be willing to face the malevolent ruins to gain a kiss from your lips!

				We walked on briskly, moving upward, until we had reached the summit. The wind was ferocious now, as were the approaching clouds, but I was simply too pleased to be surrounded by such air that I hardly cared! The view was obscured now, but there was a tall stone pillar that provided an odd seat. I took it, and closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply again and again.

				When I opened them, Benge was gone. I began to grow worried, knowing that we were at a dangerous locale. I struggled to not think of the past, of the subterranean horror. The rocks are treacherous, easily deadly beneath such winds, but he appeared just as I slid off the rocky seat. He suggested that we hurry back, lest we wish to be snowed upon, and we did just that.

				It is still snowing, as I look out from the bookshop window. A glance at the clock assures me that I can catch the last posting of the night, and so I am regrettably ending this letter. I find that I am enjoying the regularity of our letters, since I have added the enhancements, but even they cannot assuage the intense longing I have for you. Letters are of little comfort now that I know you love me. I wish to see you, and am ardently counting the days until you arrive.

				Mr. Stuart has asked me to come by his tavern tonight, but I think I will cancel. He wishes to discuss books and literature, but I find myself so tired from my academic pursuits that I feel it a burden to conduct such talk. I have no wish to be that deeply in Auld Toon alone, and know that is an unnecessary wander. I believe I will return home, sit in front of the fire, and imagine the luxury of your sitting beside me!

				All my love,

				Your devoted Alistair

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Seven

				November 21

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				My name is Olivia Whitcomb, and I know that we have not yet made acquaintance, but I am in possession of your recent letter, and I had originally planned on writing a far more cheerful note but have discarded that entirely. Forgive me, but I must speak plainly to you, as if we are already truly the friends I envision us to be. Miss Campbell, please, you must come to Edinburgh now! Immediately! It is your Mr. Purefoy! He has been injured, grievously, and I know that, were I in your place, I would want to know that my beloved has been hurt.

				I do not know many details, and I am sorry about that. I do know that your Mr. Purefoy went missing on Monday night, and that his friends were adamant to find him. They had been scouring the city, and Dr. Hyde contacted my brothers to see if they had seen him. Of course, that caused me alarm, and I immediately asked Dr. Hyde the nature of what had happened. He did not provide many details to me, but I was dogged, for your sake, Miss Campbell. I insisted that he contact me when your Mr. Purefoy was discovered, and you can imagine my relief to have received a note that he had been found.

				I believe he had been kidnapped. I do know that he is injured, but I do not know how or the extent of it! Miss Campbell, I am sorry for that, but be assured I have been unwavering in my attempts to learn more!

				I was frantic for more information, but Dr. Hyde has always been a difficult man to converse with. Suffice it to say, I finally contacted Lacey MacBean, who is the wife of one of Mr. Purefoy’s friends. Mrs. MacBean possesses a calmer nature than mine own, and also has the capability of discovering more information than I am able to. She learned that your Mr. Purefoy has, indeed, been greatly harmed, but is alive, and after a brief discussion we decided that you should be called for.

				I do not know if you do in fact love him as much as he loves you. I know only that he is devoted to you, and if you feel the same, then I would think it appropriate that you come. Lacey has made the arrangements, procuring Upper Class tickets on the airship for you and your maid. Her carriage will be waiting for your arrival, so if you are not willing to come then please contact her at her address as soon as possible.

				I have not told Hyde that you are coming, because he refuses to leave Mr. Purefoy’s side. None of his friends have left, and even Mr. MacBean, Lacey’s husband, is there, and is providing her a rare opportunity to take matters into her own hands. Which we are.

				We are ladies, Miss Campbell. The men might be intent upon healing his physical injuries, but we know that there must be healing of the heart.

				I am enclosing the air tickets, and I hope that you take advantage of them.

				Mr. Purefoy needs you, Miss Campbell. I do not know much about healing, certainly not as much as Dr. Hyde, but I do know the power of love. I know he loves you beyond all reasoning, and if you even feel a tenth of what he does, then you simply must come and help him! If you do not love him, then I am at a loss, and I suppose it would be better if you ignored our summoning, rather than hurt him further in this time of pain. But I know that you do!

				Lacey says for you to be strong. Be calm. Pack a small bag only, and she will provide anything else you need during this time. We are offering you our friendship and support in this terrible tragedy. She is sending this note special post, directly to your cottage address, thereby expediting your awareness of this horror.

				Oh, hurry, Miss Campbell! Hurry to Edinburgh and your beloved Purefoy!

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Eight

				November 21

				Hyde Town House

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				I have been instructed that everything I write will be destroyed by you. I have been assured that you will speak to no one about what I have to say. I have been told to speak plainly to you, to give you a full accounting of everything that has happened.

				My name is Dog Benge, and I am a friend to Alistair Purefoy.

				He is a Warrior, Miss Campbell, someone who would be appreciated by the members of my tribe. Before I begin, you must understand that your man went through a very rough trial and yet he came through it with strength and honor. I am proud to call him friend, and I think you will be proud of having been his lady.

				I know that you are aware of recent events, that there have been murders, and that Purefoy was falsely accused. My friends and I had been hunting down the true suspects and were involved in the investigations when the unthinkable happened, and your Mr. Purefoy was captured.

				We know that the capture occurred late Monday night. Hyde knew that Purefoy was at Hay’s Bookshop, securing an order. We know that he posted a letter to you. We know that he did not return home after being seen at the Air Station, and so we assume that the capture happened at that point.

				He was assailed by chloroform that was soaked in a handkerchief and pressed against his mouth and nose. It would have been simple enough to do this. The pavements of Edinburgh are crowded, and it would be simple to make such an attack, with a man being pulled into a narrow close, with no one the wiser. We believe that is what happened, and then Purefoy was loaded into a carriage and taken away. Purefoy is a very strong man, and without the chloroform, it would have been close to impossible for him to be overwhelmed.

				We found his cane at the foot of one of the closes. Our investigation focused there, and we immediately went into action. We are an investigative group, with our own specializations. Simon Trantham galvanized the police into conducting a proper search. Gordon MacBean alerted the Chevalier Cabinet, who arranged for airships to scour the city. Hamish MacBean and August Smithson began questioning everyone in the area, learning quickly that Purefoy had been seen, being shoved into a carriage. Hamish and Smithson got involved with following those leads.

				A few days ago, I went on a long walk with Purefoy, in what should have been a bit of scenic exercise. It was, and yet I found myself constantly on alert. I was aware that recently, some mysterious stranger had made inquiries about Purefoy’s whereabouts, which was cause for alarm. I am not a believer in coincidences, and the fact that he was present at several of the recent murder scenes gave us the idea that he was possibly being hunted.

				And so I scanned the crowd of hikers as we climbed the mountain. I watched carefully at the tea shop. And when I saw a man behaving oddly at the summit, I thought it could not be coincidence.

				I did not wish to alarm Purefoy, and so I disappeared briefly, moving through the fog unnoticed. I wished for a chance to observe the stranger, who was so concentrated on glaring at Purefoy that he was unaware of me. His hands were clenched at his sides, fury evident in his expression. He had eyes for no one save Purefoy, and I knew, without a doubt, that if there had not been a crowd of hikers present, then he would not have hesitated to harm him. I saw the man stare repeatedly at the edge of the cliff side. I saw him stare intently at Purefoy. When he finally focused on me, I was very nearly upon him, but he scampered away with a sharp cry of alarm.

				I let him go, although I had committed his facial features to my mind. He was obviously someone familiar with Purefoy, and I had long ago memorized all the faces of those who shared either boarding house. This man was not from there. He was not from the restaurant we frequent. He was not from the tavern or bookshop. He was not police. So that left only the Doctoral Council.

				My mind was preoccupied as we returned to Hyde’s town house. I immediately excused myself and returned to my own home, lost in thought.

				It was not until the next morning, Monday, that I decided to go to the Doctoral offices. I was refused entrance, but I contacted Gordon MacBean, who, as usual, was able to open all closed doors that were presented to us. The two of us demanded an accounting of all physicians and all assistants. We asked to see them all, and their protests were met by stoic disdain and disinterest from MacBean.

				We paraded them through the Operating Theatre. MacBean and I sat in the lower observing gallery, while I looked at each of them. We were joined by Patrick O’Sullivan, and our friend, Anthony Martino, who had recently arrived from Venice. We filled them in quickly on my suspicions, and they agreed that this was a good place to start.

				At this point, we had decided that the man on the mountainside was probably our culprit. If not, he certainly hated Purefoy with abandon, and none of us was willing to allow someone like that, murderer or no, access to our friend.

				We are very fond of your Purefoy, Miss Campbell. We are his friends, and none of us will tolerate anyone bringing him harm. And we have already proven this, but I am getting ahead of my dismal story.

				We ignored the irate complaints of the physicians and their assistants. The lower floor of the Theatre was full of them, loudly shouting that this sort of inspection was an outrage. MacBean calmly insisted that it was necessary and that if they did not watch themselves, he would have them all arrested for the obstruction of justice. His threat worked, as usual, and I was granted silence in which to continue my perusal.

				I looked at them all but saw no evidence of the man I had seen. I asked if this was everyone, and to my surprise, Patrick O’Sullivan answered me.

				“There is no Mr. Rose. He is not here.”

				Surprised, I turned to my friend. I described the remembered features of the man at the mountainous summit. Sully nodded his head and said that it was, undoubtedly, Mr. Rose.

				The euphoria we felt at finally making discovery was dampened by our learning that neither he nor his physician, Dr. MacDougal, were present in the Operating Theatre. No one was aware of their locations, and not even the threat of impending arrest made it otherwise. They truly did not know, and had not seen any sign of them in days.

				Immediately, we changed tactics. The search for these two men began in earnest, and we were heavily involved in it, late into the evening, when we received word that Purefoy had gone missing.

				You can imagine our alarm to learn this, and I wish to offer you my most heartfelt apology that it even happened. There was a gross misunderstanding among us. Everyone believed that someone else had seen to the security of Purefoy, but in the heat of the hunt, we had all thought that someone else was protecting him. The last we had seen of him, he was with Hyde, and it sickens me that I was so busy finding his threat that I allowed it to reach him.

				Please forgive me, Miss Campbell. Forgive me for not protecting my brother Purefoy better. I take the responsibility upon my own shoulders, as do the rest of the Gentlemen. We believed he was to stay at the town house. We should have told Hyde to keep him close.

				Instead, he was gone. MacBean contacted the Crown, who started the airship search. The others started questioning those who were close to the discarded cane. They searched Rose’s quarters, as well as MacDougal’s town house, but there was no sign of either.

				Be assured, the seven of us tore the city asunder. We spent hours learning the usual haunts of these men. We then searched there. We left no stone unturned. August Smithson even went up the cliff-side pathway, determined to learn if Purefoy had been taken there. We scoured the docks at Leith. We used every resource available to us, determined to find Purefoy and find him swiftly.

				The night passed and turned into a dismal morning.

				And then Sully had the idea that eventually proved our salvation. He insisted upon the Old Physicians’ Hall, which we had already explored. He said that we had to go back. Simon Trantham argued that we had already searched through the cavernous hall, but Sully said that he had a feeling, an intense feeling, that there was something there.

				I am a Cherokee Indian. I was taught to never ignore a feeling, and so I agreed to go.

				And so, I set out with Sully. Tony Martino came as well. The three of us left the cerebral search to the other Gentlemen, who are always better at making things happen within the proper channels. As I have said before, we each have our specializations. For me, for Patrick O’Sullivan, and for Tony Martino, it is better if we take a more active role.

				We approached the quiet Physicians’ Hall, and I will admit I felt a disappointment to discover that the floor and antechambers were still as empty as when we had first searched them. I was very aware that each passing moment, each hour, could be the last for my friend. I knew we were running out of options, out of places to look, and hoped that one of the other Gentlemen was having better luck in finding out news of where they could have possibly taken Purefoy.

				Tony Martino has always been a master tracker. He is a Venetian count but possesses such similar tracking skills to mine own that we have often laughed about him carrying a hint of Indian heritage. It was he who noticed a slight discoloration in the wooden floor, close to the main fireplace. It was a small spot, easily overlooked by even the most expert of hunters, but we were unwilling to ignore it.

				We took out our knives, and I managed to find the hidden trigger. The floorboard depressed slightly, and then caused the entire front of the fireplace to swing open, revealing a dark hallway beyond.

				We took a torch, and shining it against the hallway floor we could see the marks of recent footprints. We could tell by the movement of the dust that something had been dragged. Something, or someone.

				And so, without hesitation, the three of us walked into battle. We were armed. We held the torch above us, and we did not linger. We hurried through the impossibly tight passageway, feeling it descend into the netherworld. The air was damp with mold and disuse, but the footprints were still visible.

				The hallway was soon bathed in torchlight. We could hear voices. Laughter. Pausing only to rid ourselves of our own torch and pull out our weapons of choice, we stepped through an open stone archway.

				The room must have been an ancient cellar, buried deeply beneath the Old Physicians’ Hall. The ceiling was high and curved, and the walls were composed completely of a very slick, very old brick. A second entrance to the room was revealed across the wide floor from where we stood. The sudden and intense light was nearly blinding, and we paused, just within the threshold, and took quick stock of what lay before us.

				We saw MacDougal. We saw Rose. There were seven other men there as well, rough and sturdy and obviously hired as working muscle, probably from the docks. They milled about a medical examining table, upon which was laid a truly shocking sight.

				I hesitate to tell you about it at all, Miss Campbell, but I have my orders to speak the truth. And I know it is what Alistair would want, should he know that I was writing you. I do, however, ask for your forgiveness in relaying such horror.

				Upon the table was a gross collection of human body parts. They were sewn together in a terrible method, in a sick pretense of a normal human body. I know now that they were the bits taken from the different murder scenes, kept in cold storage, and attached together. Beside the table, there was a second table, its surface filled by a small wooden box, covered with brass handles and dials. Brass tubes were connected to the medical bed, and this contraption so captured the attention of the physician and his assistant that they were unaware that they had visitors.

				The seven men were occupied elsewhere. They crowded around a man, around Alistair, who was hung suspended by ropes at his wrists. He was pulled upward, his bindings connected to a metal hook descended from the ceiling. The balls of his feet touched the ground, keeping him steady. He was without his shirt, and as we watched, one of the men slapped a wooden cane across his back.

				Everything at this point becomes difficult to tell, Miss Campbell. Rage overwhelmed me, as it did my two friends. All I could focus on was the sight of my friend, of my brother, who was covered in welts and cuts. I could see what appeared to be a recently dug grave, just beyond where he hung suspended. I saw all of these things in the blink of an eye. I saw the marks upon his back. The bruises on his face. The soil that still discolored his skin, and I realized that he had recently been put within that grave.

				In the next second, Alistair lifted his head. He looked at me, and my only thought was that he was still alive.

				I threw back my head and let out my warrior’s howl, and then the mayhem began.

				I pause now. I take a drink of coffee. How can I possibly tell you what happened next? Hyde tells me that I must, and is threatening to do so himself if I do not continue. He says that you are a Warrior’s lady, and that it is your right to know how we avenged the ills inflicted upon your man.

				We massacred them. They are all dead. The room became red with the shedding of their blood. We were brutal.

				I fought my way to Alistair. I fight differently than most, as do my two friends. I was ruthless with the dockworkers, showing no mercy. Sully fought at my side, his pistols firing.

				We reached Alistair and cut him down. His shoulders and arms were damaged from being hung suspended, but he was breathing. He was covered in cuts, with marks across his wrists. He had been buried alive, pulled out just before he died. He had been beaten with a cane and with a whip. He was barely conscious as I cut away the ties that bound him, but he was alive. And to us, that was all that mattered.

				Tony Martino saw to MacDougal and Rose, deciding to inflict a hint of the torture that they had bestowed upon our friend. He tied them up and began to extract their fingernails as they shrieked. It was he who learned of their diabolical plan to create their own human, using a Steambox as the catalyst for life. They had orchestrated all the recent deaths, wanting body parts for their creation.

				Evil cowards are all the same. When faced with their own impending death, they find it impossible to not confess their every sin. I promised them mercy if they told it all, and they believed me. Both MacDougal and the sniveling Rose admitted that the murders had been failed attempts to get Purefoy. They wanted his butcher hands for their monster. They wanted to hurt him, to hurt Hyde.

				I scalped them, then. Sully shot them. Tony cut their throats. Again, forgive me for the grossness. For the horror. Ian Hyde is reading over my shoulder, and he tells me that you are a remarkable woman, and that I am to tell the rest of it as well.

				Another drink of coffee.

				We heard footsteps then, so many of them. To our dismay, it seems that there were more dockside workers hired. More ruffians, with intent to kill. They approached us from the back entrance, some sick army that could not be appeased.

				I could hear Alistair talking, his voice low and hoarse and barely audible. I bent down, trying to tell him that this would be all right, that we would survive, but he was adamant and determined that I listen.

				“The Steambox,” he rasped. “All the levers. Push them all up. Activate every dial. Unplug the tubes from the bed, and then run! Run out of here!”

				Admittedly, it made no sense to me. But there were thirty or forty of them, against the three of us. I knew that we could do a tremendous amount of damage, and we were well covered in weaponry. Sully’s face was alive with the thrill of violence. Tony was brandishing two long swords and bellowing loud Italian curses. My friends were prepared for battle, prepared to die, and I was as well, but your Alistair, obviously, had other plans for us.

				“Now!” he shouted, the effort of doing so causing him to slip into unconsciousness.

				I ran forward without hesitation. I reached the Steambox, and shouting out for Tony and Sully to get Alistair, I motioned them toward our entryway. They were gracious enough to not question me, although I could see their obvious confusion.

				“Now!” I said. “Get him and go now!”

				They put up their weapons, and carefully steadied Alistair between them. He was still unconscious, but my friends are strong, and they managed to carry him to the hallway threshold.

				I concentrated my attention on the Steambox. The attackers were making a steady approach but were obviously made nervous by the violence that was evident. There were scalped men and blood splattered everywhere. I think they were debating the necessity of continuing on, and I used their hesitation to my benefit.

				I turned all the dials to the highest point, noticing an alarming hum beginning to circulate within the interiors of the wooden box. I pushed the levers up, and when I did so, a piercing scream was emitted from its depths.

				Instantly, the attackers stilled. They ceased their forward motion, mumbling among themselves.

				I worked frantically, following Purefoy’s terse instructions as best I could. I pulled the strange tubes from their attachment to the table. I separated one from the creature’s cold mouth, horrified to touch the thing but unwilling to not do as Purefoy directed.

				The noise of the Steambox was louder now, and the violence of its shaking caused it to tumble off its table. It crashed to the floor with a terrific cacophony, wood splintering in every direction. The noise was horrendous, and it took me a moment to remember Alistair’s other demand.

				He had told us to run.

				“Run!” I shouted, racing to my friends. Sully and Tony appeared mesmerized by the intense sound, frozen with shock.

				I reached them just as the Steambox exploded.

				The noise was deafening, and the light that erupted was like a very large fireball had been released. It flashed as brightly as daylight, brighter even, and then, suddenly, I could feel a sharply cool breeze drift over us.

				This was unlike any breeze or wind I have ever experienced. It touched my skin lightly, almost like a whisper. There was smoke, but not the kind of smoke that one would expect from such an explosion. This was light and gentle, and as I watched, I could see the shimmering images of what appeared to be ghosts forming out of its mists.

				I have always been a spiritual man, Miss Campbell. Both of my friends are also spiritual, and Sully and Tony have informed me that they had never before witnessed the sight that we experienced. They saw it as well. They felt the breeze. They saw the figures, who formed around us, around Purefoy mostly, reaching to touch us with their delicate, ghostly fingers.

				One of them appeared to press his face against Purefoy’s and then disappeared entirely. Instantly, his eyes flew open, and he said only, “My soul has returned,” before once more succumbing to oblivion.

				We ran then, hauling Purefoy between us. Behind us, we could hear another explosion, this one less mystical. Fire erupted, and we could hear the shouts of the men as they perished in the blaze.

				We hailed a carriage and hurried to Hyde’s house, sending at once for the rest of the Gentlemen. Do not be concerned with the fire at the Physicians’ Hall or the discovery of our revenge. We have sent Hamish MacBean to the site. He returned an hour ago and assured me that all has been handled perfectly, and that there is to be no continued trouble for us.

				As I have said, we each have our specialty.

				Our only concern is for Alistair, and we immediately surrendered him into Hyde’s very capable physician’s hands.

				Gordon MacBean wanted to take Alistair to the Operating Theatre, as did Smithson, but we know that Hyde is the best there is. He has Alistair sedated now, so that he might address his very grievous wounds. His shoulders are not dislocated, thankfully, although they are injured. He can move his fingers, which is good.

				That brings me to the end of my tale. Be assured that we are all here, doing what we can for your Warrior. Hyde is working steadily upon him, and as soon as I have more news, I will write again and update you.

				My very best regards,

				Dog Benge

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Nine

				November 21

				Desk of Dr. Ian Hyde

				Dear Miss Campbell,

				Dog Benge is a damned idiot. Clearly, he was too busy butchering the villains to pay any true attention to what occurred within the depths of the Physicians’ Hall.

				I assigned him the simplest of tasks, one a child could manage given only the very briefest of instructions. I asked him to write to you, to provide illumination for what was undoubtedly the worst night and dawn of my existence.

				He failed, and he failed epically. It was not as if Benge is required elsewhere. He provides no doctoral help, nothing to aid my care of your wounded Purefoy. He can hardly play nursemaid, and I neither appreciate nor require his prolific medical opinions. I had hoped my request that he sit out of my way and detail events would provide a focus for his restless and admittedly annoying presence within my home.

				It did not. For some unknown reason, he felt the need to rush the task and then return to his vulture perch at the foot of Purefoy’s bed. He did not even bother to post the message himself, handing it off to my footman instead. I suppose he realized that, should he leave, I would not hesitate to lock my doors against him and the rest of his Gentlemanly crew.

				And so, I find the task of writing has fallen upon my shoulders. I do not shirk from the responsibility of detailing events. I am very well aware that my assistant spoke plainly with you, on all matters. You would wish to know the truth of what occurred; hence I am affording you that courtesy.

				It seems strange to introduce myself. I am certain you know of me, and I have heard little else from my apprentice, other than details of his correspondence with you.

				I am Dr. Ian Hyde.

				I have little use for pretense, little care for silly parlor talk. I know of your agreement to speak frankly on all subjects. I can appreciate that. It is how I conduct myself on a daily basis. Why bother pretending one’s opinions? Why shirk reality? Anything other than abject honesty gets in the way of my continual search for Truth, and it is with that idea that I sit tonight to write you.

				Be assured, your Purefoy is sleeping. I have relocated my desk so that I might watch him as I write. It is hardly a necessary precaution. With the crowd arranged around his sickbed, it is a wonder the boy can rest at all.

				Also, please know that I am doing everything within my power to heal and repair his damage. My reputation as physician is not mere speculation. I am known as the best because I am. Medically, there is no equal. I will not rest until Mr. Purefoy is returned to his usual health and vitality. Not to mention his ever-present overabundance of enthusiasm.

				Part of my annoyance with Benge’s letter (and I read enough before he sent it away) was his apparent determination to herald his own participation in the night’s events. Certainly, he was involved in the rescue. He was an integral part of the bloody revenge, the savage butchery, warrior whoop and all. But I would argue that he hardly knows half of the night’s events, and I cannot help but take offense at his gross misinterpretation of his own importance.

				Still, he is American. I suppose it would be impossible for him to tell a tale without making himself the unabashed hero.

				I was actually the one who first noticed the absence of my assistant. Purefoy has always been known for his punctuality. In all my months of knowing him, he has never been late. His routine is constant and utterly predictable. Even while living here, his patterns could be matched with the clock. Meal times once fluctuated with my moods and whim, but since Purefoy’s arrival on my doorstep, he expects his breakfast and supper at the precise time, without fail. He appears in the camera tower at the same time, day after day. He considers his work finished at a time specific to him, his own designated hour, and he follows that self-created schedule to a fault.

				And so, on Monday evening, he was off to that dreadfully cramped bookshop . . . I assume to create another of his undoubtedly dreary letters. He was under my strict instruction to return with a fresh bottle of whisky, and I was keenly anticipating his return. Before he left, I was quite clear that there was to be no dreamy dawdling, and Purefoy, as usual, laughingly assured me that he would comply with my demands.

				A quick aside . . . I have always used spirits to aid me in my cognitive thinking, to sharpen my mind, to focus myself on whatever task or puzzle I have set before me. My personality is such that I often find it difficult to keep emotion from muddying my concentration.

				My brother calls it my Darkness, but to that I say “Balderdash!”

				Any alleged Darkness is only a result of my incessant search for Truth. I cannot and will not allow any emotional burden of humanity to get in the way of what my mind can accomplish. I find that the occasional whisky or such spirits help me keep the looming threat of “feeling” at bay. On Monday evening I had much to do and had intended for Purefoy to procure the needed elixir necessary for focus.

				And so you must know that Monday’s events, of which I was very much a part, were certainly affected by my own human emotions. I had no whisky or spirit to hold back the response, nothing to protect my glowing mind from their effect. For this, I must apologize. If I had taken time to partake, I believe I would have discovered his location far sooner. If my mind had been at its sharpest, its most brilliant, then I would have remembered the old wine vaults beneath the Physicians’ Hall. I would have thought of it sooner, and perhaps saved us all a wealth of heartbreak.

				My mind, you see, is my weapon. It is my bludgeon, suitable to all problems and situations. Spirits keep it sharp, keep me focused, but in the crazed search, I did not take time to imbibe.

				In fact, tonight is the first time I have touched the stuff since this nightmare began. Just now, sitting at my desk before the fire, I have poured myself a much-needed glass. I believe the tale will sort itself more clearly within my mind if I find my focus, my Truth. My emotions were certainly there that night and violent dawn. They made matters much more difficult than they should have been, and I can only hope that you accept my apology for not protecting the sanctity of my mind earlier.

				And so, I raise a toast to you, Miss Campbell. Or as they say in the Highlands, “I drink a wee dram.”

				But I digress.

				I noticed his tardiness at once. It was unusual, and Purefoy in his conduct and manner leans toward the predictable, as I have said. I ascended to my camera tower and decided to start my hunt there. It was possible that he had ignored my command, and had become lost in his imaginings. (Which has happened, on many occasions. I often wonder how he can keep up at all, what with his tendency to get lost within his own observations.) I decided to use the far-reaching scope of the camera obscura to ascertain if my fears were indeed true, if in fact he was lingering at Hay’s. He might have stopped at his favorite restaurant, the one I enjoyed as well until it became overrun with too many Gentlemen for my liking. He might have paused there, to search those queer brass and glass tiny windows, looking for the too-often elusive turtle soup.

				I considered Stuart’s tavern, and spent a great deal of time staring at its front door. It is set at such an angle that I cannot see deeper into the tavern properly (as I receive excellent visuals through the very large windows of both the queer little restaurant and Hay’s Bookshop, since those windows are properly and conveniently placed at angles that can be reached by my lens). I saw a great number of drunkards, many reprobates, but no glimpse of Purefoy.

				I am considering the placement of mirrors, strategically arranged throughout this terrible, twisting town, to prevent further difficulty in future.

				Even from the distance, angles or no, my camera lens would have been able to find him if he had been about. The lens is great in its scope, fine in its focus. Had Purefoy been at any usual location, I would have known.

				He was not. Punctual Purefoy was gone.

				It was at that moment that my elder brother, Simon Trantham, made an unwanted but fortuitous appearance within my tower. Usually, by agreement, he does not cross the threshold of what I consider my sacred space (his being his own library, which I habitually agree to not patronize). However, on Monday evening, Simon was concerned with the possible poisonous nature of one of my newer flora implants into our shared garden (poisonous, yes, but necessary to my overall scheme of creation).

				I was quick to interrupt his furious tirade. I alerted him of the unexpected disappearance of our friend. Simon’s concern mirrored mine own, and he went into action with his usual surety and speed.

				Which summoned the attention of the Merry Gentlemen. Despite all of my complaints over their faults (and there are many, let me assure you), on the matter of grand-scale and thorough search, the Gentlemen have no equal.

				Benge described their efforts reasonably well, what with the airship deployment and investigative start. I have to grudgingly admit that the Gentlemanly strength also lies in their ability to separate tasks, each focusing on his own best abilities. I have always thought that, among my brother’s friends, there is a wide dichotomy of those who possess stronger intellectual leanings with the ones I consider of more brutish, physical strength. In times of stress, it is their pattern to each focus on his own talents, working together seamlessly to achieve the desired goal.

				The cerebrals (or so they think) are my brother Simon, Gordon MacBean, and August Smithson. They use their alleged intellectual power to oversee the project. They utilize their social positioning, be it with the Crown, legal, or police. They are ruthless in any campaign, and despite their overblown egos (rampant!), they manage tolerably well to reach the end of the puzzle without too much strain.

				The physicals (I often consider them pugilists) fall lower on my intellectual scale, at least in matters of the traditionally cerebral. These would be the Savage Benge, the Irish O’Sullivan, and the Venetian count. I suppose you could consider them intellectual in a pedestrian sense. They are well versed in everything pugilist, knowledgeable with all sorts of weaponry. Plotting and planning is not their forte, and they prefer a more aggressive approach to any investigation.

				I almost forgot my cousin, Hamish MacBean. He is neither cerebral, nor physical, although he would argue both. He comes last and has the unenviable task of correcting all the damage inflicted by the Gentlemen. How he manages is of little concern to me, and I scarcely think of him other than with fleeting thoughts of pity for finding himself so ignobly employed within the Merry group.

				The cerebrals centered their campaign in Simon’s library, working out possible scenarios for who could have taken Purefoy and, most important, where he was located. There was a constant stream of intelligence being shuffled in from the outside. Policemen milled about, as did several members of the Chevalier Cabinet, all offering their dubious skills in whatever area they believed most helpful.

				I made inquiries of those acquaintances I share with Purefoy. The Whitcomb brothers, as well as their sister, have many contacts within the merchants of town. It was within the realm of possibility that Purefoy stopped in to pay his respects, but they reported no sign of him.

				In the great hubbub of raised voices and commotion, I noticed a distinct absence of the Gentlemen pugilists. I found it tiresome to listen to some of the ideas being tossed about, particularly those of the police. At least my brother and his Gentlemen friends remained realistic about options. I hardly thought it possible that Purefoy could have been spirited off to France, although that was one of the bizarre discussions, police-wise.

				My brother very wisely suggested that we concentrate first upon Edinburgh. Our finding of his cane, at the foot of a close, was a clear indication that we were on the right track. The docks at Leith were scoured, but no ships were reported leaving Monday night.

				But the pugilists . . . the pugilists were distinctly missing. Obviously, they were up to something, had gotten an urge to investigate separately from the others. I was admittedly intrigued, and was finding it increasingly difficult to remain present in my brother’s noisy, bustling library.

				A quick inquiry to a maid informed me that they were out. They had left, only moments before my noticing. I made great haste to my adjacent townhome, hurrying through my covered garden and into my own abode. Before very long I was ensconced, once again, within my camera tower.

				Many hours had passed since my earlier, fruitless search for Purefoy. The sky was lightening with dawn, but there were still gaslights flickering along the street, providing ample illumination. It was incredibly easy to find my prey, all three of them, hurrying along the pavement like furtive schoolchildren, off on an errant and secretive mission.

				I return to this letter after a necessary pause. Purefoy just stirred in his sleep, his words incoherent. All is well. He has returned into healing slumber, despite the loud worries of his Gentlemen friends. My suggestion that they retire elsewhere (preferably France) was ignored. But they have settled down, chairs arranged higgledy-piggledy, in an attempt, I suppose, to provide unnecessary guard.

				And so I return to the pugilists. To the three. Dog Benge. Patrick O’Sullivan. Anthony Martino.

				My lens was sharp enough to see that they were speaking among themselves. I could easily see their features, see their lips moving as they spoke. It is easy enough to follow the pattern of their mouths, to decipher the words spoken. That is a simple exercise, and one I employ quite often. I find it intriguing that so many people believe a lowered voice (even by distance) is adequate protection for private conversation. All it takes is concentration, and one can quite easily understand what is being said, simply by keen observation and focus!

				It is easier, still, to activate the auditory capabilities of my camera obscura.

				A simple depression of a lever, and my tower was echoing with sound. The buzz is literal; I have yet to perfect the transmission of noise, have not yet been able to halt the ensuing wail that is an unwanted accompaniment to this particular feature. The sound capability is linked with wherever my lens is pointed, but the buzz is often so loud it is headache-inducing.

				That aside, I can hear well enough, my visual orchestra of the city no longer silent. In only moments, I knew their destination. I knew the pugilist O’Sullivan had possessed one of his finer intelligent moments (a startling thought), a location I would have ascertained, if I had been within my right mind.

				And so, I followed them to the Old Physicians’ Hall, armed with my pistol and cane. I did notice that Benge made no mention of my presence within his missive. Either he did not notice my trail (which casts doubt upon his allegedly superior observational skills) or he did and was upset that I was so easily able to trace the silent Savage. One never knows with Benge, and I learned long ago to not try to analyze the man too much (pointless waste of energies).

				The Physicians’ Hall was an obvious choice, and as I hurried toward it, I remembered with great clarity the vast vaults that lay beneath it. The pieces came together with their usual, sudden snap. Rose had met Purefoy there only days previously. It was so obvious that I found it difficult to not shout, and it was with great speed that I made my way there.

				Another sip of whisky. My mind clears. All emotion gone.

				I begin with the vault.

				The tunnel work is extensive, cut into the mountain dirt, sculpted into various chambers. Through time, this place has had many uses. At one time, there were connecting operating theatres here, although they were not as functional as the current. For a time they were wine cellars, stocked to the brim with the offerings of a grateful population to the doctors who treated their illnesses.

				They are empty in these days, save for this cold Tuesday dawn. Again, Benge did an adequate job describing the initial horror of finding Purefoy. I will not trouble you again with those specific details. You know he was hung by his wrists and beaten. At one point, he was buried alive, which was the first of many puzzles I was able to solve that morning.

				The Hall, as I have said, is cut into the mountain, the vaults reached by an oddly angled pathway (so much of this city defies the usual, and even geology tends to assume Edinburgh’s unlimited requirement for strange). Parts of the vaults’ walls are rough stone, as is much of the floor. In this particular section, however, the floor is primarily soil, easy enough to dig into, should that be your bizarre wish. And it was a bizarre wish, a decidedly odd one, and I found myself wondering why MacDougal would feel the need to create what was essentially a submerged gravesite.

				Was this premeditated? Obviously. The vault was well lit with abundant torchlight. Rose had met Purefoy at the Physicians’ Hall before. Had he intended to seize him then, to drag him down into the Netherworld? Was he prevented in executing his dastardly plan by the presence of O’Sullivan?

				Of that truth, I am convinced.

				Why burial? No one would have discovered his body. (And again, I am entrusting your willingness to hear Truth. You are a lady of science. Science demands honesty, no matter the distress of topic. You too search for Truth, or else you would not be a willing partner in the tumultuous life of Alistair Purefoy. And so, I pose my question, knowing that the rougher the question, the clearer the answer.)

				If they killed him outright (which they would have done, undoubtedly, if this were not a revenge-motivated crime), then his body could easily deteriorate beneath the cavernous hall for all eternity. Who would return to those dirty depths, hidden behind a fireplace? Save MacDougal and myself, there are very few left on Doctoral staff who remember the vaults at all.

				Why beating? Clearly they wished him to suffer. Their dislike of Purefoy rivals their dislike of me, with a certain regard to relativity. They have known me for years, so their hatred runs deep. Purefoy has been here, what? Months? They hate him tremendously in a very short period of time, which could be a reflection of his close association with me, but I am of a firm belief that the hatred was wonderfully cultivated and earned by Alistair himself.

				The grave was very freshly dug, and thus I know at least this part of the crime was not premeditated. It was an impromptu addition to a garish waltz, one fashioned by the ever-odious MacDougal and his equally hideous accomplice, Mr. Rose.

				Their presence in the depths of Hell was expected. And so, I was not surprised to see the two of them, crouched like vile demons as they faced their unwanted guests.

				War whoop. Mayhem. You already received word of all that. I suppose I should compliment the Gentlemen’s capability for revenge, their very great skill at fighting. The butchery was indeed savage, but in the comfort of my own desk, I find myself wondering what Purefoy would have made of the whole event. Butchery, as you know, is his particular skill. I can attest to firsthand knowledge of his talent, having been witness to his unarguably fine precision work when faced with a very large leg of lamb.

				Would he have appreciated their efforts? Compared to his precise finesse, they were rough. But time was of the essence, so one should forgive their brutal but steady attack. Not of Alistair’s art, and certainly not of his caliber, but they completed their tasks admirably.

				Please do not share this, Miss Campbell, but I must profess that, amid the horror of the moment, I did possess a quiet thrill at finding myself within the presence of such physicality. As I have said, my mind is my weapon. If I were, in fact, a member of the Merry Gentlemen, I would most certainly be ranked within the cerebrals. My Truth would likely be sought in plotting and planning, but to be amid the execution of said physical tasks proved an undeniable thrill!

				There was a terrible viciousness to their method, a relentless and bloody determination for Truth! I would be lying if I did not admit (to you only!) the excitement of not only witnessing such methods but finding myself an active part.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty

				However, if questioned, I would never admit to such a thing, so I respectfully request that these thoughts (and this letter entirely) remain for your eyes alone.

				I waited only to assure myself that they had reached Alistair, that the seven grimy dockworkers were being adequately slaughtered. I saw the avenging pugilists reach my assistant, saw them cut him down from his terrible stretch. Leaving Purefoy in the very capable hands of the Merry Gentlemen, I turned my attention to the men who interested me most.

				Actually, make that one man. I had eyes only for MacDougal. I knew from too many years of tedious work that Rose possessed no opinion of his own. All of his motivations and purposes were directly ordered from MacDougal himself. The apprentice was as good as brainless. The strange assembly of body parts upon the table probably possessed more intelligence than the odious Mr. Rose.

				And so, for once, I allowed my humanity free rein. I moved close and shot Rose in the stomach. Years of quiet fantasy over doing such a thing did fill my mind. I admit it, and find deep pleasure in the remembered sound of the shot, even at this present dark hour.

				Rose collapsed to the floor, his moans and screams blending with the roar of subterranean battle. I purposely chose to not kill him (although my uncontained emotions shouted for me to finish the task) because I thought it might prove useful to retain the squawking parroting of any statement made by my pathetic arch-enemy, William MacDougal.

				I can hardly consider him an arch-enemy, but for the sake of this missive I suppose it is an adequate term. I have always thought to be an arch-enemy, one must be an active participant in that angry relationship. Deep hatred, I have always believed, implies a glimmer of love. To be utterly frank (again, my Truth!) I have always considered MacDougal little more than an awkward snorting pig, madly scrambling for truffles in mud. His presence within my Doctoral Council duties was so far beneath my notice that I was scarcely aware of him at all, until his overzealous hatred of all things Purefoy made me take vague note of his existence upon this Earth.

				Which is why I will not assume full responsibility as the source of MacDougal’s hatred. Purefoy made that hatred explode, volcano-like, and I therefore hesitate to completely assume the mantle of Arch-Enemy!

				Oh, you must know! I feel great responsibility for what has occurred, for the pain and suffering of my apprentice. To think that this tragedy is my fault, that the hatred directed to me was meted out upon the wretched Purefoy! Again and again, I try to have him shoulder some of the blame, cultivate part of the Enemy status, at least share it! To think that my years of mental battle (whether I was aware of it or not) resulted in this! Then I am at fault, and I am in agony!

				Because, no matter my desperate reasoning, to MacDougal I alone epitomize arch-enemy. Agony!

				I would like to point out that my use of the pistol made far greater sense than O’Sullivan’s. I made sure to step close to my intended victim, before I fired a shot. The crazed Irishman, however, wielded his pistol like a madman, bullets flying everywhere.

				It was damned stupid of him, completely unforgiveable! To fire random shots in such an enclosed space . . . why, any number of us could have been wounded! Purefoy could have been fatally shot, thanks to a stray bullet, ricocheting off one of the stone walls. The trajectory is so volatile, and I shudder to think of what could have happened, should one of the fool’s bullets come near the injured Purefoy!

				I have just voiced such opinions to the sentry O’Sullivan. His response was less than satisfactory, one I will not repeat on parchment, certainly not to a lady. Suffice it to say, he believes he possessed control over his bullets, which lends one to question (not for the first time) the depths of his intelligence.

				The whisky has done much to suffocate the onslaught of emotion over such a topic. I pause only to refill my glass. A few sips, and I will feel better. Truth! Focus!

				MacDougal. Body parts. A poor attempt at a Steambox.

				Where should I begin?

				Amid the cacophony of battle, amid the noise and horror of blood and gore, my attention was centered upon all these things. MacDougal was clearly affected by my quick disabling of his trusty lapdog. I ascertained quickly that the good doctor was weaponless, shirtsleeves rolled up to mid-forearm. He stood before the terrible offering upon the table like an indulgent mother before her first child’s cradle. So surprised was he by this unexpected turn of events that I merely had to point my pistol toward his considerable middle to keep him in place.

				Another note . . . clearly, MacDougal was not in his right mind (obviously). He did not realize that my pistol held only one shot. He dutifully raised his ham hands to the sky, in surrender to my empty chamber.

				For now, I will focus upon the strange collection of body parts, arranged together on the examining table. I find myself unwilling to speak of the pathetic attempt at the Steambox quite yet. The fury at seeing it, this poor bastardizing of my work, overwhelmed me, Miss Campbell. It truly did.

				I have already admitted very little control over my emotions. My residual outrage at seeing MacDougal’s parody of my beloved creation causes my hands to shake as I write these words.

				The body parts. I suppose you know of the murders (the others in town—those not directly associated with our Purefoy, I suppose, although I realize that all things eventually led to Alistair). There have been a great number of gruesome attacks, all mirroring those of Purefoy’s doomed friends. Body parts have been severed, taken horribly and remained undiscovered by police. Graves were robbed. I was well aware of such happenings as they occurred, as were the Gentlemen, and we were all actively involved in discovering the source of such terror.

				The parts arranged on the table were fashioned, fantastically, in the form of a man.

				My mind worked rapidly, amid the cacophony of battle. Despite the choking burden of my own emotions, I was fascinated by the strangeness of it. Had this been what MacDougal had been after? Had he been gathering body parts, wanting to use science to create a man?

				I will admit to a deep curiosity, a wonder. I saw the Steambox. (And I hesitate to call it that at all. How dare he attempt one! Compared to my masterpiece, this offering appeared held together by wax and paste. Its levers were a dull metal, obviously scavenged from somewhere dank. The dials were not as precise as mine own, the brass tubing so ill-fastened that a loud wheeze escaped every few seconds of use.)

				I found myself staring at the body, at the poorly created man. Tailoring, clearly, was not important. The pieces were sewn together by long leather strips. The skill was lamentable, the stitches awkward and difficult to appreciate. It was easy to see the stops and starts, the rethinking, and my eyes followed the messy, piecemeal trails of leather like they were breadcrumbs within a forest.

				Staring at it was akin to reliving the most terrible moments of the past few months. I could see the bits of Purefoy’s friends . . . Banbury’s oversized ears, haphazardly stitched to the side of the head. The creature’s eyes and mouth were closed, but I assumed they were the orbs and tongue that had been snatched. Shin and shank had to be Robertson, poor soul. The torso matched the description of another brutal murder. The oversized forearms (one of which was covered with a tattooed image of an anchor) made me realize these were the arms of the missing sailor.

				The head . . . again, I will admit fascination. How could I not, when in the presence of such pure science?

				The strange body, lying before me, was topped with a terrible blending of two faces, obviously both victims of decapitation. It was as if each were sawn in half, gathered together and stitched into one monstrous visage. It was a terrible blending, an awful mash. A long, jagged (and poorly stitched) scar traveled in a meandering wave from brow to chin. One of the brass tubes was affixed to the mouth (again, possibly with paste).

				I found myself wondering . . . why the two faces? Was this a nod to the differences present in each of us within humanity? Was this an attempt to create a unique look?

				It was undoubtedly unique.

				There were no hands. Sickeningly, I knew the truth. I was well aware of the fascination with Purefoy’s hands, the constant comment from the heckling gallery over their brutish strength. I knew the details of the plan in a flash, and was so sickened with the thought that it was only with great difficulty that I managed to concentrate at all.

				Was this the source of MacDougal’s interest in the Steambox? This man? Was he attempting to harvest the power of souls?

				Another thought . . . I wish you to know that I care little for souls, in the typical sense. I do not possess the mysticism of the Savage, or the fantastic appreciation of such things as your Purefoy. My interest in the soul is the idea of power contained within a human body. What powers a man to breathe? To walk? To perform even the simplest of functions, necessary to survival? What kernel initiates life?

				If I could find that, and even bottle it, then the tenets of science could (at least theoretically) be bent to my whim. Think of the advances that could be made, my scientific, Highland friend! Think of the power one could develop. The diseases one could heal!

				It is these thoughts that fuel my own Steambox inquiries. I hold little care for the fanciful ideas of one’s soul, and I use the term only to categorize the essence which I am trying to capture. I leave the fanciful to the Papists, the poetic dreams to those like Purefoy.

				My inspection was interrupted by the recovery of MacDougal, who had found his voice. His visage was stained with the crimson of fury. His entire face quivered with barely controlled rage.

				“Ian Hyde!” he snarled. “It has come to this at last! Scientist to scientist! You see my work. You know my glory!”

				“I see your madness!” I countered. “Your pathetic shadow of my Steambox.”

				“Shadow?” MacDougal shouted. “This is not a shadow! How dare you, sir, confuse your own ego with my creation. You consider it yours! This is mine, damn you! It is my study, my magnificence! For once, you cannot assume commendation for a project that is not your own, Dr. Ian Hyde!”

				“It is obvious that I created the Steambox first,” I countered. “And more than obvious I constructed it better.”

				“Your infernal ego cannot help you now,” MacDougal screamed. “For once, your connections to the Crown cannot provide aid. It matters little that you have endless approval on all projects. Your every whim is granted, but I surpassed even you, despite the odds. Despite the hardships!”

				“I can see that you have been busy,” I said drily. “I would have never considered you physical enough for grave robbing. I certainly never thought you brave enough for murder.”

				“I did what needed to be done!” he continued. “You are the one acquiring all the cadavers. You hold no thought to what others might need, what we might require.”

				“Why should I?” I asked. “I have seen your proposals to the Crown. Your idea of science is akin to that of a child’s. Why would you be awarded bodies, when a child could find your desired answers by dissecting a toad?”

				As usual, my lack of concern proved a useful weapon against his rage. His entire body shook. With his thick, white sideburns it would have been a humorous sight (if not for the raging battle all around), but the avalanche of emotions that choked me disallowed any trace of humor.

				“Dissecting a toad?” he shrieked, spittle flying. One heavy hand slapped against the side of the table, causing the awful body to shudder. “I have created a man, Hyde! A man! I have spent long hours cultivating and developing my plan. I have carefully selected my victims, searching out those whose physical attributes best fulfill my needs. These were men, unimportant men! Men from the very bottom of society! They epitomized common; they belonged to no one of power! Their loss would mean nothing! I planned this! Every part of this creation has a purpose, a reasoning! Every murder a sacrifice! I took only what was needed, what best fit into my careful diagram. It is genius! That is what it is. Genius! You cannot stand to be bested, Hyde, and that is what I have done! In the game of science, I have bested you. That is the source of your derision, your angry sneer. I have won, Hyde, and I have made every ounce of blood spilled rest upon your shoulders. This is you, Hyde. You created the necessity for my methods. And for this, for what you have done, you will face the eternal damnation of Hell!”

				“I have done nothing,” I said, still calm. “You have murdered many men, MacDougal. You have desecrated many graves. Those decisions were yours and yours alone—”

				“These were decisions directly caused by you!” MacDougal shrieked. “By you! If you had not been awarded every cadaver, I would not have been reduced to excavating graves. I would not have resorted to murder! All of this is from you, Hyde, and you cannot stand to see me win. Look!” he said, pointing a thick finger to the gasping Steambox. “Look at my genius. I watched you brag in the Operating Theatre, with your beloved Steambox. I saw you harvest the soul energy, and I knew this was possible with mine own! How I enjoyed the harvest, just before the kill! How enjoyable it was to fasten the tubing to your Purefoy’s lips, to see his eyes widen as I sucked the soul out of his body!”

				His emotion, strange and fierce, was overwhelming. The noise of battle rang in my ears.

				“I have kept the temperature cold!” MacDougal shouted. “It is as cold as the deepest Arctic, as if I had the luxury of ice! I have mastered the concept, Hyde. It is not yours and yours alone! It is mine! As soon as I harvested the parts I needed, the sections of limbs, the organs, the heart and brain, then they all came here,” he said, giving the table another thump. “Perfect cold. Perfect preservation. All I had to do was monitor the conditions, the dials of the Box, and I could take my time with the stitchery.”

				“Obviously not,” I retorted.

				I was aware that Anthony Martino, the Venetian, had made his way to my side. I suppose you could consider him my favorite of the pugilists, if I must have one at all. Martino tends toward silence, which I have always found wise. He came to stand beside me, not far from the still-gasping Rose. He stared at the body, his expression displaying a brief glimmer of revulsion. He glanced at MacDougal. He looked at me, his gaze lingering upon my face for a long moment.

				“This is you, Hyde!” MacDougal shouted, his face shaking. “Your jealousies and selfishness have brought us here! To this moment! This time! And I have won! Do you not realize how long I have been working to achieve this goal? How many hours and months it has taken to plan? How many assistants I have hired to keep you otherwise occupied? Have you ever considered why we have been so adamant about hiring you an assistant? Oh, we toiled to find the most unsuitable candidates; we searched high and low for the most annoying, terrible creatures with whom to match you. Untalented, brainless idiots! That was our criteria for hiring! The less talent and doctoral skill, the better! The most annoying were selected! We wanted you to be so consumed with the endless parade of idiots that you paid no attention to what I was doing. What Rose and I were doing. When we found Purefoy, it was as if we had struck gold. He should have been a perfect distraction for you! An English butcher, without the sense God gave a cow. And such hands! Such magnificent, monstrous hands! He was a dead man as soon as he answered the advertisement!”

				Beside me, the Venetian moved. I motioned for him to stop, to not attack MacDougal quite yet. Martino acquiesced.

				“Purefoy!” MacDougal screamed. “He was supposed to distract you! He was hired to infuriate you! And instead, you came to the Doctoral Offices, day after day. You hadn’t been there in years, Hyde. Years always spent working at your private office, in your private home, alongside your important brother! But Purefoy brought you to your Doctoral space, to my domain! Instead of distracting you, he focused you! How could that be possible? The oafish London butcher, as focus to a madman! His contract was supposed to be terminated. He and he alone would be blamed for the murders, should I somehow be caught. But truly, I needed his hands!”

				He lunged forward then, a crazed attack. Martino reacted before I could, although my hand gripped my cane. It seemed a fine weapon. Emotion overtook me and I knew I would go to war. Dropping my useless pistol to the floor, I gripped the cane like a bludgeon.

				But Anthony Martino was faster. One grasp of the Venetian’s hand brought MacDougal to his knees. It happened so quickly that I am unsure of what, exactly, was the choreography of such a movement. Did he grasp his neck? His shoulder? I wish I knew the precision of Martino’s response, but needless to say, MacDougal was brought swiftly to his knees. A useful, brutal skill, and one I will inquire about at a later date.

				There was a flash of something metallic in Martino’s hands, and I could see what resembled delicate silver pincers clutched between his thumb and forefinger.

				I had little care for his violent methods, for his decision to remove fingernails. MacDougal deserved no less, and I ignored both the Venetian and the Savage’s meting out of justice upon both Rose and the mad doctor. It was necessary and right, their Truth in action!

				My attention was admittedly focused on the terrible creation, and I will admit (to you) my very real curiosity over the thing. For all of his mad rant, MacDougal had touched upon some intriguing concepts. Could the Steambox animate a man? The thought had never occurred to me, and while I hardly profess interest in such mundane, earthy practices, I decided that it might be wise to remove both the awful body and hideous Steambox. They were of no use to anyone now, save Purefoy and me, and once he recovered, I hoped that both might provide sources of limitless knowledge to our scientific studies.

				I am keenly interested in discussing all of this with Purefoy, and am anxious for him to recover. I need him awake. My questions are roiling about my brain, particularly centering on his participation with that pathetic Steambox. It never occurred to me to interview a subject once they had been attached to the tubes. What was the sensation of harvesting? Did he notice or feel a difference once his alleged soul was disturbed? What were the aftereffects?

				How I need him to awaken! To be well! To discuss this with me! He was, indeed, an active participant in science of the purest form. How I need to speak to him!

				And so, you can imagine my horror to realize that the Savage was turning up the dials of that infernal box. He was lifting all the levers, with the ferocity of madness. I was even more horrified to comprehend that he was doing so on the feverish insistence of my assistant!

				What was Purefoy thinking? We needed this device, vile as it was, to compare the differences with mine own! I wanted to see how it worked with the pathetic creature on the table! I assumed the soul residue was still intact, considering there was a distinct shortage of vials present (and MacDougal has never impressed me with his tidiness), so the question remained as to what, precisely, a soul-full Steambox would be capable of accomplishing.

				I was torn between fury at having the science so manhandled by the Savage and fascination at seeing the reaction of the monster sprawled on the attached table as the Steambox screamed into action. Thunder rumbled from deep within the Box’s inner chamber. The horrific body gave a great shudder, limbs shifting and thudding against the tabletop, as if ignited by lightning bolts.

				To my awful fascination, the eyelids of the dead man lifted. I bent down, staring into those glazed, cold orbs, determined to ascertain if there was any spark, any sign of life. Was this apparent response something scientifically important? Or was it only a result of the tremendous influx of power, of either hot or cold, pushed through the brass tubing, through the mouth, and into the cavity proper? I scarcely had time to comprehend what was happening before Benge released the connection to the bed.

				Oh, wake up, Purefoy! Cease the fever and illness. Wake up and discuss!

				How did he know an explosion was possible? Is this something Purefoy has been considering, with regard to the Steambox? And if so, why did he never discuss it with me?

				I must know!

				The explosion was terrific, a great conflagration that made it necessary to turn away. And with the others, I ran. The heat was shocking, and I knew then that any lingering would be impossible. As would any rescue of either the box or the sadly constructed man. The answers to my questions, I fear, were lost in that fiery inferno. Forever.

				I bent down, shielding my face with my hand as protection from the incredible blast. Through my splayed fingers, I saw the anchor-marked arm fly past. As I ran, something heavy and terrible fell against my back. Something solid. The gruesome image of that horrible head filled my mind and continues to haunt me, even as I try to push it from my thoughts.

				I instructed my cousin, Hamish MacBean, to return what he could of the wretched thing (the Steambox; I have little use for fire-damaged limbs at this point) as he completed his unenviable cleanup. I retained little hope for my preferred result and he returned to the town house empty-handed, as expected. Hamish would not know a lever from a wooden stick, and any prospect of studying MacDougal’s pathetic Steambox is gone forever.

				I did read of the Savage’s ensuing mystic experience, of what happened next with the shadowy figures. Here I find I must interject with my science. What I witnessed was unexpected, but with hindsight I have attributed such things to my lack of sharp mind. Again, I had no spirits to imbibe, and I am firmly convinced that what I saw was, to be frank, merely a hallucination brought on by lack of whisky and far too much trauma.

				It was hallucination only, that sharp, shadowy figure that crowded in front of Purefoy. The madness of the night made me imagine it bending toward him, pressing its face (its mouth!) against his. Purefoy’s whispered confession that his soul had returned interests me greatly, and I find it another question for which I will require answer, once he returns to consciousness.

				I must end this letter swiftly and without much preamble. I realize that, for the past few paragraphs, I have apparently been murmuring beneath my breath. That has, unfortunately, brought upon me the unwanted attention of my brother. Simon has demanded to know the nature of my business, the recipient of my letter, and I fear his commandeering the thing entirely if I do not sign off now. I will post this with great haste to you, but please be assured that I am doing all I can to repair the wretched Purefoy.

				Regards,

				Ian Hyde

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-One

				November 30

				New Town

				Dear Mrs. Eugenia Purefoy,

				You cannot know how happy it makes me to finally be able to write that name. Your proper name. My wife. I believe I must write it again. Eugenia Purefoy. Eugenia Anne Purefoy. I am still amazed that it is true, still half-convinced that all of this is some sort of wondrous dream. If it is, then do not wake me.

				You have made me happy, E. So very happy. It is worth all the hell I suffered just to awaken and see you sitting at my bedside. I would cheerfully do it all again, if it meant that at the end of it, there would be You.

				You were sitting there, your soft fingers brushing against my cheek. The firelight was behind you, casting you in a rosy glow. I could hear you speaking, your voice firm and without fear, as you directed Hyde and the others in whatever tasks you designated. I could feel you adjusting the bandages on my back, discussing them with Hyde. I could hear you talking in low tones to your maid, arguing over the necessity of your being there. I could smell your perfume, the light hint of roses. And your face, so splendidly beautiful that when I first focused, I was convinced that you were an angel sent from above.

				But it was You. Somehow, you had come for me. Seeing you caused all the pain to fade away. It was impossible to not smile. Impossible to not take your hand, tug you toward me, and without caring for the consequences, to kiss you!

				How I enjoyed your rich blush, the laughter of the Gentlemen, the horrified gasp of your maid! None of it mattered to me. You were there with me, and all I wanted was to demand that everyone leave the room, except you, and I would then pull you into bed beside me and spend a few hours . . .

				I can see your wicked smile, E., and can hear your exaggerated sigh. You cannot chastise me now. We are married, and if I wish to write of such things, then there is nothing to stop me. I want nothing more than to kiss you, to make love to you. If you were here, that is exactly what we would be doing. You would be in my arms, in my bed, and I should not wish for anything more.

				But, alas, Fate has decreed otherwise. How I hate it that you are gone! Pack your belongings swiftly, Eugenia. Return to Edinburgh, and to your poor husband, who misses you more than should be possible.

				My hands are not hurting from the exertion of writing, which is a relief. Hyde told me to go easy on the letters, but since you will be living here soon, there will be no need for such hefty missives! My fingers feel fine, and my hands, although they still ache occasionally, seem to suffer no resulting harm. The bruises upon my skin are already fading. My arms and shoulders are recovering remarkably well, and I know that, even within a few more days, I will scarcely remember their pain.

				What is pain, when one is in possession of a wife as beautiful as mine?

				I am grateful that you do not mind the scars upon my back, the marks on my wrists and hands. I had feared you might find me monstrous now, that you would abhor the sight of them. But you do not. You love me, and your assertion that these scars are the markings of a Warrior pleases me greatly. Obviously, you have spent far too much time speaking with Dog Benge!

				He feels strongly on the subject, and has informed me repeatedly that such markings upon my skin are a natural thing within his tribe. Rite of passage into manhood. Becoming a Warrior. He said that they are nothing to be concerned with, that they are an announcement of who I am, and what I have been through, and what I am willing to face again.

				I am grateful that you feel the same way. And when you take my hand, and press your lips against my injured wrists, then I am the happiest man in all of Edinburgh. Perhaps in all the world.

				And I would face it again. I would face a thousand such instances, if it meant that at the end of it all, I could be with you.

				I hope your father is not too angry that we are married. I hope he understands that the infernal police questioning prevented me from accompanying you and your maid to Inverness. They were here this morning again, with Trantham, wanting more and more details. I have exhausted myself in providing them, and I know they are dissatisfied with the scant information I am providing with regard to the Steambox.

				Hyde is pleased, however, that I am purposefully vague when it comes to that. I have no intention to discuss even a poor copy of his creation. I will not expose the secrets I managed to unveil, not to the police, not to anyone, save you and Hyde. The secrets of the Box are ours alone, and no amount of polite queries will sway me. I finally told Trantham that I was happy to retell every detail, over and over again, but when it came to the Steambox, then that was Hyde’s creation and therefore his concern.

				Trantham laughed and assured me that he did not want to know any more about any of this, and his only hope is that I will be willing to explode the thing, should it ever prove necessary again. I assured him that I could arrange that, upon request, which made him laugh harder.

				Your father. I am returned to the matter of your father. I know I am repetitive, know that you believe he will be fine and pleased that we are married, but still, I insist that you offer my apologies. Please be sure to tell him that I regret not asking his permission for your hand. I know that he was aware of my serious attentions with regard to you, and know that he was aware of my courtship. But I do not want him to be offended. I should have asked him first, I know this, and I hope he is not angry.

				But I also know that I could not wait to have you as my wife. After all I had been through, I was simply unwilling to be without you. Thank God MacBean was able to assure the special license. And to have a minister come to the town house . . . well, it was simply all necessary, as far as I was concerned.

				And that bedside kiss, I might add, was expertly timed by me. You were so charmingly flustered, worried that I had kissed you so outrageously, but really, I knew what I was doing. Everyone in the room knew my intent. I was claiming and announcing what was mine. And your kissing me back was simply, without question, the nicest moment of my life.

				Well, one of them. Be assured, you are intimately involved in all the rest.

				And, as I expected, I was unwilling to leave you vulnerable to the Gentlemen bachelors. You caused quite a stir, Eugenia. All of my fears with regard to their reaction to your beauty and charm were fulfilled. Both Hamish and Sully were unabashed with their assertion that you are too beautiful for the likes of me (true). Smithson decided that perhaps you should stay with him and his sisters, instead of with MacBean. Disastrous thought.

				All of these things were warning enough, giving me reason for what I already wished. A special license. My ring on your finger. My friends be damned. You are mine and mine alone!

				Now that the police questioning is finished, I will be able to join you in Inverness. I will leave in a few days, and Benge has graciously agreed to accompany me. I know that he thinks I might have difficulties, or still be too weak to travel, but I am not. I told him as much, but he ignored my protests and said that he was there only to help load the trunks and luggage you would require.

				There should not be much to pack. Hyde is adamant about our possessing the second floor of his town house as our own home. I asked him again if this was what he wished, or if it would be better for you and me to find a place of our own, but he was firm. He said that he would miss the convenience of having his apprentice so close by, and with the new advances I have made with regard to the Steambox, he is not willing to waste time summoning me from another address, or worse, returning to our Doctoral space!

				He also told me of his request to you that you manage his household. Your acceptance pleased him greatly, and he told me that, as a bachelor, it would relieve his mind to have a lady available to oversee everything that he is completely unable to do for himself. He especially wishes you to hire new staff and take care of any parties and dinners that are necessary, and he and I shared a tremendous laugh over our pathetic attempt to host a Whitcomb dinner!

				He wishes you to host Olivia Whitcomb often, and he is very pleased that the two of you are such friends. I have hope that he wants her here, and wish that your presence would mean that I would see little of the Brothers Whitcomb! And maybe, somehow, we can see fit to have Hyde and Miss Olivia as happily arranged as the two of us!

				I have to warn you that Simon Trantham is interested in your managing his household as well. He approached me this afternoon, having learned of Hyde’s plan to utilize your superior homemaking skills. Trantham complained bitterly about his own problems in the adjoining town house, waxing on and on about his complete ineptitude in producing anything resembling a proper home.

				He spoke of his jealousies of MacBean with his Lacey, of their ability to effortlessly host parties and dinners. He whined about the problems of being a bachelor (and how I delighted in no longer being one myself!). He asked if it could be possible for you to oversee his home as well, and I took great delight in informing him that my wife (my wife!) makes her own decisions and he will have to speak to you about whether or not you would be willing to take on his household problems as well as Hyde’s.

				Choice is yours, sweet. I also do not mind if we forgo them entirely and rent a room someplace else, but I know that you like it here and will be far more comfortable at Hyde’s than anyplace else in Edinburgh.

				Of course, I must demand that you oversee me first. I cannot and will not allow my two bachelor friends to have the homemaking benefit of my lovely wife, if it somehow results in my own neglect.

				I am laughing. I know you, and know you would like nothing more than to organize the world. I fully expect that both Hyde and Trantham (and myself) will be hosting a very great number of parties and such in the very near future.

				Benge is in our sitting room now, glaring at me as I sit at the desk. The Venetian is here as well. I am having a difficult time calling him Tony, having conjured up an image of him as THE VENETIAN. They wish to go out to my favorite little restaurant tonight and are wanting to know if I feel strong enough for it. Tony is irritated that I have written so much, telling me that I must rest my physician hands, as they are the Merry Gentlemen’s only salvation in getting away from the monstrous Hyde.

				I am surrounded by their laughter as I finish this letter. My hands are fine. They hold a knife as well as they do a quill. Thank God the villains did not take away my livelihood!

				I wonder if this letter will reach you before I do. My wager will be on myself. Stupid to write, really, but I find old habits difficult to break. We can fetch this letter at the Air Station in Inverness, before we close the account.

				“Purefoy,” Benge just said with a sigh. “You lovesick fool. Put the pen down and come out with us. Sully has a table, and Hamish will be there. Smithson, too, I think.”

				I will get into my coat and gloves and your scarf. They say that it is snowing out, but the carriage is warm. We might stop by Mr. Stuart’s tavern before returning home, or maybe my old favorite coffee stall.

				“Wear your weapons, Purefoy,” Tony is saying, his smile flashing against his olive-toned skin. “It is what the Merry Gentlemen do. We wear our weapons, and we go out for a very good meal, with very good friends and very fine wine.”

				“Edinburgh is waiting,” Benge is adding. “Come on, Purefoy. Edinburgh is ours.”

				And so, I go.
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