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     Chapter One 


       


     When Warren’s master called him into the workshop the same way he had every afternoon for the past eight months, the apprentice didn’t expect anything more than another few hours of mumbling and sulfur. Sir Edmund Bennett had been attempting the same spell for Warren’s entire apprenticeship, and it was beginning to be a bit of a bore. He had been promised an opportunity to hone his skills under a great master—in exchange for being made a servant for the foreseeable future—and he didn’t intend to waste his best years watching an old man hunch over his table and fritter away what was left of his life. He was learning, but it was more thanks to Sir Bennett’s extensive library and his own gumption than any instruction from the eccentric old witch. 


     “Come along, Warren,” Sir Bennett scolded him, waving him over to the work table where the empty, human-shaped brass husk lay. It had been an endeavor to create the life-sized conglomeration of brass and leather. Warren had built the automaton shell under Sir Bennett’s instruction, and after three tries it had actually turned out all right, despite his lack of blacksmithing experience. It was only an empty shell, after all. The head looked a bit funny, but the lopsided jaw gave it character. 


     Every day, Sir Bennett summoned him to the workshop and attempted to bring the metal to life. No one had successfully made a golem in thousands of years, but he was determined to be the one to fill this gap that no one but him had noticed. He had carefully carved the right letters inside the dome of the skull, said the right words, and burned the right incense, but the thing still lay there like the inanimate object it was. Whatever it was that was missing from the ritual continued to elude the so-called master, and it was causing greater and greater frustration for him—which in turn meant more punishing floor-scrubbings for the apprentice. What the great master’s failure had to do with Warren, he wasn’t exactly sure. 


     Regardless, he stood by Sir Bennett’s side, dozing on his feet while the older man plucked and huffed at his books, clearing his throat more times in an hour than should be necessary. 


     Sir Bennett snapped his name and drew him out of his daze, shoving a bit of chalk into his hands and commanding him to draw a circle on the floor. This was a new addition, at least. Warren tucked his coppery hair into its usual miniature ponytail and puffed the remaining strands out of his eyes as he dropped to the floor. On his hands and knees, he sketched out the familiar lines of the circle—the lettering, the symbols, the seemingly innumerable lines—it was quite standard for him. Any witch worth his salt could draw a summoning circle from memory.  


     “Are you hoping to find a spirit to place inside the machine, Sir Bennett?” he asked without lifting his head. “That doesn’t seem like it would quite make a golem, does it? Wouldn’t that just be a possession, or a curse?” 


     With a snorting scoff, Sir Bennett bent down and flapped a bit of paper in Warren’s face. “These letters, fool,” he grumbled, wiping out a bit of Warren’s hard work with his shoe.  


     Warren sat back on his knees and took the paper to inspect it while the elder man turned back to the table without another word. “I don’t recognize these forms,” he said, but he got no answer, so he just fell forward again and traced them to the best of his ability.  


     Sir Bennett shooed him away as soon as he finished, and Warren tossed the chalk back onto the table and dusted off his hands. An interesting twist to the afternoon. He smiled to himself as Sir Bennett shuffled carefully into the circle, but then a tingle of apprehension went up the back of his neck as he caught a glint of something metal in his hand. 


     “Sir Bennett—” 


     “Hush!” he snapped, rolling up his sleeves. That was definitely a knife the old man was holding. 


     “But Sir, you can’t mean to—” 


     “I said hush! It’s only a bit of blood. I was a fool to think that life could come from nothing. Blood is life in physical form. It must be necessary.” 


     Warren frowned but kept his silence. He watched while Sir Bennett spoke the words he’d heard over and over. The master drew the knife swiftly over his left forearm, spilling blood onto the floor. The instant the first drop touched the chalk of the circle, a shockwave knocked Warren to the ground, and a bright flash of light made him bring his arm up to shield his eyes. 


     He called out to his master as he pulled himself to his feet, blinking away the spots in his eyes. The old man lay on the floor, shrunken, and the lines of the circle of chalk now bubbled and flowed with blood. He hesitated to approach, and before he could make his decision, a sharp crack sounded in the room, and the blood disappeared into the wooden floor, leaving no trace of itself or the circle. 


     The metal form on the table clicked and whirred, and Warren took a step backwards from the scene. Black oil seeped from the machine’s mouth as it raised itself into a seated position, leaving sticky puddles on the workshop floor as it leaned forward to stand. Its movement wasn’t jerky or stilted like the automatons of the age—it swung its legs gracefully over the side of the table and pushed itself up onto its feet, glancing down at the body on the floor with passing interest. This didn’t seem to bother it; it just looked up at Warren with bright blue aperture eyes that closed and opened again in a mimicry of blinking. 


     “Who are you?” it asked in a stilted, tinny voice, its metal jaw clanking quietly.  


     Warren paused, considering his options. He had a dead master on the attic floor, surrounded by all manner of candles, incense, drawings, and spellbooks. He had a walking, talking automaton that definitely should not exist. 


     Should he call the police? Yes, that would go over well—Hello Constable; I’ve no idea what happened. Just up and died. Don’t mind the way he looks as if he’s been mummified. Been that way for years. Pay no attention to the workshop library full of books you’ll no doubt call pagan heresy—it is 1890 after all; isn’t this meant to be the future?—and by the by, please don’t arrest me. My golem can vouch for me. Flawless. The mundanes definitely wouldn’t burn him at the stake. 


     In a moment of panic, Warren fled from the room, throwing the bolt on the door and leaning against it to listen. He could hear the machine move about a bit, but then silence. He held in his sigh until he reached the bottom of the stairs, where he dropped with a heaving breath. This was well above his pay grade. He didn’t know if the machine upstairs was going to go on a rampage, or die after a few hours, or go to sleep in the cupboard. Any and all of these seemed equally likely to him. After so many months, it hadn’t seemed possible that Sir Bennett would actually succeed.  


     A sudden knock on the back door made him jump and clutch at his chest, but he stood and attempted to straighten his shirt, checking it quickly for any stray spatters of blood. When he opened the door just a crack, he let out a sigh of relief as he saw Ben’s familiar face. Ben would know what to do, surely.  


     He pulled the door back to let him in, quickly shutting it again once the other man was inside. The last thing they needed was nosey Mrs. Burnham spotting him from her window. 


     “Is the old man about?” Ben asked, leaning up to peer around Warren’s head. 


     “No, he—” 


     “Good,” Ben cut him off, stepping into his space and gripping both sides of his face as he kissed him. The cool brass of Ben’s right hand made him shiver, but it quickly warmed against his skin.  


     Warren attempted to squeeze out a protest, momentarily distracted by the rushed, feverish nature of the kiss. He managed to get his hands between them to push Ben away by his chest, holding up a finger to quiet the other man when he began to object. Just seeing his face was a relief. Ben was strapping and handsome, with dark brown hair and a constant bit of stubble on his jaw. He looked particularly dashing in his dark blue constable’s uniform, his jacket collar high against his jaw with shining silver buttons in a row down the front. The thin leather strap attached to his belt ran up over his shoulder, supporting the weight of the various crime-stopping gadgets in the straps on his duty belt. Warren could even see the chunky silver chain of his pocket watch running between his pockets. Ben’s clear, hazel eyes peered down at the shorter man with confusion, bringing him back to the present. 


     “He’s dead,” Warren clarified at last. 


     “What d’you mean, he’s dead? You sure he’s not just ‘avin a kip? Man ‘is age, you never know.” 


     Warren thumped him in the arm and promptly regretted it, shaking the pain out of his fingers. The entire arm was mechanical and had been for three years, ever since Ben’s real one had been crushed by a falling beam in a burning house. “He’s dead. Deceased. Passed on? His mortal coil has been thoroughly shuffled off,” he insisted. “There is a golem upstairs,” he added in a whisper, as if the machine could hear him. “Sir Bennett made it, and now Sir Bennett’s quite bereft of life.” 


     “What, a real one? The ol’ mad bastard finally did it, did he? Let’s ‘ave a look,” Ben laughed, brushing past the smaller man on his way to the stairs. 


     “Wait!” Warren rushed to get ahead of him again, standing on the first step and blocking the way up with both arms. “You can’t just go in there! What if it attacks?” 


     “Attacks?” Ben reached up to lightly pat his lover’s cheek. “What, it’s got a murderous nature? It’s a golem; it’s a blank slate if it’s anything at all. You want we should just leave it up there until ol’ Sir Ed rots through the floor? Don’t be a pansy. Let’s ‘ave it open.” 


     Warren tried to keep Ben from going up the stairs, but the other man was much bulkier and so easily moved him out of the way. Together they climbed the steps and put an ear each to the door, but after a few moments of silence, Ben pulled the bolt and opened the door. 


     The door creaked quietly as Ben pushed it open, and he poked his head inside. Across the room, the brass creation stood quietly in front of the bookshelf, a hefty tome open in its hands. Sir Bennett’s body lay in front of the table just as Warren had left it, not seeming to bother the golem at all. The machine turned its head as the two men stepped into the room, and it lowered the book to look at them with bright eyes. 


     “This book is called a history,” it said. “Is a history a book of stories that are true, or not true?” 


     “Sometimes one and sometimes the other,” Ben said with a laugh while Warren stood bravely behind him, peeking around his shoulder. “Listen, mate, d’you know where you are?” 


     “I am here,” it answered simply. 


     “Right. Can’t argue that, I suppose. Let’s try again. Do you know what you are?” 


     "I am me," it said. 


     Warren stepped out from behind Ben, watching the machine with a furrowed brow as he hesitantly moved closer. "You have a sense of self," he marveled, his voice a whisper. "You're not just an automaton." The golem only watched him. "You are you. Do you know where you came from?" 


     "I woke up." 


     "You woke up," Warren laughed softly.  


     "Yes. I feel as if I was sleeping for a long time." 


     "You feel. Ben, this is incredible. Do you know what we're looking at?" 


     "Well he's a golem, innit? Of course he's not mindless." 


     "Sir Bennett died to make you," Warren explained, taking another tentative step toward the machine and gesturing down to the body. "Do you understand death?" 


     "He has not moved at all since I woke up." 


     "That's right. He isn't going to move again. He's dead. He's no longer living." 


     "He's snuffed it," Ben added helpfully, and Warren snapped a quick glare back at him. 


     The golem looked down at the body and set aside the book it was reading to crouch at Sir Bennett's side. "He is no longer living," it repeated. "He is no longer living because I am living?" 


     “It seems so.” 


     “This is all very ‘eartfelt,” Ben interjected, “but might I remind Mr. ‘Ayward that there is currently a dead body in his attic?” 


     “Do you have any memories?” Warren went on, ignoring Ben’s interruption as he moved closer to the machine. “You can clearly speak English, and I thought perhaps since you’ve clearly inherited something of Sir Bennett’s—” 


     “Who is still gathering dust at your feet, Warren,” Ben spoke up, but he went unheard. 


     “—that you might have some remnant of him in you yet.” 


     “I do not remember,” the golem said as it rose. “I simply woke up. I saw you, and you ran away. I found a book, and then you came back.” 


     “Fascinating,” Warren breathed, and he reached out to gingerly touch the machine’s metal arm, which it placidly allowed. “It’s cold,” he said with a laugh. “I don’t know why I expected otherwise. It isn’t as though you have any insides, is it?” 


     “Dead body, love,” Ben called again, waving in an attempt to get the other man’s attention. “Needs summin done with it, hasty like,” he tried. 


     “Can you feel this, when I touch you?” 


     “No.” 


     “Interesting.” Warren cupped his elbow and drummed his fingers on his chin, pondering, until Ben shouted at him and he jumped. 


     “Warren! Dead body. In the attic. Needs movin’.” 


     “Oh. Oh!” Warren seemed to remember himself and quickly skittered away from the corpse. “What do we do with it?” 


     “Got a lot of experience with dead bodies, have I?” 


     “Well we must do something, and you’re much more cavalier about the whole mess than I am.” 


     “Don’t suppose callin’ the constabulary is on the table.” 


     “Don’t be foolish. You suppose your fellows wouldn’t have any questions if we were to show up at your station with my master’s wrinkled corpse? It wouldn’t cast any suspicion on us at all.” 


     “Could throw him in the river.” 


     “Nonsense; he’d be discovered immediately.” 


     “Bury him?” 


     “What, in the garden? Use your head.” 


     The golem glanced back and forth between the men as they bickered, blue eyes blinking. 


     “If you’re just gonna sit there and say no to everything, why don’t you come up with some ideas of your own, smart lad as you are?” Ben said grumpily, and Warren frowned at him. 


     “Because I have so much experience with dead bodies, either.” He paused. “What about the Llewan?” 


     “The what? You got summin in your throat?” 


     “Llewan,” Warren said again, enunciating the raspy word the best he could. “It’s Welsh. You know, the...the ones underground.” 


     Ben’s lip curled in disgust. “You’re jokin’, right? I’m not goin’ near them.” 


     “What are Llewan?” the machine spoke up, reminding both men of its presence.  


     “They’re creepy is what they are. Damned Welsh,” Ben grumbled, but Warren held up a hand to quiet him. 


     “The Llewan are a very old order of witches,” he explained. “They use a specialized sort of magic that involves the consumption and use of blood or corpses.” 


     “Creepy,” Ben confirmed, but the golem was silent for a few moments. 


     “Practical,” it decided, giving a small nod of its brass head. 


     “Precisely. Practical.” Warren turned to the other man and gestured at the door. “Fetch a blanket or something, will you? We can’t be seen with a body in the street.” 


     “Sure, just a body-shaped roll of blanket. That’s much better.” Ben trotted out of the room and down the stairs even as he complained, and Warren sighed and turned back to the golem. 


     “What shall we call you? I don’t suppose you have a name for yourself.” 


     “No.” 


     “No, I thought not. Did you find a name in the history that you liked, perhaps?” 


     The machine turned its head with a soft scrape of metal and peered down at the open book on the table. “This book is by William Camden. May I also be William Camden?” 


     “Ah, perhaps not exactly.” Warren thought a moment. “A cam is also a mechanical part, you know. We could call you Cam.” 


     The golem’s eyes shuttered closed and open as it seemed to consider this proposal, and then it simply said, “Yes.” 


     Ben appeared in the doorway with a heap of blanket over his shoulder, the ends dragging on the floor. “Right then. Let’s get on with this terrible idea, shall we?” 


     Cam stood back and watched curiously while the two men spread out the blanket, and Ben casually rolled Sir Bennett’s body onto one end. They wrapped him up carefully, being sure not to leave any telling fingers or feet hanging out either end of the blanket. Warren had to excuse himself for a few moments when the task was complete in order to take a breath out the window. 


     “What exactly is your plan here, love?” Ben asked as he tucked in a last stray bit of blanket. “Has Sir Ed gone away on extended vacation?” 


     “I don’t know,” Warren groaned, thunking his forehead against the window frame. “Can’t we just pretend nothing’s happened at all?” 


     “What, you’ll just carry on apprenticing under no one, then? At least you’ll be able to give yourself glowing reviews.” 


     “It isn’t as if he goes out,” Warren insisted, turning back to the other man with a frown. “If I don’t have an apprenticeship, I’ll have to go back to Huntingdon and clean tables at father’s inn. I won’t be of use to anyone there.” 


     “You’re not much use to anyone ‘ere,” Ben chortled, and he raised his hands in surrender against Warren’s glare. “You can’t just stay ‘ere and act like everything’s fine. How will you get money to live on? What about when people come callin’ for him?” 


     “He never sees anyone, and I keep his books already, in any case. He didn’t like to handle that sort of thing. My name is on most of his paperwork.” 


     Ben stared at him in silence for a moment, his eyes narrowed suspiciously. “That’s rather convenient, that. Warren, love, you would tell me if you’d actually murdered him, wouldn’t you? I would have to report you.” 


     “Murdered—honestly,” Warren hissed. “Now I’m to be blamed for Sir Bennett’s self-imposed seclusion? If I knew a spell to drain all the blood from someone’s body and do away with it so neatly, I can think of better people to use it on than the man keeping me from being elbow deep in dishwater until the end of my days.” 


     “Well, that certainly went a long way towards not making me think of you as a murderer,” Ben grumbled, but he gave the other man a teasing grin and nudged the blanketed body with his foot. “Best to wait until dark, eh?” 


     “You’re coming with me, then?” 


     “Unless you want to take the golem with you,” Ben shrugged, resigned to his fate. 


     “My name is Cam,” it spoke up behind him, tilting its head to peer at him curiously as he laughed. 


       


     *** 


       


     Under cover of darkness, Warren and Ben slipped out the back door of the house, carrying Sir Bennett’s stiff body between them. Warren turned back once to tell Cam one last time to please stay put and keep quiet, and the golem waved politely as it shut the door behind them. 


     “Into the carriage,” Warren said in a whisper, and Ben hefted his end of the body onto his shoulder and threw open the coach door. It creaked under the weight as they dropped the body in. It was an old model that threatened to putter to a rolling stop every time Sir Bennett had taken it out in the street—or rather, every time he’d made Warren drive the thing while he sat comfortably in the enclosed seat—but he’d had no cause to buy a new one.  


     Ben began to climb up onto the driver’s seat beside him, but Warren shooed him away. 


     “You must sit in the back,” he said. “People will notice if I’m driving an empty coach, and they’ll certainly notice me driving along with a policeman.” 


     “In the back?” Ben objected rather loudly, causing the other man to hiss at him. “I’m not sittin’ in the back and riding across London with a corpse beside me.” 


     “Yes, you are. Please, Ben.” 


     “Ugh.” He gave Warren one last glare in the darkness before climbing in, and he shifted Sir Bennett’s body to the far end of the coach. The car jerked as Warren started up the engine, belching out black smoke and lurching into motion.  


     London was damp and dark, the streets illuminated only by the flickering gaslights lining the pavement. The wheels of the autocar splashed through puddles on the cobblestone as Warren directed it through the city, having to stop only once when the engine gave out. He could feel Ben staring at him through the window as he hurried to check under the hood and swatted away the moths that quickly surrounded his small lamp. He blew it out as the engine started again, climbing back into the driver’s seat to continue their journey. 


     The Llewan lived in a dank underground compound beside the Thames, the entrance to which was well-hidden. They kept to themselves and only ventured out of their hole in the dead of night, seeking out unfortunates whose bodies may have yet gone unnoticed. They were a gruesome sort who never sought contact with the outside world, preferring to practice their dark arts only within their small clan. Warren only knew where to find them at all because he had once been asked to drive Sir Bennett to their lair early on in his apprenticeship, when his master had sought to find a connection between the Llewan’s necromancy and his own golem research. No such connection had existed that he could find, but Warren was left with the memory of the stinking den where the Llewan made their home. 


     He turned off the autocar’s engine as it creaked to a stop in front of a riverside warehouse. The breeze off the water smelled of refuse, but he was glad for it because it helped to hide the stench that escaped as soon as he opened the coach door. 


     “Christ almighty,” Ben coughed as he stumbled out of the carriage. “We should’ve put him in the cooler. What a pong.” 


     “I’ll worry about cleaning out the coach later,” Warren said, briefly covering his nose with his hand before reaching inside to pull Sir Bennett’s body toward him. Ben helped him lift it out, taking the blanketed burden over his shoulders while Warren rushed ahead to the building. A heavy chain held the large door, but a short incantation and a quick spit into the lock clicked it open, and Warren pulled aside the chain and leaned his body weight against the door to pull it ajar. He waved Ben inside and heaved the door closed again, leaving them in a dark, dusty lumber yard.  


     Warren sidestepped a few tool tables and made his way to a suspiciously clear bit of floor, covered in sawdust and worker’s footprints. He crouched down and brushed his hand over the dusty floor, mumbling the words he heard Sir Bennett speak long ago. He took his small knife from his pocket a cut a thin line in his palm, pressing a dripping handprint against the ground. A burst of musty air made a square in the dirt, and Warren flipped up the newly-visible cellar door. 


     “Warren, what are you playing at?” Ben whispered, glancing down at Warren’s hand. “That’s blood magic, that is.” 


     “It’s only to gain entry,” he answered, wrapping his handkerchief around his hand. “Come on. We only have a few moments before the door shuts again.” 


     Ben gave him a skeptical glance as he stepped down into the cellar, stumbling slightly on the steps from the weight of the corpse on his shoulders. “I ‘ope this is all worth it to you,” he mumbled, pausing at the bottom of the rotting steps to watch the other man drop the door shut above them. 


     “This is the only way. You’ll see.”  


     “I don’t ‘ave to like it.” 


     “Please, Ben. Let’s just have it done.” 


     The tunnels under the warehouse were pitch black and dripping river water through cracks in the stone, wetting Warren’s shoulders. He dug in his pocket for the small wooden token marked with runes, and he held it in his palm, doing his best not to drop it in the darkness. He breathed a soft word onto the wood and it burst into flame, flickering painlessly in his hand.  


     They walked through the tunnels, Warren leading with the light, and they found many dead ends and backtracking paths before they happened upon the right way, which finally opened up into a large room. The ceiling here was just as low and cramped as the tunnels, but the smell was much worse. The air was warm and humid and reeked of body odor and decay, and the darkness moved in front of them with the shuffling of dozens of filthy bodies. 


     So close it made him jump, a voice hissed beside Warren, “Who dares enter uninvited the home of the Llewan?” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Two 


       


     The man—he supposed you could call it a man—that hunched in front of Warren in the flickering light peered up at him from under a thick black cloak caked with grime and old blood. Dust had long ago settled in the lines under his eyes, and his breath stank of spoiled meat as he wheezed in Warren’s face. 


     “My name is Warren Hayward,” he said, holding in the retch that threatened to erupt from his stomach. “I came here with Sir Edmund Bennett some months ago. He was asking about golems?” 


     “The ambitious fool,” the old man cackled, tilting his head and peering sideways at Warren like a bird. His voice was rough and quiet, making his thick Welsh accent even more difficult to understand. His gaze went past the young man to his companion and his burden.  


     “I’ve brought you a...a gift,” Warren tried, watching the bent figure cautiously. The Llewan were unpredictable—they were just as likely to chat as to kill Warren and Ben where they stood, surrounding them and suffocating them. “Sir Bennett has passed, and it would be...troublesome for me if people were to know. I thought you would rather have his body than see it rot away uselessly in a grave.” 


     A tremor of excitement seemed to pass through the old man, and he pushed by Warren with a waft of putrid air. Ben was glad to drop the body on the ground and step away from it, leaving the elder to paw at the blanket. When Sir Bennett’s body was revealed, the Llewan recoiled with a hiss. 


     “No blood,” he spat, glaring up at Warren as though he might be hiding it. 


     “The spell that killed him required more of himself than he realized,” he explained, taking a careful step back and meeting the tunnel wall. “I thought perhaps you might still find a use for it. The—the bones, or the heart?” He exchanged a glance with Ben, shrugging helplessly in response to his questioning glare. 


     The old man hummed and pondered, prodding at Sir Bennett’s body and inspecting his limbs. “A powerful witch,” he decided at last, and Warren let out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “We appreciate this gift, Warren Hayward. You may leave our home in safety.” 


     “Thank you,” Warren answered even as Ben was turning him by the shoulder and urging him back down the dark corridor. A creeping, scuttling sound began behind them, but Ben kept Warren’s gaze ahead of them with a strong hand on the top of his head. 


     “Nothin’ any good man needs to see is ‘appenin back there,” he said grimly, walking swiftly back the way they came. 


     At the entrance, Warren shut the cellar door behind them and it instantly vanished, perfectly camouflaged by sawdust and footprints. He blew out the token in his hand and slipped it back into his pocket, and he climbed back up into the seat of the autocar while Ben locked the warehouse door. 


     “Do I have to get back in there?” Ben asked, standing in front of the coach door and looking up at Warren plaintively. 


     “It’s too suspicious otherwise,” Warren insisted. 


     Ben grunted, mumbling, “Could’ve at least let it air out a bit while we were skulking about,” as he settled inside. 


     The engine lasted the entire drive back to the manor, and Warren parked the autocar inside the back gate and unlocked the house. Cam stood just inside the door, startling him into a shout. 


     “Did you have a successful trip?” it asked pleasantly. 


     “Yes, thank you,” Warren answered with a sigh as he collected himself. He glanced at the clock ticking on the wall and then to Ben. “Shouldn’t you be getting home? It’s rather late.” 


     “Mr. ‘Ayward is sorely mistaken if he thinks he’s sendin’ me away on the first night he has this massive house to ‘imself. For one thing, I’m in desperate need of a bath. Per’aps these clothes ought to be thrown in the furnace as well,” he added with a grimace as he lifted the front of his jacket to smell it. 


     Warren paused, glancing down the hall into Sir Bennett’s comfortable home. He’d thought in a panic that he’d had to conceal his master’s death simply to enable himself to stay in London, but now that the sordid deed was done, he had no idea what to do. How long could he reasonably keep Sir Bennett’s death a secret? If nothing else, his parents would eventually hope to hear about his progress.  


     He could keep the household running indefinitely, he supposed, and forge any documents that needed a signature. Perhaps he could. Perhaps this could be his house. After a reasonable amount of time, Sir Bennett could go on a trip and have some terrible accident, leaving everything to his humble apprentice. He and Ben could live here together—some excuse could be made for it, surely. He found himself smiling despite the grisly events of the evening, earning himself a curious look from his lover. 


     He waved away Ben’s unspoken question and turned back to the golem. “I don’t suppose you need to sleep, do you?” 


     “I don’t think so,” it answered with a blink of its aperture eyes. 


     “Why don’t we call the workshop your room, for now,” Warren suggested. “You’re welcome to any books, or...I don’t know, anything else you might want. I just ask that you please don’t leave the house, at least until we can find out more about you.” 


     “I will not leave the house,” Cam agreed with a nod. “Thank you for giving me a room.” 


     “Of course.” He watched as the machine turned on its heel and almost seemed to hurry back upstairs, the workshop door closing quietly shortly after he was out of sight. 


     “Now that the abomination has been tucked in, I’m having a bath,” Ben announced, and he walked toward the master bath without hesitation, dropping his heavy belt on the floor and stripping away his fetid jacket as he went. 


     This could be every day, Warren thought as he watched him go. They could stay here, together, where no one would bother them. There would be no more hasty kisses in the garden, no more creeping through the house in the middle of the night to avoid waking Sir Bennett just so that they could have a moment’s privacy. There would be no more fear. 


     Warren followed Ben down the hall and through the master bedroom to the bath—he’d dreamt since he’d arrived of soaking in that rub, rather than rinsing himself off in the shallow washbasin in his quarters. Ahead of him, Ben was unbuttoning his shirt while the hot water poured into the deep copper tub. 


     “Can’t a bloke get even a minute alone?” Ben teased, grinning over his shoulder at the other man. They had so little occasion to be together without worry, especially outside of the darkness of Warren’s cramped room. In the light, Ben’s physique could be properly appreciated, and Warren took advantage of the opportunity. He had a broad, strong back, with pink threads of scar tissue leading across his shoulder to where flesh became brass, fastened to the bone with heavy metal bolts. The skin where the two parts met looked a bit of a mess, but Warren rather liked it.  


     He’d been clearing out the building of residents long after his superior had called for him to give it up, and he’d suffered the consequences. He was lucky to be alive. The accident had happened shortly after they had met, and Warren remembered Ben sitting in the darkness of Warren’s room after his surgery, carefully touching his thumb to each of his fingers in turn over and over again and filling the quiet night with the soft whirring of tiny gears.  


     Ben had his work cut out for him as a constable in London who also happened to be a witch—Warren didn’t know which of his higher-ups knew about it, but he and the two other witches in the city’s employ worked the Heolstran road exclusively, keeping the dingy, magic-ridden street under control. It meant that despite all of Warren’s learning on his own and under Sir Bennett, Ben knew more dangerous magic than he likely ever would. Still, a worry never crossed his mind. Ben was one of the gentlest souls he had ever known. 


     “You aren’t the only one who needs a bath,” Warren said with a smile. 


     “I’m the only one what’s been ridin’ about in the back of a carriage with Sir No-Longer-With-Us. As much as I relish the idea of doing things to you in that old bastard’s house that would get us both arrested, I really do need a good scrub.” 


     “Of course,” Warren agreed immediately, pulling the strap from his hair to let it loose and beginning to unbutton his shirt. “But there won’t be enough hot water for both of us. The tub is large enough. We’ll just bathe, and you can stay the night, if you like. I understand the guest room is quite comfortable.” 


     Ben frowned, but his eyes were on the copper-red tips of hair touching Warren’s shoulders as he slipped his arms from his sleeves and let the shirt drop to the tiled floor. He snorted and turned away from the sight, quite pointedly dropping his trousers and stepping into the steaming water. He let out a groan as he sank into the tub, letting his arms dangle over the edges to keep his mechanized one out of the water. 


     “Nope; I don’t know if there’s any room for you, mate.” He stretched out his legs and peeked back at Warren with a grin.  


     “I’m sure I can squeeze in,” he answered, keeping his pale blue eyes on the other man’s as he shed the rest of his clothing. Moving carefully, he stepped into the tub with his feet on either side of Ben’s hips, and he settled himself quite comfortably in the other man’s lap. 


     “You are incorrigible,” Ben grunted out, but his good hand had already found Warren’s waist, gripping him tightly. He was forced to keep the other out of the reach of the water, which visibly frustrated him. “Didn’t your master die today? Didn’t we visit a disgusting ‘ole full of cannibals today? Don’t you feel anythin’ at all?” 


     Warren smiled as he leaned over the man beneath him, lightly resting his forehead against his. “I feel free,” he whispered, and he caught Ben’s lips in a kiss that quickly led to a hand in his hair and splashing water as he was tugged tightly against the other man’s chest. His master had died today, and he didn’t care. A golem was creeping around in the attic, and he didn’t care. All the unpleasantness of the day was forgotten, replaced with promises of a liberated future.  


     He ran his hands down Ben’s chest, fingers lightly trailing through the thick hair and over the hard muscle there. Ben’s familiar shudder made him smile through their kiss as he wrapped his fingers around his lover’s quickly stiffening shaft, squeezing and touching him until his quiet groans grew almost too much to bear. He ground their hips together and nipped at the other man’s lips, gasping and chuckling low in his throat as Ben wrapped an arm around him, allowing his practiced fingers access to Warren’s sensitive entrance.  


     Ben grinned at him when Warren had to stop his attentions in favor of leaning his head on his shoulder and panting lightly against his neck, his back arching against the familiar touch. He remembered himself quickly and put a warning hand on Ben’s firm chest as he sat back out of reach of his wandering hands. The older man’s protest quickly dissolved into a low moan as Warren’s grip found him again, pulling and squeezing him at an exhaustingly slow pace. He got his fingers around both of them at once, just barely, using his hips to add pressure and friction between them.  


     He teased for as long as he could, until Ben begged under his breath for release. This was how Warren liked him. Eyes shut, knuckles white around the rim of the tub, whimpering and twitching his hips at every slight movement. At least he had enough presence of mind not to crush the porcelain with his brass hand. As he finally sped up, Ben reached up with one hand to pull him down by the back of his head and hold him in a crushing kiss, both of them short of breath and trembling until finally Ben groaned out his climax. Warren followed soon after, and he collapsed on top of the other man, sending a bit of water sloshing over the side. He chuckled as he felt Ben’s chest rise and fall beneath his cheek in a great sigh and his warm hand patting him affectionately on the head. 


     They lay like that for a while, quietly entwined, until the water grew too cool to be called a bath any longer. Warren finally lifted his head, placed a soft kiss on the other man’s lips, and murmured, “Now let’s get you that scrub, and then I’ll let you see how comfortable the guest room is.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Three 


       


     The loud bell woke Warren with a start, and for a moment he brushed it off as imagination and hid his face back in Ben’s bare shoulder. When it rang again, he lifted himself up in a daze until he realized that the unwelcome sound meant someone was at the door.  


     He flew out of the bed so quickly that he almost fell over, and he dashed across the hall to his quarters and pulled on some clean clothes. He attempted to make himself presentable on the way to the door, where he had to hiss and shoo Cam away from the front window. 


     “There is a man outside,” it said helpfully. “Shall I open the door?” 


     “No!” Warren snapped in a panic. “No. Please go upstairs for now. You’re—you’re something of a secret, do you understand?” 


     “A secret is something that is meant to be kept unknown,” Cam explained with a bright shutter of its eyes and a tilt of its head. 


     “Yes. Precisely. You must stay a secret. Upstairs, please, quickly.” 


     The golem complied, its metal footsteps clanking on the steps before it disappeared into the workshop. 


     With a quick, steeling breath, Warren opened the front door and put on his best servile smile. The young man standing on the front step was dressed in expensive finery from head to toe—his top hat was almost comically tall, and his dark coat hugged his waist fashionably before splitting into tails that nearly brushed his ankles. He wore a pair of gold-rimmed pince-nez and held a long, gold-tipped walking stick at a jaunty angle in front of him. He smiled brightly at Warren as the door opened. 


     “Ah. Hello there. Almost thought I’d come to the wrong house. Is Sir Edmund Bennett at home?” 


     Warren felt the blood drain from his face. Sir Bennett could go months without a visitor, and now someone came asking for him the day after he’d been given over to bloody cannibals?  


     “Ah, Sir Bennett is...indisposed?” 


     “Oh, I hardly think so. We have an appointment. My name is Charles Wakefield. Sir Bennett was quite insistent that I arrive on this day at precisely ten o’clock. He called ages ago to invite me. I’m to see an invention of his, and perhaps to purchase it from him, if I’m suitably impressed. None of this sounds familiar to you?” 


     “Sir Bennett sometimes forgets to inform me of his appointments,” Warren answered uncertainly.  


     “Well I won’t stand about on a stoop either way, lad. May I come in?” Warren wondered about being called “lad” by a man who didn’t seem very deep into his thirties, but it definitely wasn’t his place to question it. 


     “Oh. Y-Yes. Of course. Apologies, sir.” Warren stood back from the door to allow Mr. Wakefield entrance, his heart pounding. He thought he felt a light sweat beginning on his brow. He cringed when the gentleman called out rather loudly for Sir Bennett and received only silence in response. 


     “If you had an idea of what Sir Bennett meant to show you, sir, I could find it for you in his absence. I would hate to think you had wasted your time.” 


     Mr. Wakefield turned back to him with a conspiratorial smile. “It’s supposed to be a revelation,” he said. “An automaton. Absolutely stunningly lifelike, he promised. Suitable for any kind of work around the home, or even as a valet.” 


     “An...an automaton,” Warren repeated blankly. Sir Bennett’s intention had been to market golems as mere robots? Unfortunate for him that the cost was more than he realized, and doubtless more than Mr. Wakefield would be willing to pay. A hundred thoughts ran through Warren’s head. Should he say Sir Bennett was on sabbatical? Ill? How to dissuade Mr. Wakefield from getting a look at Cam? Did he even want that? He said he was there to purchase, if the product was right.  


     “Please wait here,” he found himself saying, and he climbed the steps to the workshop and opened the door. Cam was waiting patiently just inside. Warren urged iy out, and he heard Mr. Wakefield’s boisterous laugh as the golem stepped easily down behind him. “This is the...the automaton,” he said, watching Cam for any intention to correct him. 


     “I am Cam,” it said. 


     “By Jove,” Mr. Wakefield laughed, walking in circles around Cam and carefully inspecting it. “It has a name, does it?” 


     “I am Cam,” it repeated. “Who are you?” 


     Mr. Wakefield looked at Warren curiously.  


     “Just talk to it,” he explained. “It will understand you.” 


     “My name is Charles,” Mr. Wakefield said rather slowly, directly into Cam’s face.  


     “Hello, Charles. Do you like to read histories?” 


     “I say.” Mr. Wakefield grinned over Cam’s shoulder at Warren. “This isn’t a script?” 


     Warren shook his head. “Not at all. It’s completely independent and free-thinking. It answers any question to the best of its knowledge, and will ask its own, as you see. It has only been active for a day, so its responses are somewhat limited, but it has the capacity to learn.” 


     “Positively miraculous,” Mr. Wakefield said, and he looked back at Cam. “I do enjoy a history on occasion. Done a bit of reading, have you?” 


     “Yes,” it answered immediately. “I have read many books while Warren Hayward was away and sleeping.” 


     “That’s you, is it?” Mr. Wakefield asked as he glanced back at Warren. 


     “Yes, sir. It has no need to sleep, you see, so it’s been active all night. I haven’t structured it, so it’s been reading whatever draws its attention. It seems to enjoy history.” 


     “Enjoys, eh? Incredible.” He tilted his head to inspect the joints of cam’s head and neck, adjusting his pince-nez. “What powers it?” 


     Warren hesitated for just a moment, but then he said, “A small reactor. It will never need to be recharged, and will last into the foreseeable future. The body itself will likely break down before the reactor. I would show you, but it’s been built to avoid having the chest cavity opened—trade secrets,” he lied with an easy smile, surprising himself. 


     “Ha! Quite so. Well, it’s a shame Sir Bennett isn’t here; I’d love to take this machine off your hands for the sum we agreed upon. It would be an absolute smash at parties.” 


     Warren spotted Ben poking his head out of the room behind Mr. Wakefield, but he cleared his throat and kept his attention on the gentleman. “Truth be told, Mr. Wakefield,” he began hesitantly, not positive in the slightest that the words pouring out of his mouth were a good idea, “Sir Bennett hasn’t been home for some time. He told me he was traveling to India for study, and I haven’t heard from him since.” He glanced down at the floor with a humble expression. “I...took it upon myself to continue his work, since I had nothing to do with him gone but keep up the house.” 


     Mr. Wakefield turned to face Warren then with a curious lift of his eyebrow. “You mean to tell me that you, and not Sir Bennett, built this machine?” 


     “Yes, sir.” 


     “What exactly is your purpose here, boy?” 


     “I am an apprentice, sir. Sir Bennett was to teach me about...about mechanics. I assisted him in his workshop.” Only half a lie. 


     The gentleman laughed and clapped Warren so hard on the shoulder that he almost stumbled. “Brilliant, lad! What did this thing say your name was—Warren what?” 


     “Hayward, sir.” He could see Ben staring at him from the hallway door, but he steadfastly ignored his incredulous look. 


     “Well, if Sir Bennett isn’t here to make good on his promises, Mr. Hayward, then that’s no reason your hard work should go unrewarded, I say.” He reached into his coat pocket and retrieved a billfold, which made Warren hesitate. He hadn’t thought this through. If this gentleman took Cam with him, the golem would surely not be able to keep the truth from him, and it would become clear upon even the briefest inspection that it was only a hollow husk, not a machine. “Eleven hundred pounds was the agreed upon number, I believe.” 


     “Eleven—” Warren choked on the words, and he could see Ben’s bulging eyes down the hall. “Sir, I—I must be frank with you.” 


     “Yes? What?” Mr. Wakefield looked up from his checkbook, where he had already touched pen to paper. 


     “This automaton, it is—it is a prototype. See, here, its jaw is misaligned, and it hasn’t been properly buffed. I can build you another,” he promised, immediately panicking. He purposely avoided looking across at Ben. 


     “Ah. I see. How long will that take? I have a banquet coming up in two weeks’ time, and this would be an absolute hit.” 


     “Two weeks? Two weeks...should be plenty of time.” 


     “Ha! Excellent. Take this as an incentive, then. I expect a timely and impressive product, Mr. Hayward!” The gentleman scribbled into his book, and with a quick tear of paper, handed Warren a bank slip clearly marked with a signature and a promise of £100. He was almost too busy gawking at it to notice Mr. Wakefield’s offered hand, but he quickly recovered and shook it fervently. 


     “Yes, sir. Timely and impressive.”  


     The gentleman took one more appreciative look at Cam before he moved to the door, and Warren opened it for him and closed it when he’d gone. He turned slowly back toward the room, feeling lightheaded. 


     “What did y’go and do that for?” Ben asked in an unbelieving whisper as he moved out into the corridor. “You’ve promised him a golem, Warren!” 


     “Eleven hundred pounds, Ben. That kind of money will change our lives. That could support us for years!” 


     “But you don’t know how to make a golem! Except for the tiny detail of it costing a human life!” He leaned in to hiss the last few words, gesturing over to Cam to illustrate his point. “What do you intend to do about that?” 


     “Well, I’ll—I don’t know. Sir Bennett must have notes. I drew the circle myself; I could do it again.” 


     “And the whole giving-your-life-in-exchange aspect?” 


     Warren frowned down at the check in his hand, feeling his stomach twisting into knots. Even just this hundred pounds would be enough to live on for well over a year, but the money would be no good to him dead, and he wasn’t quite so altruistic as to sacrifice himself for Ben’s financial security.  


     “I don’t know,” he said finally, but he could feel a dark tingling in the back of his mind. “I’ll figure something out.” 


     “Figure something out? Are you insane?” 


     “Just—I need some time,” he said, pressing his palms to his temples. “I need some time.” He dropped the check on a table as he moved by Cam and Ben, and he hurried up the stairs to the workshop, ignoring the golem’s protests that that was “Cam’s room” as he shut and bolted the door behind him. 


     He leaned on the door a moment, raking his fingers through his hair as he scanned the room for something that might help him. He moved over to the bookshelf and began spilling books onto the floor, discarding histories and philosophical treatises and setting aside anything that looked like it had any magic in it at all. There had to be a way to do it without blood magic. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Four 


       


     Over the next few days, Ben came to the manor at every opportunity, but he always found the same thing—the workshop door closed and locked and Cam in the study, sitting quietly by itself and reading. When Warren did appear, he looked pale and tired. Ben tried to convince him to tell Mr. Wakefield that he couldn’t deliver or at least that he needed more time, but Warren always waved him away. 


     “It’s finished now,” he finally said after a week had gone by, on one of the rare occasions that Ben had been by around suppertime and had been able to convince the other man to eat. Cam had apparently made strange friends with the built-in automaton in the kitchen, but it admitted to Ben that Warren hadn’t been eating the meals they had prepared together. 


     “What’s finished? You figured it out?” Ben asked, leaning his elbows on the table to look into Warren’s face. 


     “I finished the body,” he sighed in return. “I couldn’t give him an empty husk. It had to look like a machine. It probably wouldn’t work, even if it had a real power source. What do I know about building robots?” he lamented, dropping his spoon and letting his forehead thump onto the table beside his bowl. “I just filled it with gears and pistons. I’ll have to seal it up properly, like Cam, so they can’t look inside.” 


     Ben paused, hesitating to ask his next question. “So…you don’t ‘ave any idea what to do about the actual golem bit?” 


     “I’ve been reading,” Warren answered without lifting his head, his voice muffled by the table and his curtain of red hair. “I tried last night. I did everything they said in the books. I put the letters on the inside of the forehead, I burned the incense, I said the words. I drew the circle,” he continued with a long sigh, and he turned his head so that he could stare up at Ben, his cheek resting on the wooden table while his arms dangled at his sides. “Nothing. Not even a glimmer or a tremble. There must be blood.” 


     “I don’t ‘ave to tell you I don’t like all this blood magic, love, not one bit. Not good for your soul, it’s not. It’s exactly the sort of thing I’m trying to prevent on the Heolstran road, you know that.” 


     “Oh, it’s like any other kind of magic,” Warren scoffed, lifting his head and staring into his soup. “I control it, not it me.” 


     “Just be careful with it, eh? I won’t ‘ave you putting your own self in that circle an’ending up like Sir Ed.” 


     “I’m not about to sacrifice myself, Ben,” he assured him. “I thought…” He hesitated, glancing to the other man out of the corner of his eye. Ben was a big lad, but he was actually something of a soft touch when it came to matters like this. “I thought perhaps…if I used an animal—” 


     “What, you’re going to bring something in ‘ere and take it upstairs and kill it? Just like that?” 


     “Well what choice do I have?” Warren snapped back defensively. “The ritual requires blood, and I’m rather attached to mine.” 


     “You could tell your gentleman that Cam isn’t for sale and you’re out of business,” Ben pressed. “We don’t need the money, Warren. You said yourself we could live on Sir Ed’s investments for a time.” 


     “For a time,” he admitted. “But what then?” 


     “Then you get kicked out of the manor and you come and stay with me,” Ben said with a grin. He reached over to put a reassuring hand on the back of Warren’s neck, his fingertips brushing lightly over the tender skin and sending a small shiver up the other man’s spine. 


     “With you? They’d find us out, Ben,” Warren sighed, his eyes closing involuntarily. “And you only just support yourself as it is. What would I do, if I’m not an apprentice? There isn’t much call for magic at the docks.” 


     “You could wash my dishes,” he offered helpfully. “I ‘ear you’re good at that.” 


     “Sod off, will you?” Warren frowned. He opened his eyes and looked over at his lover with a furrowed brow. “You know we couldn’t. We’d be discovered.” 


     “Who would say anything? People mind their own business down there.” 


     “Anyone could say anything. It only takes one report. Someone would say something, and the constabulary would be at our door.” He leaned over to put a hand on Ben’s knee, his other reaching up to clutch the hand on his neck. “Wealth is the only shield we have. With money, you can get away with anything. It’s the only way we can protect ourselves. Otherwise they’ll put us in prison, Ben.” 


     Ben sighed at the plaintive look on the other man’s face, and he gently tugged Warren closer to him by his neck and pressed a warm kiss to his lips. “If you promise me you’ll be careful,” he said softly, “I’ll ‘elp you how I can. Tell me what you need.” 


     “I think…I think as long as it’s something alive, it might be enough. Maybe a rabbit?” 


     “A rabbit?” Ben pulled away from him and pointed at the cooling soup on the table, which Warren dutifully continued to eat. “Why a rabbit?” 


     “I don’t know,” he shrugged. “It’s…small? I don’t know what the requirements are.” 


     “What if it works, but you just end up with a golem with the brain of a rabbit?” 


     Warren paused with the spoon halfway to his lips. “I…I hadn’t thought of that.” 


     “Maybe you could build little brass rabbits instead of people. Wealthy ladies could put them in the garden and chat while they ‘opped about.” 


     “Be serious,” he scolded, but he was smiling. “I have to try. If I end up with a human-sized metal rabbit, then I guess I’ll have my answer.” He glanced back up at Ben. “Where would I even get a rabbit?” 


     “Don’t you worry,” he answered as he got to his feet. “I’ll bring one in the morning. In the meantime, I expect you’ll get some sleep, Mr. ‘Ayward.” He bent to touch a kiss to Warren’s hair. 


     “You aren’t staying?” 


     “I’ve work, love. Mulryan’s ill, and the Heolstran road stays busy day or night, doesn’t it?” He smiled and moved to the door, but then paused on his way and spun on his heel. “Oi. Spare us tuppence, eh? Won’t have leftovers for any rabbits after Mrs. O’Leary comes callin’ for lodgin’ money on the morrow.” 


     “Oh. Of course.” Warren stood and hurried to the bedroom, where he opened the small box of change on the dresser and retrieved a single coin. He returned to the dining room and placed the silver in the man’s large hand. “There’s a shilling.” He held up a hand to interrupt the coming protest. “In case you’re short. You can bring me back the change if you want to.” He put a hand on the other man’s chest, fingers curling into the rough fabric of his shirt. “Thank you, Ben. This will be worth it; you’ll see.” 


     “If nothing else, we’ll ‘ave coney for supper, eh?” Ben smiled and tucked the coin into his pocket, pausing to catch Warren’s hand and give the knuckles a quick kiss before continuing on to the door. 


     Warren sighed as he heard the back door click shut, and he found himself alone in the dining room with only the sound of Cam’s tinkering in the kitchen. He glanced back at the half-eaten bowl of soup but then decided against it and went back up to the workshop. He didn’t have time to sleep. 


     Ben found Warren asleep under the table in the workshop with a large roll of blueprint paper pulled over him in place of a blanket. He scooped the smaller man up easily and put him over his shoulder, only earning himself a mild, sleepy protest, and he carried him downstairs to the bedroom and tucked him in. 


     “Silly thing,” he muttered, bending down and kissing Warren’s forehead. He shut the door quietly behind him and went to the kitchen to help himself to the breakfast Cam had helped to put together. 


     “Is there trouble?” it asked while Ben sat on the counter with a plate of eggs and toast. “Warren Hayward seems overwhelmed. He does not come out of my room very much, and he does not let me in. Why did he give me a room and then take it away?” 


     “You know you can go anywhere in the house you like, don’t you?” 


     “Yes, but the house is not mine. The room was mine.” 


     Ben paused, inspecting the golem’s crooked jaw and the bright light of its eyes. It was definitely not human and yet not at all a machine. No machine he’d ever heard of took ownership of anything, let alone had a desire for a space to call its own. Even if Warren succeeded in recreating more golems without taking human lives, what would he be releasing into the world? Into the homes of people who would only see them as a novelty, instead of as a living, thinking thing? He imagined an intelligent thing like Cam could only go so long being told to fetch bottles of wine or carry luggage up stairs before becoming restless. But then, some honest-to-God humans had lives like that and carried on rather well. 


     “I’ll talk to him about it,” he promised. “Maybe you can share, or you can stay in the guest room instead. Or the study? You don’t really need a bed, do you?” 


     “No. I like the study.” 


     “Very well then. I’ll see what I can do.” 


     “Thank you, Ben.” 


     He smiled and finished his plate, which Cam promptly took from him in order to clean up, claiming that it enjoyed watching the water in the sink despite not being able to feel the liquid on its metal hands.  


     Warren didn’t stir until nearly lunchtime. Ben heard him burst out of the bedroom from where he was sitting in the study with a cup of hot tea, and he laughed at the sight of him. Half of his shirt’s buttons had come loose so that it was slipping off of his shoulder, he’d removed his belt sometime during his nap, and his hair was a disaster. 


     “Why did you put me in bed?” he huffed, tugging his shirt back into place. 


     “Because you were exhausted. Come on. ‘Ave a cuppa. Cam makes a decent pot actually. Then we’ll see about murdering Mr. Nibbles ‘ere.” Ben nudged the small wire cage at his feet, where a small brown rabbit sat with its whiskers twitching. 


     “You named it?” Warren sighed, buttoning his shirt as he approached the chaise.  


     “We’ve ‘ad time to bond. I about went out and bought another one that I wasn’t friendly with.” 


     “Good Lord, Ben.” He sat down and took the spare cup from the tea tray, pouring himself a serving and shutting his eyes as he took a sip. “This is serious, you know. This is day eight out of fourteen, and all I have is a casing hiding some very shoddy machinery and a named rabbit that’s about to give its life in the name of progress.” 


     “So, you’re sayin’ it’s not nothin’,” Ben said with a grin that made Warren smile.  


     “Let’s just get on with it, can we?” Warren drank the rest of his tea in a rush and set the cup aside before carefully picking up the rickety cage. “Come along, Mr. Nibbles,” he said as he carried the animal down the hall to the stairs. “You don’t have to watch if you don’t like, Ben. I promise I’ll be humane.” 


     “Poor Mr. Nibbles,” Ben lamented as he poured himself another cup of tea. 


     Upstairs, Warren set the cage on the table beside the lifeless machine and set about preparing the rest of the ritual. He lit the incense, washed his hands in the basin, and made sure he still had the book on the lectern open to the right page. Then he moved to the cage, picked up the small knife nearby, and opened the latch. The rabbit edged away from his hand, but he caught it by the scruff and carried it tentatively over to the chalk circle on the floor. 


     “Sorry for this, Mr. Nibbles,” he mumbled while the rabbit squirmed in his grip, and he placed the edge of the knife against the animal’s throat. With a quick breath, he read the words from the book, drew the blade across the rabbit’s skin, and dropped both hastily to avoid his hand being inside the circle when the blood hit the floor. 


     The rabbit crumpled to the floor with a slight bounce and the knife clattered away, and Warren waited for the shockwave and the light, but the rabbit’s blood only oozed slowly into the chalk while the creature’s leg kicked one last jolt of life. Warren stayed still and tense, hoping for a delayed reaction. He crouched to inspect the chalk, and a bit of it seemed to have burned into the wood the same way as before, but the machine remained motionless. 


     “Did it work?” he heard Ben’s hushed voice say through the door, and he sighed. 


     “No, it didn’t work,” he called back, dropping onto his rear and leaning back on his hands. “I think we need something bigger.” 


     A long pause passed before he heard Ben’s voice again. “Bigger?” 


     Warren considered, his eyes on the seeping blood on the floor. “Do you know where we could buy a goat?” His only answer was a small grunt of distaste and the heavy thud of Ben’s forehead against the door. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Five 


       


     As it turns out, a goat has enough of a life to make a golem’s body twitch, but not enough to make it live. Warren considered that perhaps it wasn’t the size of the animal, but the intelligence. It was easy enough to catch a stray cat, even though Ben protested and threatened to keep it. When that produced a small result, Warren was kind enough to kill the dog while Ben was away and to have it cleaned up before he returned. The dog actually burned away a fair bit of the circle. It could be done, he was sure of it.  


     Cam was a great help to him, scrubbing the floor clean and drawing the chalk circles over and over much more precisely than Warren could have done himself. It also didn’t complain about the poor animals and give them precious names right before they died.  


     Ben drew the line when Warren asked if he knew where they might acquire a monkey. 


     “That’s enough,” he said over supper. “There isn’t no other way, love. Life takes life. We got Cam, but he took Sir Ed. Unless you’re standin’ in that circle yourself, you’ll never make another one like him.” 


     “That can’t be,” Warren insisted. “There has to be a way.” 


     “Why? What makes you think there should be? Something doesn’t have to exist just because you want it to.” 


     “No. I’ll figure it out. I just need more time. I need more tests.” 


     “You’re out of tests, love. You’re done. Your gentleman is comin’ in two days’ time. You have to call and tell him it can’t be done.” 


     “I won’t,” Warren snapped. “I’m not giving up on us.” 


     “Us?” Ben leaned forward in his seat and put a hand on Warren’s clenched fist. “This isn’t about us, love. Us will be here no matter what.” 


     Warren sighed, rubbing at his baggy eyes. He was exhausted. His hands were still scraped and bruised from building the machine itself. The brass had to be shaped, pieces connected, insides forged and put in place, joints oiled, surface polished. The final product looked infinitely more professional the the job he’d done on Cam, but it was still a hasty production, and he’d spent every spare minute poring over the books in Sir Bennett’s workshop looking for a solution to the magic problem. He hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep since Mr. Wakefield came to call, excepting when Ben had put him into bed against his will. 


     “I need to do this,” he said finally, turning his hand to lightly grip Ben’s fingers.  


     “And what if you can’t?” 


     Warren couldn’t look him in the eye. “I have to,” he whispered. He squeezed the other man’s hand. “Will you stay tonight?” 


     “If you want me to.” 


     “I do.” He rose from his half-eaten meal and pulled Ben along behind him by the hand into the master bedroom. It already didn’t feel like Sir Bennett’s room to him anymore. This was his house now. He was going to stay here as long as he could, and he would do whatever it took to make certain that was a very long time. 


     He shut the door behind them to keep Cam’s questions away and tugged on Ben’s hand so hard that he stumbled. He pushed him onto the bed on his back and crawled up to straddle his knees, hands deftly working on the other man’s belt buckle. 


     “Oi, I thought you’d be too tired for this sort of thing,” Ben protested with a laugh. “You should rest, Warren. You look a fright.” 


     Warren ignored him, tugging his trousers down his hips and bending to kiss the skin of his stomach. Ben’s telltale shudder and sharp breath were sweeter to him than a whole day’s worth of sleep. He wouldn’t let the other man turn him over, keeping him pinned by the hips during his hands-free maneuvers, but he gave in when strong fingers twisted in his hair and pulled him up for breath and into a crushing kiss. He let Ben over top of him then, clutching at his shoulders and biting at his neck as they moved together with familiar ease. Ben’s quiet sighs and panting groans filled Warren’s ears, making him smile into his lover’s chest despite the deadline looming before them. 


     He had to shove Ben’s heavy body away when they finished, and for a while they lay silently, nose to nose, with Warren’s fingers combing gently though Ben’s hair. The larger man’s breathing slowed into a pattern of sleep, and Warren closed his eyes under the weight of Ben’s arm. This was what he wanted. This warmth. This comfort. This safety. What wouldn’t he do to protect it? 


     Warren worked even harder in the morning, abandoning the warmth of Ben’s arms before the sun even rose. He thanked Cam for the tea and biscuits it brought to the workshop, but he didn’t stop to eat or drink. The golem lingered in the hall, watching him with curious eyes while he scribbled in books and marked pages and sketched circle after circle in his notes. Nothing he tried gave even the slightest indication of life from the machine on the table. Not without blood. 


     Ben appeared in the doorway and told him that he had to work, but Warren only waved him away in his distraction.  


     The room was almost cloudy with chalk dust by the afternoon. It wasn’t going to work. The animals weren’t going to work. Mr. Wakefield was coming tomorrow. If he didn’t have a solution tonight, that would be the end of it. He sat in a smeared circle of dust on the floor and felt hopeless.  


     Cam knocked on the door and offered him tea, so he patted the chalk from his shirt and went downstairs to eat at least. Maybe a warm cup of tea would help him think. Before he could make it to the dining room table, a knock at the front door stopped him, and he paused to sigh before turning to answer it. 


     He actually took a step back as he saw Mrs. Burnham on the front step, which caused her to bustle her way inside without so much as a how-do-you-do. 


     “Where is Sir Bennett?” she asked, calling out his name a few times before whirling on Warren with a disgusted frown. Mrs. Antonia Burnham was a skinny, rickety old woman who had been wearing nothing but black dresses since her husband died in 1874. She lived with her son’s family in the house next door to Sir Bennett’s, and she spent the majority of her time with her watery eyes stuck to her bedroom window so that she could more easily keep an eye on the goings-on of the neighborhood. Warren had seen her more than once as he tried to sneak Ben in or out of the garden at night. She didn’t seem to sleep. 


     “I’ve kept quiet for long enough, you filthy creature,” she spat, coming up close to Warren’s face with an accusing finger, “but I won’t have this brazen debauchery going on any longer!” 


     “Debau—Mrs. Burnham—” Warren tried, but the woman turned away from him again and continued calling out for Sir Bennett. 


     “He isn’t in!” Warren said at last, leaning back instinctively when she turned on him. “Sir Bennett is on holiday. Please, is there something I can help you with?” 


     “You’ve done quite enough. You think I don’t see you, sneaking that man in at night, right under poor Sir Bennett’s nose. You ought to be ashamed.” 


     “Mrs. Burnham, I assure you, there isn’t anything—” 


     “Don’t you tell me a lie!” she snapped. “I’ve seen your kind before. It’s an abomination is what it is, and it’s a disgrace. I had hoped to tell Sir Bennett directly and have you sacked, but I suppose it’s his absence that’s made you so shameless, hasn’t it? And that man dares wear a constable’s uniform, as though someone with his proclivities could be trusted! I didn’t want to get the authorities involved—I must think of the reputation of the neighborhood and of Sir Bennett. Doubtless he has no idea of the detestable crime being committed under his own roof.” 


     Warren could barely breathe. They’d been sloppy. Ben had been coming and going much more regularly since Sir Bennett’s unfortunate passing, and he’d been seen. Warren tried to say something, to deny, defend himself, make excuses, but he’d lost his voice. This woman could destroy him. 


     “With Sir Bennett away, I’ve no choice,” she continued, turning away from Warren to shuffle back to the front door. “This can’t be allowed to carry on any longer. The constabulary will deal with you and your abhorrent pastimes.” 


     Warren was in a panic. He could see everything crumbling in front of him—living in this house, seeing Ben whenever he pleased, being responsible to no one but himself—all because this woman had nothing better to do than eyeball people from her bedroom. She seemed to reach for the front door knob in slow motion. She would ruin him. 


     His hand found the silver candlestick almost of its own volition, and he flinched at the dull thud it made when the heavy base connected with the back of her skull. She cried out so loudly he was certain someone would hear, and she collapsed to the floor and began scrambling weakly away from him. He lifted the candlestick to hit her again, and a wicked thought flashed through his mind as he watched her raise her bony hands in defense against him. A waste. This would be a waste. 


     He snatched the old woman up by the back of her mourning dress and put a hand over her mouth to muffle her cries, the candlestick clunking noisily on the floor when he dropped it. She could only struggle feebly against him while he half carried her up the stairs, Cam watching silently from the barely open kitchen door, and he dropped her to the floor inside the workshop door. He moved away when he saw her lying there, curled up and whimpering, and he covered his own mouth to stifle his sob. 


     She looked so pitiful. Just an old woman, frail and thin, who couldn’t keep her nose out of other people’s business. She was begging him, quietly, pleading with him in between prayers. He almost left the room and ran from the house. He almost went to Ben and told him they had to leave the city, that they’d make do somewhere else. Why should this woman get to decide my fate?  he asked himself. This pathetic, prying creature who had wormed her way into his life. She would take everything away from him if he gave her the chance. He couldn’t let her leave now. 


     His gaze moved to the knife on the small table, and then to the completed brass husk and the chalk circle on the floor. Don’t waste it. He pulled her by her arm over to the circle, snatching up the knife on his way, and she pulled away from him, calling out and struggling how she could. Don’t waste it. He pushed her down over the circle, and he shut his eyes and turned his face away as he pulled the knife swiftly across her neck. The blood poured from her, splattering hot against his hand. The blast knocked him back as the blood touched the circle, and he hid his face in his arms from the light. He laid like that until the room was silent, curled up on his side on the workshop floor and taking heaving breaths that came out as half sobs. 


     He heard the creak of metal and lifted his head. The woman’s body lay like a shrunken mummy where it fell into the circle, and on the table, the machine twitched to life and sat up. Its eyes were the same bright blue as Cam’s, matching the glowing ring on its brass chest where Warren had installed an imitation power source. He got to his feet while the thing stared at him, and he wiped his brow with the back of his hand. He took a deep breath and spoke before the golem could question him. 


     “You are zero-one,” he said, hoping that his voice sounded steady. He’d planned what he would say to the machine when it awoke, but he hadn’t anticipated it being predicated by murder. “You are an automaton that is to be presented to Mr. Charles Wakefield and to serve in his home. When he picks you up tomorrow, you will do anything that he asks of you without question. Do you understand?” 


     It blinked its aperture eyes at him, and after a moment said, “Yes.” 


     “You will stay in this room until morning, and you are not to touch anything. I will collect you when Mr. Wakefield arrives. Do you understand?” 


     “Yes.” 


     “Good.” He wasn’t positive that the golem could be trusted to follow commands, but he hoped that it would be malleable as a blank slate if he started commanding it immediately. He looked down at the withered body on the floor and bent to drag it away by the legs, dropping it on the landing and bolting the workshop door. Once outside, he slid to the floor, hiding his face in his hands and weeping. This wasn’t what he had intended. Why hadn’t there been an easier way? Why did it have to come to this? Why couldn’t she have just kept to herself? 


     With a slow, shivering breath, he got to his feet, avoiding the sight of Mrs. Burnham’s bloodless face staring emptily up at him. He wiped at the tears on his face with the backs of his hands, and he let out his breath in a quick sigh. It was done. He had to get rid of the body before the younger Mr. Burnham came asking questions, before Ben came home. Home. He could still call this place home—Ben could still call it home—because of what he’d done. He hadn’t had a choice. 


     He enlisted Cam’s help getting the body into the coach, avoiding his questions and asking him to promise that this would be a secret from Ben, and he drove quickly to the riverside warehouse hiding the entrance to the home of the Llewan. He had to take the risk of being seen driving an empty carriage. He wasn’t about to call Ben or bring Cam along. 


     It was more difficult dragging the corpse through the tunnels without Ben’s strong shoulders, and the reopened wound on his hand didn’t make it any easier. He was a mess by the time he arrived at the archway leading into their den. He saw the old man he’d spoken to before, and he gave him a low bow as he gestured to the body before him. He kept his place despite the hissing growls that approached him, and a woman’s naked torso appeared out of the crawling dark, filthy arms snatching the old woman’s body by the feet and dragging it into the den. Warren made a hasty retreat, locking the warehouse chain behind him when he finally emerged into the humid London night.  


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Six 


       


     By the time Ben arrived at the house, everything was already finished. Mr. Wakefield had come, been outrageously impressed with the presented automaton, and immediately written a check for the remaining amount. Warren spent a good bit of time after that simply laughing, alternating between holding the check in his hands to admire it and placing it reverently on the dining room table. As soon as Ben knocked, Warren pulled him inside and tugged him down for a kiss. 


     “It’s done, Ben,” he said, unable to hide his grin. He’d finally managed to control the trembling in his hands after spending all night pacing and pulling at his hair and quelling terrified sobs. In the moment, it had all happened so quickly, and he had felt so in-control. At night in the quiet house with the product of his murder in the workshop above him, he had panicked and worried and cried. But none of it mattered now. He had done what he set out to do, and he had been rewarded. 


     “What? What’s done?” 


     “I figured it out,” he said, the lie sliding surprisingly easily off his tongue. “I made the golem. No blood. Wakefield’s already come and gone. A thousand pounds, Ben! A thousand pounds is sitting on that table!” 


     “What was the answer?” Ben furrowed his brow in confusion as he looked down at the other man. “You spent all that time reading and didn’t find anything. What happened?” 


     Warren laughed, hoping that it was realistic enough to cover his lies. “You wouldn’t believe it. I made a simple error. You know how it is with circles—one line out of place and the whole thing can blow up in your face. But I did it, Ben. I made a golem.” 


     Finally, Ben smiled, and Warren felt a weight lift off of his shoulders. “Well done, love,” he said, reaching out to touch his lover’s dark copper hair. “Feelin’ better about the finances now then, are you?” 


     “For now,” Warren admitted. “Mr. Wakefield invited me to his dinner party tomorrow night. I don’t know if I should go.” 


     “Why on earth wouldn’t you go?” Ben laughed. “Don’t pretend you don’t want to go to a fancy party an’ave your genius congratulated all night long. I know you, Mr. ‘Ayward.” 


     “I haven’t any clothes,” Warren protested, rustling his ill-fitting shirt. “I can’t show up all covered in chalk dust and—candle wax? When did I get candle wax on me?” 


     “Pardon me, Mr. ‘Ayward,” Ben said with a chuckle, “but didn’t you just say there’s a thousand pounds on the table? Buy yourself some bleedin’ clothes and go to your party.” 


     Warren paused. “You make a good point. It can’t hurt to spend a bit, can it?” 


     “Not at all.” 


     He smiled and pulled Ben down to kiss him again. The memories of his dark deed seemed to fade into the background in the presence of Ben’s smile. He only felt a small pang of guilt about the lies. They would keep them safe. Ben would never understand what he had been forced to do. 


       


     Warren had absolutely no idea what to do with himself at the tailor, but he now had enough money to make it worth the clerk’s while to know for him. He arrived at Mr. Wakefield’s estate precisely on time, dressed in black trousers, a dark grey shirt, and a fitted waistcoat of rich violet, against which the delicate silver chain of his new pocket watch glinted brightly. He felt a little ridiculous in his top hat, but luckily the butler took it along with his long black tail coat as soon as he was admitted to the home.  


     Mr. Wakefield greeted him as soon as he entered the hall, pushing a glass of champagne into his hand and beckoning over a small group of people in even finer attire than Warren’s. 


     “This is the lad!” he said with a laugh, putting a friendly hand on Warren’s shoulder as he addressed the gathering. “The thing is simply smashing, my boy, simply smashing. Would you believe that I’ve already taught it two or three jokes to tell to my guests tonight? And see, there, he’s filling glasses and nattering away!” He leaned in to point Warren’s gaze across the room, where the golem stood with a bottle of champagne wrapped in a cloth, its brass jaw moving easily in response to a woman’s question. 


     “I’ve decided to call him Beckford,” Mr. Wakefield said with a nod, as though this was supposed to mean anything to him. 


     “Very good, Mr. Wakefield,” he answered, holding his champagne glass awkwardly in two hands. 


     “I’ve been telling everyone who will listen what a marvel he is. You ought to give me a percentage, my lad, for all the business I’m drumming up for you!” 


     “Business?” Warren’s heart constricted. 


     The other men in the circle nodded in agreement. One of them spoke up, “How long does production take, Mr. Hayward? Charles here said you made him wait two weeks. My niece has a birthday coming up, you know, and she would simply love one of these machines.” 


     Warren was distracted by the gleaming brass of the man’s hand, delicately grasping his champagne glass. There were hardly any visible joints, and there seemed to be an intricate picture of a hound etched into the back of the hand. Warren was willing to bet this man’s arm didn’t get gummed up at the slightest provocation or require taking apart every few weeks. Perhaps with enough coercion, Ben would let him use some of the money to have a new one fitted. ”Your...your niece, sir?” he said at last, pulling his gaze back to the gentleman’s face. 


     “Quite so, young man. How soon will another be available?” 


     “A—another? Sir, even the one I built for Mr. Wakefield was only—I build them by hand, you see, so—” 


     “I’d rather like a bit of variation, eh?” The gentleman chuckled and took a sip of his champagne before continuing. “We’ll discuss it in more detail later.” 


     “Yes, sir,” Warren answered without much of a voice.  


     Mr. Wakefield took him by the arm and led him around the room, introducing him to all of the guests and asking him more than once in a rather loud voice if he was married, completely by accident in front of small clusters of ladies. A few of them smiled coquettishly at him, but he could only give them nervous laughter in return. More gentlemen asked him about his machine, begging to know production times, prices, perhaps if there was a list they could go on. It made his head swim. 


     Once they all sat down to dinner and the topic of conversation moved to other things, Warren was able to relax. He actually enjoyed himself, due in no small part to the free-flowing champagne, and he found himself laughing at jokes over dinner and chatting casually with people he wouldn’t have dared to look in the eye a week before. He’d barely had a drink in his life before this, and his glass seemed to be bottomless. He even danced with two of the ladies who had been smiling at him, and they graciously only laughed in a friendly way when he missed most of the steps.  


     By the time he made it back home, he was stumbling out of his taxi, and he fumbled with the key to the front door. His wallet was stuffed with the cards of gentlemen who wanted automatons of their own and who had promised to call him very soon on the subject. It didn’t bother him just now. He stripped his coat and hat just inside the door and practically fell into the bedroom, rolling himself up in the blanket fully dressed. Cam peeked in on him curiously but said nothing. 


       


     The next few days were filled with telephone calls and unexpected visits. Mr. Burnham came around to ask if he or Sir Bennett had heard from his aged mother recently, but a simple “No, sir; hope you find her, sir,” had put him on his way, which was an incalculable relief. 


     Ben laughed and couldn’t understand why Warren paled and trembled every time a gentleman came. He always tried to send them away, but each visit ended in a bidding war until the number grew so high that Warren couldn’t refuse. He shut himself in the workshop, and Ben could hear him pacing above him while he ransacked the kitchen. He offered to help build the husks to take some of the pressure off, but Warren refused. 


     “I must do it,” he said, and he would shut the door again. 


     He felt guilty shutting Ben out, but he told himself that everything he had done and would do was for the other man’s benefit. When he finally went a day without a visitor, he spent the entirety of it in the workshop building the first husk. It would take a few days, but it went much easier now that he had already done it once. It gave him time to think.  


     He couldn’t let Ben know what he’d done. It would be unforgivable in his eyes, no matter the motive. But how was he to keep it from him now, with a dozen people waiting for their own personal golems? How was he to do it at all? A dozen golems meant a dozen more lives, a dozen more trips to the Llewan, a dozen more secrets. The practicality of it was enough to cause a problem, let alone how Warren shook and paced and pulled his hair when he thought about the old woman’s shrunken face. He needed help, but who could he trust? 


     The answer, of course, was no one. Even letting Cam help him with the body was a risk. As a golem, it seemed to have no inherent sense of morality, so Warren had only a little worry that it would tell Ben the gory details out of some feeling of guilt or conspiracy. It was simply something that had happened that Ben shouldn’t know about, and if Cam asked him why, Warren felt sure he could come up with an explanation for the golem. Somehow. 


     As for the requests for golems that had begun to stack up—there simply wasn’t any other option. If he thought about it like that, if he told himself that he was only doing what was necessary, then maybe he could do it. He didn’t have to be cruel. He didn’t have to be rampant. He had a need—a terrible need, it was true, but one that, once fulfilled, would mean a lifetime of leisure and security for Ben. He wouldn’t need to skulk around the Helostran road at all times of the day or night, putting himself in danger for the sake of unknowing and ungrateful mundanes. He could stay forever if he pleased.  


     Warren stayed in the workshop until Ben came in to tell him he was leaving for work, and Warren held him tightly and kissed him for longer than usual, causing Ben to let out a low chuckle as he reluctantly pulled away. 


     “You’re tryin’ to get me sacked, Mr. ‘Ayward,” he said, letting his fingertips slip slowly from Warren’s grip as he moved to the door. “Keep up that enthusiasm, though. I will come back.” 


     “I’ll be here,” he smiled, and Ben shut the workshop door behind him and plodded down the stairs. 


     He still waited until nightfall, nervously patrolling the hall while Cam questioned him about British history and the state of its room. 


     “Your room?” Warren asked, pausing in his stride to look at the golem. 


     “Yes. Warren Hayward said the workshop could be my room, but you have taken it back. Ben suggested that the study might be my room. May the study be my room?” 


     “What? The study?” He laughed a little despite his nerves. “Yes, of course. Whatever you like, Cam. This is your home.” 


     “Thank you, Warren Hayward.” 


     He made his way to the back door and paused with his hand on the knob to glance back over his shoulder. “Cam, if...if Ben calls—don’t tell him I’ve gone out, will you? Better yet, just don’t answer the telephone at all.” The golem nodded, and Warren slipped out the door, pushing a bit of loose hair behind his ear as he went down the steps.  


     His blood pounded heavily in his ears as he walked the damp streets, every muscle in his body tense as he passed a man lighting the gas lamps. They barely even exchanged a glance, but Warren felt terrified that the stranger knew the darkness in his heart. He thought about ending it then—snatching the man from his ladder and dragging him screaming back to the house. Either that or turning around and going home himself, staying hidden under blankets until morning. Each seemed equally likely to Warren at this point, but he kept walking. It couldn’t be too near the house. It would be too suspicious. 


     He walked until the bourgeois neighborhood was far behind him, until the black smoke of the factories began to coat his lungs with soot the way it had coated every stone around him. The street seemed grimier here, and the people who walked the pavement had filthy clothes and loud voices. He didn’t feel particularly unsafe here, but wary—he clearly wasn’t wealthy, but his clothes were at least clean and fit him properly, which was more than many of the people around him could say. A woman called to him from an alley entrance, tugging provocatively at the neckline of her worn red dress. 


     “In the mood for comp’ny, love?” she asked with a toothy smile, and Warren pulled away from her without thinking. He paused, weighing his options while she swayed toward him and ran a hand down his sleeve. He imagined slipping her a few copper coins, putting his arm around her, and whispering sweet nothings until he convinced her to go against her better judgment and return to his home. He would tell her the bedroom was upstairs, keep the lights low until she was in position, take the knife from the table— 


     Warren apologized under his breath as he jerked his arm out of the woman’s grip, and he hugged his arms to his chest as he sped down the pavement away from her. Impossible. What made him think he could do this? 


     He turned a corner and almost fell over a man huddled against the wall. 


     “Sorry, m’lord, sorry,” he rumbled in a raspy voice, feet scraping on the cobblestones as he attempted to move out of Warren’s way. “Pardon me.” 


     Warren paused to look at him. The man was a waif, swimming in his dirty coat. He looked up at Warren with sunken brown eyes set in a face smeared with dirt. He looked older than he probably was. A small twitch moved his mouth as a bit of hope clearly entered his mind, and he said quietly, “Spare a coin, sir?” as he held out a spindly hand. 


     “You poor man,” Warren said before he could think. “How long has it been since you’ve eaten?” 


     The man grimaced at the question, but kept his hand out in anticipation. “Too long, m’lord. I’ve been out of work. It’s me ‘eart, sir.” 


     “Your heart?” 


     He nodded. “Sawr a doctor long ago, said me ‘eart would burst if I kep strainin’ it. No work to be ‘ad that don’t strain a person’s ‘eart, sir. Now it’s strained by ‘unger,” he pressed, fingertips twitching.  


     Warren’s eyes narrowed slightly as he looked down at the pitiful and lice-ridden man. Then, with a caring smile, he offered him his hand. “I can do better than a coin. Come along, and we’ll get you cleaned up and put a hot meal in you.” 


     The vagrant hesitated, but he took Warren’s hand and lifted himself up onto shaky feet. With the younger man supporting him, they walked the streets back to the house, and Warren let him in the back door, where he stood clutching at his moth-eaten coat. 


     Warren led him into the dining room and sat him down, urging him to wait while he prepared some food, and then he rushed into the study to find Cam and tell the golem to keep to itself. 


     “Is there company, Warren Hayward?” 


     “Yes. Company,” he said, feeling the sweat forming on his brow. “You remember secrets, don’t you? You must keep secret from this company.” 


     It nodded and continued reading its book, so Warren hurried back to the kitchen and gathered some bread and wine to give to the dirty man at his table. 


     “I’ll fix something proper in a moment,” he said, the man already devouring the bread. “Please, make yourself comfortable.” He felt that his voice was shaking, but the vagrant was clearly too distracted to notice. He thought the man must see his sweat, his trembling hands, but he only ate and drank, giving a grunt in response. “Yes. Well. I’ll...I’ll be right back.” 


     He tried to keep his composure, walking with measured steps up the stairs to the workshop, where the chalk circle lay undisturbed. He fetched the incense and the matchbook, cursing under his breath as his shaking hands ruined match after match. Finally he managed to light it, and he positioned the burning incense in the proper places around the room. His gaze fell to the gleaming knife on the table, and he swallowed with a dry throat as he picked it up and slid it into the back of his belt. 


     The man was just where he left him, the bottle of wine already half empty on the table. He looked up expectantly when Warren entered. 


     “Well. Supper is going to take a bit to cook, it seems...would you—would you care for a bath in the meantime? I’ve started one upstairs.” 


     “Sir, you’re too kind to me, too kind indeed,” the vagrant said around a mouthful of bread.  


     Warren gestured for him to follow and led him up the stairs, feeling lightheaded from the quick pace of his breath. He could barely hear, his blood was so loud in his ears. He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment as he reached the top landing, opening them as he turned the knob to the workshop door. “Please,” he said softly, and he motioned to the man to enter before him. 


     As soon as the older man was inside, Warren shut and bolted the door behind them. The vagrant was suspicious at once, and turned on him, backing away toward the circle. 


     “Oi, what’s all this then?” he said warily, glancing around the room in a mild panic. 


     “I’m sorry,” Warren admitted, and he moved toward the man as he drew the knife from his belt. He should have done this faster, he knew. It was one thing to do it in the heat of the moment to protect the man he loved, but quite another to have eyes on you that have never done you a single ill. 


     The man tried to bolt past him, and Warren grabbed at him awkwardly, only succeeding in causing both of them to stumble. The vagrant snatched up the blacksmith’s hammer from the nearby work table and swung it wildly, still attempting to move to the door. Warren cried out when the hammer grazed his jaw, tasted the blood on his lip, but he got hold of the man’s ragged coat and dragged him to the floor. They struggled, and Warren felt certain that his ribs would bruise from the frantic hits. Once, the man swung the hammer so hard that it cracked the wood floor mere inches from Warren’s head. He managed to get the hammer away from him, and he hit the old vagrant in the temple, finally getting out from under him. He hit him again and again, panting and shutting his eyes against the spray.  


     When he was motionless, Warren stopped, and he turned the man’s head and pried open his eyes, checking him for signs of life. He almost wasted it. He stood on shaky feet and pulled the man’s unconscious body across the room to the circle, where he dropped him down and spoke the right words. The blood from the wound in his head was enough, it seemed—Warren turned his face away and stumbled back from the shockwave as blood touched chalk. 


     He looked down at the wizened corpse, and then to the husk on the table, which creaked to life just as expected. Wiping the spatters of blood from his face with his shirt sleeve, he stepped over the body to talk to the golem, assigning it a name and an owner just as he had the last one. He wondered about the safety of the first memory his golems having being of him in a room with a corpse, but he decided to address that issue with the next one. 


     This won’t work, he thought as he stood panting outside the workshop door, the vagrant’s body wrapped in an old blanket at his feet. He wasn’t a brawler. That man could have killed him, and almost had—and he was a sickly old man. Warren had two choices, then. He could either wait to build more golems until he had time to become an adept fighter, or he could hire help. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Seven 


       


     Warren spent the next day contemplating, which for him meant a lot of pacing in the parlor while Ben lounged on the sofa and watched him. He had waited to feel something after taking the old man’s body to the Llewan—fear, or guilt, or even excitement. He had been protecting his freedom by killing Mrs. Burnham. It was a necessity, though it ended up being helpful to him. But the vagrant he had sought out. He had meant to find someone to bring home and murder, and he had done it. The fact that he had ended up fighting for his life was inconsequential. For hours afterward, he had only sat in the dining room, watching a cup of tea get cold and waiting for the panic to come. 


     But it hadn’t. It had seemed almost easy, once it was done. He might have felt regret, perhaps. He wished he knew a way to make the golems without blood. It just didn’t seem possible. If this is what it took to secure his future with Ben, then it’s what he would do—but he had to do it smart. He had to treat it like a business, and any business needs employees. 


     “Want to let me in on your deep thoughts, love?” Ben asked, brushing some digestive crumbs from the front of his shirt.  


     “It’s just...a lot to take in,” Warren said softly. He dropped down on the sofa beside Ben and leaned his head on his shoulder. “There are a lot of decisions to make.” 


     “Decisions? About what? What to wear to your next fancy party?” 


     “Amongst other things,” Warren chuckled. 


     “Anything I can do?” 


     “No. No, I don’t think so. You help just by being here.” He paused, glancing up to the clock on the wall as it struck six o’clock, and he sat up and kissed Ben’s cheek. “I’m going.” 


     “Going?” Ben asked as Warren stood. “Going where?” 


     “I have to go to the Heolstran road.” 


     Ben leaned forward on his knees, furrowing his brow at the other man. “For what?” 


     Warren waved him off. “I need supplies.” He tried to be as cavalier as possible, but the Heolstran road could be more than a bit dangerous to the unwary. Its denizens had good reason to keep secret—every house, every shop, every pub along the street was occupied by a witch. It was usually quite grubby no matter where you went, perhaps in an attempt to keep outsiders away. To the uninformed, it no doubt seemed to be full of vagrants, ne’er-do-wells, or thieves, which was actually not too far from the truth. Many witches made their living in less-than-legal ways and used their magic to aid them, and they were all by necessity quite secretive. It was the only place in London to get certain magic-related things, however, such as the incense that Warren was legitimately running out of. 


     “I’ll go with you, then.” 


     “No!” Warren said, putting a hand on Ben’s chest to stop him before he could fully stand. He smiled and pulled his hand away awkwardly, attempting to cover his outburst with a laugh. “No. You don’t need to. I’ll be fine.” 


     “I’ll only be sitting about the house, love. Better with two of us.” 


     Warren hesitated, hoping that a lie would come to him. “It won’t help me to be seen with the constable if I hope to get my business done quickly and come home. And what if I’d planned on buying you a gift?” He tried to avoid letting out a sigh of relief. 


     Ben laughed. “What, a gift? From the Heolstran road? I don’t need any eye of newt, Warren.” 


     “No fair guessing. I’m going alone, Ben. Thank you, but I don’t need a chaperone. It’ll be fine.” 


     Ben seemed unsure, but he only took a gentle hold of Warren’s hand and touched a kiss to the back of it before releasing him. “I’ll be here when you get back.” 


     Warren smiled, and he almost stayed home in favor of locking himself in the bedroom with Ben all night rather than searching for just the right kind of murderer in a dirty alley. The sort that would participate in murder for money, but who wouldn’t accidentally murder Warren in his excitement. He settled for bending to give Ben a kiss, and he called to Cam to please make sure that Ben ate something other than chocolate biscuits for supper. 


     He walked rather than taking the autocar, since the Heolstran road was narrow and crowded, and he didn’t want to draw attention to himself in any case. He hadn’t been in some time, but Sir Bennett had always sent him on errands rather than visit such a filthy place himself. Probably wasn’t the place for a proper gentleman. 


     The Heolstran road was paved with cobblestones and dirt, and the light from the streetlamps gave the entire area a dim yellow glow. It seemed warmer here than elsewhere in the city, and more heavy; the air was thick with strange scents, and the subtle trembling of magic came from all sides and made the hairs on Warren’s arms stand up. He actually rather liked it here, despite its innate grubbiness—residents here were free and used their magic without fear. 


     Some people on the street leered at him as he passed, but he greeted the particularly menacing men with a quick “Wes hal,” and they snorted at him but let him be. The Heolstran road had existed ever since London had been called Lundenwic, and a few of the more orthodox witches communicated almost solely in Anglo-Saxon English. “Wes hal” was a simple greeting, and it had become a sort of password for witches to identify themselves to each other when in mixed company. In London, anyway. Back in Huntingdon, the only way to know another witch was to risk exposing yourself or to catch them in the act.  


     Warren stepped into a shop and greeted the clerk, who actually was vaguely friendly to him, since he’d been in before to make purchases for Sir Bennett. They exchanged pleasantries while Warren gathered the few supplies he needed, but he didn’t linger. He had more important business than making sure he didn’t run out of charcoal or incense. 


     With his small parcel tucked under his arm, he made his way to a pub called The Green Man, its wooden sign forming a human face out of leaves. He pushed the door open and stepped inside, quickly scanning the room as though he would be able to tell by faces who would be up to the kind of job he needed done. It was a fairly usual scene, he thought—some men at the bar slumped over, others conversing animatedly with their companions; a few at a table playing cards; a pair of women in low-cut dresses teasing the men and tugging at their sleeves; a great number simply drinking themselves into a stupor without a care to the world around them. He wondered briefly what exactly he’d gotten himself into. He had no idea how to find a person willing to do his dirty work, if such a person was to be had at all.  


     He took a place at the bar and ordered a pint, setting his package in front of him. He paid the man his copper coin and took a sip of the warm swill. He’d never been very keen on beer, but he thought it might give the wrong impression for a man to order a glass of wine in a place like this, so he drank it without much of a grimace and turned to look at the men in the room. 


     He would need someone strong, he knew that, and someone who wouldn’t have a problem with sending innocent people to their death. How could he tell that by looking? And even if he could, what was he to say? Hello, pardon me, have you any interest at all in bringing a rather large number of undesirables to my townhouse in the West End? He took another drink of his beer. The only way to do it was to be up front, he supposed. Ben was at home, and Warren knew Mulryan by sight and could tell he wasn’t present. No one who spent their time at The Green Man was likely to report him for suspicious behavior, so he chose a man by himself at the end of the bar.  


     He seemed a strapping sort—tall and broad-shouldered, with scruff on his chin and a scowl on his lips. Warren took his pint in hand and shuffled down the bar, pausing to excuse himself for bumping into a chair as he passed the table of card-players.  


     “Pardon me,” he said to the man hunched over his beer, “could I discuss a business opportunity with you?” 


     The man snorted at him. “Got no business with you,” he answered in a gruff voice. A Welshman. 


     “Well, yes, that’s quite true—” 


     “Get out of it, mate,” he interrupted, taking a long drink of his beer. 


     Warren frowned at him. He was determined to at least make himself clear in general, if not in the details. “I’m looking to hire a man for a job. If you’re incapable of work, you could just as well say so, rather than huffing at me like a woman.” 


     The man turned to stare at him with eyes narrowed and jaw set, clearly pondering his options. “What sort of job?” 


     “The sort that pays well for discretion,” Warren said in a lower voice. “I’m looking for someone who’s rather a...rough and tumble sort. If that isn’t you, then make yourself plain and save both of us the time.” 


     The man paused, taking in the sight of Warren. He wasn’t tailored to impress, but he definitely looked like he would be more at home in a gentleman’s service than on the street. The Welshman glanced behind him for eavesdroppers and tilted his head toward the back door. “Let’s ‘ave a chat about it in private, shall we?” 


     Warren made an effort to keep a straight face. Could it possibly be this easy? He let the man lead him through the creaking wooden door into a dark alley behind the pub, and as the door thudded shut behind them, Warren suddenly found himself in the grip of large, dirty hands, with a cool metal coin pressed into his cheek and burning into the skin. He felt paralyzed. He could barely breathe from the hand around his neck, and the pulsing burn from the coin prevented him from speaking in any case.  


     There were a few possibilities. The coin was likely a token with the right word scratched into it in ogham, but which word would change the precise effect. Probably something simple—the man didn’t seem the type to have mastered anything complex. Warren wasn’t an expert when it came to ogham, and he certainly didn’t feel capable of responding in kind. He could vaguely feel the man rustling through his pockets and the lifting of weight as his coin purse was removed from his pocket.  


     Then the grip loosened, and the coin fell away and landed on the stone with a soft clink that was overpowered by the sound of shouting and fists on flesh. Warren sat on the street, gasping for breath, and he saw through spotty vision the figures of two men standing over his attacker. The man from the bar growled and squirmed on the pavement, clutching his no doubt pained stomach. Warren flinched when one of the men approached him, but he only bent down and picked up the coin, turning it in his fingers as he turned back to the man on the ground. 


     “What are you thinkin’, tryin’a rob a fellow right on the Heolstran?” a gruff voice asked in a thick brogue, and there was a dull thud as boot met stomach again. “At’s plain bad manners, ‘at is.” 


     “And with such a common trick, too,” the other standing figure said in a low, calm voice, the opposite of the other. His accent was the same, but there was a clear attempt to rein it in. “You ought to be ashamed.” He flicked the coin away so that it landed on the mugger, and he bent to scoop up Warren’s purse. 


     “Off with ye,” the rough voice said while Warren unsteadily picked himself up, frowning at the damp patch on the seat of his trousers. 


     As the man stumbled away out of the alley, Warren found himself face to face with two men who were clearly no less miscreant than the one they had just run off. Now that he had his senses about him, he could see them mostly clearly in the lamplight. They were well over six feet tall, with hair even redder than Warren’s. After a moment, he realized that they were identical twins, though they were quite superficially different. One was thickly muscled, dressed in worn leathers and dirty trousers, and he wore his hair in a trim mohawk and a horseshoe moustache. He had a painful-looking scar marring the skin around his right eye, and the dark blue color had cloudy white in it. The other was more slender, and slightly cleaner. He looked minutely more respectable, with his hair in a modern cut and only a bit of stubble on his jaw, but his clothing was just as shabby and his gaze just as cold.  


     “You awright, mate?” the broader one asked, reaching out to dust off Warren’s rumpled shirt front. 


     “I’m fine, thank you.” Warren hesitated when the man holding his purse offered it to him, but then he took it with a nod. “I’m quite grateful for you gentlemen. You didn’t have to interfere.” 


     “Saw the Taffy take you out back, knew he was up to no good,” the mustachioed man said. “I told Si we’d better ‘ave a butcher’s, didn’t I? And a good thing I did. Not right to try an’ rob a witch on the Heolstran. Got to look out for each other, eh?” 


     “Quite so,” Warren answered with a relieved smile. 


     “Bit silly to actually go into the alley with a stranger, though,” the slender brother spoke up, and Warren’s smile faltered. The man tilted his head toward his brother. “We’re the Travers. I’m Simon, and this one’s Owen.” 


     “Very pleased to meet you. Warren Hayward.” He considered offering his hand, but neither of them seemed likely to take it, so he refrained. “I was actually—” He paused. “You gentlemen aren’t...for hire, by chance?” 


     The twins exchanged a silent glance. “For what?” Simon asked. 


     “I’m afraid I must ask for your discretion,” Warren said, taking a tentative step closer to them. They seemed to have some semblance of honor, but that didn’t mean he wanted to provoke anyone dangerous. “My name is Warren Hayward. I’m...I’m in the business of golems, you see.” 


     “No such thing,” Owen snorted, glancing over at his brother and jerking a disbelieving thumb at Warren. 


     “I assure you, there is,” Warren pressed. “As far as I know, I alone possess the secret. But the truth of the matter is that it’s rather a...bloody business, if you catch my meaning.” 


     “How bloody?” Simon asked, one eyebrow lifting curiously. Owen frowned, but said nothing. 


     “Quite,” Warren whispered. “I would venture to say that it’s completely draining.” 


     “A life for a life? Should be expected, I suppose.” 


     “Yes. Well.” Warren shuffled an inch or so closer to them, glancing around him for observers. They were far back from the street, and the noise from the pub no doubt covered their low conversation.  “I’m not very much of a fighter, clearly. But I do have need of...bodies.” 


     “Bodies?” Owen chortled. “What, living or dead ones?” 


     “Living, I’m afraid. You understand the need for secrecy. I’m prepared to pay very well.” Warren said this before he knew what he was saying; he had no idea how much paying well would mean for such a service. 


     The two brothers stayed silent a moment, both of them clearly considering. Simon spoke first. “So you want us to find people for you to kill and turn into golems?” 


     “Ah...well, yes.” 


     “And then dispose of the bodies?” 


     “Well, I do have...something of an arrangement with the Llewan.” 


     “Gesundheit,” Owen chortled, but Simon glanced at him and repeated the word with a meaningful lift of his eyebrows. 


     Owen’s lip curled slightly in recognition. “Those grubby Welsh bastards?” 


     “If you know of a better way to lose a body for good, I’m all ears.” 


     “It’s sensible,” Simon said before his brother could speak up again. “If there’s a reliable method to leave no trace, then we should use it.” He folded his arms casually and looked over at Owen. “Can’t hurt to be on the good side of the blood-drinking cannibals, can it?” 


     “S’pose not. All right then.” He turned his attention back to Warren. “What’s the pay, exactly?” 


     “Well, I—I must admit to having no frame of reference.” Warren decided to ignore the stinging thought that they were negotiating the cost of a human life. It was payment for a service, that was all. “What sort of pay do you expect?” 


     The brothers exchanged a wordless glance before Simon spoke. “It’s a big risk,” he said, shrugging one shoulder. “Normally this sort of thing is above our pay grade. Are you prepared to move us up a grade, Hayward?”  


     Warren hesitated. He wasn’t certain he was supposed to be threatened by the question, but he was. The man had a very flat, somber voice that was difficult to read. 


     “I understand your risk,” Warren answered carefully, “and I’m prepared to be generous if it means safeguarding my business. I’m paying you for your discretion as much as your services.” He paused to consider. He didn’t want to risk offending them—they were likely the only people he was going to find. “Fifty pounds. Fifty pounds per body.” 


     Owen choked out a laugh, and Simon elbowed him sharply in the side and cleared his throat. “Fifty pounds is fair,” he said, his glowering eyes on his brother. He turned back to Warren and nodded. “We accept.” 


     “Excellent,” Warren said, breathing a sigh of relief. “How soon can you begin?” 


     The twins looked at each other again, seeming to communicate without the need for words, and Owen shrugged noncommittally. Simon looked at his new employer with a faint, cold smile. 


     “How about tonight?” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Eight 


       


     Shortly before dawn, the Travers showed up at Warren’s door, each holding the arm of a man with a brown sack over his head. The way he slumped in their grip suggested that he’d given up struggling some time ago or perhaps was unconscious completely. Warren let them inside and led them up the stairs to the workshop, where he had prepared the incense and the circle. He begged them to be quiet as they went, as he had left Ben sleeping in the master bedroom. It was a heavy risk, bringing them here so soon, but he trusted in Ben’s resounding snores to keep his secret safe. 


     The twins held the silent figure easily over the chalk, keeping him still by the shoulders and wrists. It was easier this way. No plaintive face to look up at him, no panicked voice. No trembling hands. Still Warren hesitated. He didn’t know that he could trust these men, really—he expected they were both witches, so they knew he would use magic, but there was no reason for them to know the details. 


     “Will you leave me?” he asked, looking up at the twins as they exchanged a look. “This is...something I need to do alone,” he explained, deciding against telling them to their faces that he didn’t trust them. The brothers released the man on the floor, letting him tumble limply onto his side, and Owen gave Warren a small nod before he left the workshop with Simon in tow. 


     Warren looked down at the helpless man and wondered where the Travers had found him, how much of a beating he had taken before he got to this point. He wondered what his name was and if he had a family. He shut his eyes and pressed the balls of his hands into them, allowing himself one last whimper of indecision before inhaling and opening his eyes. There was no point to such thoughts. It came down to whether he cared more about this stranger and the life he led than he did about Ben and their future together, and that simply wasn’t the case. 


     He took the knife from the work table, situated the man’s body over the circle, and slit his throat. He still fell back from the shockwave, barely catching himself on a nearby shelf. He clicked open the workshop door to allow the Travers back inside and dropped his stained knife on the table. 


     While he tended to the golem—which was now behind a long partition to avoid it having a first memory of a bloodless corpse—by assigning it a number and giving it instructions as to its owner, the twins rolled up the stiffened, shrunken body in a thin blanket. 


     Warren turned to them, taking the billfold he’d set aside and handing Simon the agreed-upon fifty pounds. “Do you have a plan for getting the body to the Llewan?” 


     “Thought we’d take your autocar,” Owen offered. “I’m a great driver.” Simon’s face made a brief picture of disagreement, but he said nothing. 


     Warren frowned. “I’d prefer if the autocar isn’t seen going to and fro very often. It could be traced back to me.” 


     “What, seen going down to the docks? Is that illegal?” 


     “How often do you plan on needing this done, Hayward?” Simon asked, tucking his ill-gotten gains into his coat pocket.  


     “I...I don’t know. I know that right now I need twelve. Well, eleven now.” He glanced over his shoulder at the golem, standing silent and curious across the room. “But I need time to build the shells.” 


     “Once a week is reasonable to have shipments of goods from the dockside markets,” Simon shrugged. “Sell us your autocar, and we’ll claim we’re you’re porters. If anyone asks at all, which I find unlikely.” 


     “Sell—no, no,” Warren said. “Just take it. I think I ought to buy a new one, in any case.” He smiled faintly, but when he looked back up at the twins, he found himself shrinking at the cavalier way they handled the corpse, Owen toting it downstairs over his shoulders as carelessly as if it were a sack of potatoes. This was necessary, he reminded himself. This is what would secure a future for him and Ben, but what kind of people was he getting involved with in the process? How many bodies had they disposed of that they didn’t bat an eye at wrapping up a corpse and carrying it away to be eaten in some blood ritual? 


     Warren called to the new golem to sit still and shut the door behind him as he left the workshop, but he stopped short and barely stifled a startled cry as he turned to find Simon looming over him at the top of the stairs. 


     “I’ll need the words,” he said, his dark blue eyes empty. 


     “Words?” 


     The sound of a body being dropped unceremoniously into a carriage reached them, and Warren heard the back door close gently again. At least the brutish brother was considerate of requests for quiet. 


     “I assume the Llewan have some sort of security. I don’t imagine they’ve left themselves open to casual wanderers making their way into their lair. It would be magic, wouldn’t it?” He folded his arms, and at this distance Warren noticed the marks on his knuckles for the first time—a circle with a dot inside on the left index finger, and on the next, a tiny, simply-drawn skull within a square. On the right, a single dot on each finger. More dots were on the skin between his right thumb and forefinger—four dots in a square with the fifth in the center. He found himself leaning forward slightly to inspect them until Simon cleared his throat. 


     “Oh—oh! Yes. Yes of course.” Warren told him the incantation to open the door, and the exact location of the warehouse. “It’s blood magic, you know. You’ll need to—” 


     “I’m familiar,” Simon cut him off. “It isn’t a problem.” 


     “I told you I don’t like you messing about with that,” Owen called up from the hall.  


     “It isn’t a problem,” Simon insisted. “Owen has little patience for dark magic; don’t mind him. He’s as mundane as they come,” he said. 


     Warren paused. “What, he is? But you’re—aren’t you identical?” 


     “It’s a mystery,” Simon said blandly as he moved down the stairs to meet his brother. They both glanced up to Warren on the landing. “See you next week, Hayward,” Simon said, and Owen clapped a friendly hand on his shoulder as they exited the house.  


     Warren waited until he heard the grinding engine of the autocar putter away before he released a sigh, sinking down to sit on the steps. He looked up when he heard Cam’s metal feet clinking into the hall. 


     “May I come out, Warren Hayward?” 


     “Yes. Yes, Cam. I’m sorry. You probably don’t need to hide when they come around.” Warren got to his feet and stepped down to the hallway, rubbing at his tired eyes.  


     “You do not seem to sleep much,” the golem observed. 


     “I don’t, do I?” Warren agreed with a small sigh. 


     “Is there something I can be doing to help Warren Hayward?” 


     Warren paused, and he looked at Cam curiously. He could be helping. So far its entire existence had consisted of reading Sir Bennett’s histories in the study and occasionally helping to cook meals—but a standard, mechanical task would be easy for him. “Would you like to learn how to build golems, Cam?” 


     “I am a golem,” it confirmed, patting its own chest with metal fingers. “I can build more of me?” 


     “Well, I would need to cast the spell to give it life,” Warren explained, “but you could build the bodies. I could show you how.” 


     “I would like that,” it said with a nod. “I will try to build things. Shall we go now?” 


     “Now? God, no. I’m going to bed.” 


     Cam nodded, so Warren crept through the bedroom to the master bath to wash the drops of blood from his hands. He watched the tinted water go down the drain with his jaw set tight. There wouldn’t be any more room for hesitation. No more weakness. He dried his hands and returned to the master bedroom, where he stripped off his clothes and buried himself in downy blankets. Ben stirred briefly, but only snorted and rolled over onto his stomach. He laid awake for a time, hoping that the Travers could be trusted and that he wouldn’t have the constabulary breaking down his door within the hour. They were the only variable in his plan now. Just a short time ago, he would have done just about anything for fifty pounds, so he hoped the same applied to the—he hesitated to use the word “gentlemen”—he had just hired. He didn’t know much about the criminal underworld, but he knew prison tattoos when he saw them. He was willing to bet that the larger brother had them as well, and that he hadn’t injured his eye in an innocent factory accident or somesuch. 


     He let out a slow sigh and turned to rest his cheek on Ben’s firm shoulder. For this, he was willing to take any risk. 


       


     In the morning, Warren had barely sent Ben off to work when there was a sudden rap at the back door. He thought for a moment that Ben had forgotten something, but when he opened the door, he saw the Travers standing in his garden.  


     “What are you doing here?” he hissed, waving them quickly inside and shutting the door. “You can’t just come around whenever you please. If someone saw—” 


     “There were issues,” Simon said blandly while Owen poked his head around the corner to the dining room and began to help himself to the remnants of breakfast. 


     “Issues? Issues with what?” 


     “The Llewan. They said they want to see you if this is going to be a permanent arrangement.” 


     Warren frowned, watching Simon’s face for any hint of how bad he suspected the situation was, but he only stared blankly. “Why would they want to see me? Did they say?” 


     “I didn’t exactly press them for details. Owen wasn’t keen to spend more time down there than was necessary,” he said a bit louder. 


     “Not a bit,” Owen called back from the dining room, sounding like his mouth was full, and Warren sighed. There wasn’t anything good that could come out of the Llewan specifically wanting to talk to someone.  


     “No,” Warren said, running a hand through his hair as he paced a quick circle in the hallway. “No. I won’t go. I’m not getting eaten.” 


     “Then you’d better think of another way of getting rid of bodies in the kind of numbers you’re talking about,” Simon said with a small shrug.  


     Warren stopped and looked up at Simon, then turned to lean his head against the wall and sighed. He waited a few moments, running a few possibilities through his head, and then he turned back to the taller witch. “Fine. I’ll pay you an extra twenty pounds if you come with me. I’m really not keen on being eaten.” 


     “All right by me,” Simon said, and he leaned over to look through the doorway into the dining room. “Coming?” 


     “On it,” Owen said, and he shoved the last of the eggs into his mouth before clambering up out of Ben’s seat. 


     “Not now,” Warren stopped them. “Come back tonight. Just before dark. I don’t want anyone seeing me making trips back and forth in broad daylight.” 


     “You’re the boss,” Owen said with a quick salute, and Simon nodded before they both let themselves out the back door. 


     “Damnation,” Warren swore once they’d gone, and he dropped into a crouch in the middle of the hallway and hid his head in his arms. He was going to be eaten; he knew it. 


       


     The Travers arrived shortly before dusk, as promised, and Warren left Cam with instructions to let Ben inside but to tell him that he’d gone out to meet a friend. 


     “Is this a lie, Warren Hayward?” Cam asked, tilting its head. 


     “Yes, it’s a lie. Ben’s better off not knowing about this, Cam. You understand, don’t you? It wouldn’t make him happy to know this.” 


     “I understand,” the golem answered after a moment, and Warren patted it on the shoulder, called it a “good lad,” and turned to face the twins standing near his back door.  


     He sat in the back of the autocar with Owen while Simon drove them along the bumpy streets, made even more uncomfortable by the constant creaking and groaning of the aging engine. Springs were even beginning to poke out of the seats in untoward places, causing Warren to shift numerous times during the journey. He did his best not to imagine the bodies of Sir Bennett, Mrs. Burnham, and the two men whose names he didn’t know, piled into the back seat to be transported to a place where their bodies would be mutilated and devoured in the name of some dark ritual better forgotten. He told himself over and over that a different fate awaited him in the darkness of the dockside lair. 


     The autocar creeped slowly along the docks, the carriage rocking creakily as the engine sputtered to a stop. Warren took a deep breath before stepping out of the carriage toward the dusty warehouse, Owen trotting along behind him while Simon climbed down from the driver’s seat. Warren unlocked the door the same way he had before, and Simon did him the favor of cutting his own palm to gain access to the hidden cellar door. He dug his wooden token from his pocket and lit the way through the maze of tunnels, attempting to steady his pounding heart. 


     At the entrance to the pitch black lair, Warren stopped so suddenly that Simon almost bowled into his back. Warren swore he could already see the mass of black moving inside the den. He jumped when he felt a hand slap down onto his shoulder, and he looked up to see Owen giving him an encouraging nod. 


     “Wouldn’t be good for business if we let them eat ye,” he said with a cheerful smile, and Warren actually let out a short laugh.  


     “Then let’s hope we can keep doing business,” he said, and he took the last few steps toward the entry arch, the flame in his hand flickering eerily in the darkness.  


     The hunched man appeared immediately, tilting his head up at Warren with a squinting scowl. “Hayward,” he croaked, pausing to let out a wet cough. “You’re taking advantage of our generous nature.” 


     “Generous?” Warren said before he could stop himself. “You’re the one getting free bodies for your rituals.” 


     “I’m not a fool,” he growled. “We got along just fine without you until now, but you seem not to be able to get along without us. That means we’re doing you a favor.” 


     Warren hesitated. “I’d...I’d say more mutually beneficial, really—” 


     The man hissed at him and drew closer—more quickly than Warren thought possible for such a crooked-looking man—and Owen put a guarding hand on Warren’s chest as he placed himself between the Llewan and his employer. 


     “No more games,” the man rumbled, glaring up into Owen’s face. “You’ve asked us for our help, Hayward.” 


     Warren gingerly pushed Owen’s arm aside so that he could face the filthy little man. “And?” 


     “And we agree,” he said with a crooked, yellow smile. 


     “You...you agree? Then why am I here? Why did you want to see me?” 


     “Our help isn’t free. You must do something for us in return.” 


     Warren hesitated. “What is it you want?” 


     “A promise,” the old man hissed, a sickly cackle coming out of his throat as he pointed at Warren with a shaking hand. “You must promise to give us something in return when we ask for it. You owe us a favor. A debt. We can collect whenever we like.” 


     Warren saw the twins exchange a look out of the corner of his eye, and he stared at the wretch in front of him for a few long moments. “I don’t have much of a choice, do I?” 


     “No,” the man coughed.  


     Warren looked back at his guards as though they could—or would—make the decision for him. There were very few things that the Llewan could want from an outsider, he suspected, and he was already providing them with one of them. If they asked anything that was too much, he could always just refuse, couldn’t he? He gave a short sigh out of his nose before turning back to the Llewan and saying firmly, “I agree.” 


     The old man snorted and disappeared back into the mass of black behind him. After a moment, he returned with a large bowl stained and crusted with who-knows-what, and a chipped dagger with rough leather strapped around the handle. He placed the bowl between them with thin, spotty hands and shuffled his way around to Warren’s side, reaching up to wait for Warren’s hand. 


     With only a single reluctant swallow, Warren passed the wooden token in his hand to Simon, and he bent forward and allowed his forearm to be snatched up by the old man’s grimy claw. He flinched when the jagged blade cut into the inside of his arm and the man wrung the blood from his veins with a flick of his hand, pouring red liquid from Warren’s arm into the bottom of the bowl.  


     “An oath,” the man rasped, and he released Warren’s arm to slice deeply into his own and let the blood flow into the basin. He dropped the dagger onto the dusty floor and held his hands over the mixture of blood, chanting ancient words that Warren had never heard. He picked up the bowl to swirl the contents, whispering to the blood as he drew it near to his face. He turned to a filthy cloak at his side that Warren realized was a human being, and a pale arm shot out from underneath the filth, sprinkling a handful of white dust into the basin. 


     “Swear,” he said, and he offered the bowl to Warren, so close that he recoiled from the smell. 


     “I swear,” he said, clutching the seeping wound in his arm, and a hiss of dark smoke rose from the blood. 


     “It is allowed,” the man croaked. He dipped his hand into the bowl and lifted his blood-stained palm to Warren’s face, trailing bloody stripes with his fingers from the redhead’s forehead to his chin. Warren kept his eyes squeezed shut and his mouth tightly closed to avoid tasting the foul concoction, but he peeked open one eye in time to see the old man lift the basin to his mouth and take a large mouthful. He spit bloody saliva into his palm and pressed a handprint to Warren’s heart, making the younger man stumble and flinch from the pulse of intense heat. 


     Simon caught Warren’s arm to steady him while the old man chortled. 


     “It is done,” he said in a raspy whisper, and then he disappeared into the mass of black. 


     “I’m all right,” Warren assured the twins as they pulled him away from the pit’s entrance. Owen’s face showed more than a bit of doubt in the flickering firelight, but they walked on toward the exit, Warren pressing his handkerchief into the cut on his arm. 


     Warren climbed into the back of the autocar immediately when they reached the surface, since he didn’t think it would be wise to be seen on the street injured and covered in blood, and began to wipe at his face. He felt the carriage shift as Simon climbed up into the driver’s seat, but then his heart sank as he heard the telltale grinding of the engine. It sputtered and popped and wheezed but refused to actually start. Warren opened the carriage window and leaned out to watch the two brothers bent over the open hood, even heard a sparking zap as Simon attempted to get the electrics going, but the effort only ended with Owen swearing and kicking the wheel. 


     “It’s no good,” he said with a helpless shrug. “We’ll ‘ave to walk it.” 


     “Walk it?” Warren gestured at the blood all over his face, which seemed to staunchly refuse to be removed by his handkerchief. “You want me to walk all the way to the West End looking like this?” 


     “Unless you know how to get there some other way,” Simon said. “Perhaps we could find a kindly enough driver of a taxicab.” Warren groaned, and Simon cut him off, “You did know that the autocar was old.” 


     “I know,” he relented, and he stepped out of the carriage. “Please at least tell me that you two know the streets well enough to take a few back alleys.” 


     “What good would we be otherwise?” Owen chuckled, patting Warren on the shoulder.  


     Simon paused, and then he moved to the back of the autocar and pried off the grubby brass numbers on the back end, tossing them into the river. The autocar’s identification dealt with, the three men walked down a nearby side street and began to make their way back to Sir Bennett’s house. 


     It was actually a very successful sneaking, Warren thought as they finally neared Sir Bennett’s street, but they were forced to stop when they encountered workers in the alley ahead of them, unloading crates of something or other into the back door of a pub. The alternate route took them directly in front of the pub, where a small crowd of people milled out, listening to the music inside and talking loudly amongst themselves.  


     “Perhaps they’ll be too drunk to notice me?” Warren offered helpfully as they peeked around the corner. “Or I could try to cross the street?” 


     The twins exchanged a wordless glance. Owen tilted his head toward the pub and lifted his eyebrows, and Simon gave a short, puffing sigh and shrugged his shoulders. 


     “What what what,” Warren said, waving a hand between them. “What’s being decided here?” 


     “You just wait ‘ere,” Owen said as he tilted his neck this way and that to crack it, “and make a dash fer it once they’re distracted.” He pulled a set of electric knuckledusters from his jacket pocket and slipped them over his fingers, pausing to test their spark against each other. 


     “Distracted? What are you—wait!” Warren hissed after them, but the twins had already stepped out into the light of the lanterns lining the street and were heading straight for the pub. He hid in the alley and watched with one eye as the brothers approached the crowd, where Owen seemed to purposely put himself in the way of one man’s animated gesture. 


     Owen shoved the man and spat a warning at him, which caused an immediate chain reaction of defensive shouts and return shoves. In a moment, mugs of ale were spilling onto the pavement, and the front of Simon’s shirt had been caught in someone’s fist. Owen ducked out of the way of the first punch that was thrown at him, snatching the man’s arm mid-swing and twisting it around behind his back to force him to his knees. He shoved the stranger away by the back of his head, and Warren could hear his laugh from the alley. 


     For too long, Warren was frozen in the alley in disbelief, but then he remembered the reason for the brawl and darted out, turning his face away from the crowd as he trotted across the street and away from the brightly-lit pub. 


     He knew where he was, at least, so he was able to creep his way back to Sir Bennett’s garden, shushing the back gate as it creaked and rushing through the door. He panted as he leaned against the door, and he winced at the sharp pain in his arm as it dripped blood onto the hallway floor. 


     “Should this also be a secret, Warren Hayward?” Cam asked, making Warren jump as it appeared in front of him, but then he laughed. 


     “Yes. Yes, I think it should.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Nine 


       


     Warren managed to make it to the washroom without Ben seeing him, and he was at last able to remove the blood from his face after excessive scrubbing. He asked Cam to dispose of his stained shirt and to bring him the leather case from his bedroom drawer. 


     He sat on the edge of the bathtub and took a smooth black stone from a small pouch, running his thumb over the runes carved into the glassy surface. He mumbled the words etched into the stone and firmly pressed it against his arm, gritting his teeth as he ran it the length of the wound. The cut knit itself together in the stone’s wake, but the area was still red and painful. He didn’t know enough healing magic to do more than stop the bleeding, but it was enough.  


     Warren rinsed his blood from the stone and put it back into its place, tucking the leather case back into his drawer before finding Ben in the study. He greeted him like usual and apologized for being late with some excuse about an old friend from Huntingdon being in town, but his mind was on the Travers and what trouble they had gotten into for his sake. He almost asked Ben if he knew them, but decided against having to explain his association with men with prison tattoos. 


     In the morning, Warren spent a bit of the morning pacing. He had no way of contacting the Travers, and he felt quite useless not knowing how they had fared through the night. He imagined that they had escaped in the confusion they had caused and would call on him shortly. 


     He was proven wrong when the telephone rang and he went to answer the line in the study. He picked up the receiver and the small oval screen on the wall clicked on, showing a moment of static before revealing the face of a tired man in a uniform. 


     “Home of Sir Edmund Bennett,” he said, and he saw and heard the man on the other end sniff unpleasantly. 


     “This is the Mayfair Police calling,” a gruff voice answered, the man scratching idly at his chin. He looked into the screen with a skeptical eye, peering through at Warren and tilting his head. “We were given this number as a contact for two gentlemen currently in our care.” 


     “In your care? You mean at the jail?” Warren glanced over his shoulder to be sure Ben wasn’t listening. 


     “Aye, sir. They’ve been charged a fine, but ‘ad no money. You can pick ‘em up or not, as you please.” 


     “No, I’ll collect them,” Warren said hastily, and he wrote down the address the other man rattled off, tore the sheet of paper, and stuffed it into his pocket as he hung up the telephone line. “Christ,” he muttered to himself, turning with a jolt as he found Cam standing silently behind him. 


     “Will Warren Hayward teach me to build ones like myself today?” 


     “What? Oh. Perhaps,” he said. “I have somewhere to go first, but later, yes? Definitely later.” 


     The golem nodded, so Warren left it to its business in the study and went looking for Ben, who he found sitting at the dining room table with his shirt off, his right arm lying on the table with a few of the plates removed to show the moving gears inside. He’d certainly made himself at home the past couple of weeks—coming to bed when he pleased, showing up at mealtimes. It seemed they both were quickly growing accustomed to not having to sneak around Warren’s master in the dead of night. Warren smiled as he approached, hoping he was hiding the anxiety he felt at having to pick up his accomplices at the jail right under his constable lover’s nose, and paused beside Ben’s chair to watch him work. 


     “Giving you trouble?” he asked, leaning over to look into the brass workings of the arm. He could see the tiny marks scratched into the brass palm—the same lines of ogham that his attacker had used on him on the Heolstran road. Ben hadn’t been able to cast any spells with his right hand since his accident, but the metal seemed to work well enough as a grounding tool for the words he needed to use on his patrols, and the marks were small enough to be passed off as accidental scratches. 


     Ben removed his still-flesh fingers from the open hatch, taking the small screwdriver from where he held it in his teeth and making some minor adjustments. “Been a bit sticky in the wrist,” he mumbled. 


     “Why don’t you take it to the specialist? He could fix it—” Ben hissed as a small spark erupted from his arm, dropping the screwdriver to the table with a clatter. “—better than you can,” Warren finished with a smile. 


     “It’s my arm, I should know it well enough to fix it when it sticks,” Ben objected, picking up the screwdriver again. He leaned out of the way while Cam set down a cup of tea and a small plate of biscuits for him, pausing to thank the golem before leaning in close to peer into the machinery of his arm. 


     “We could buy you a new one,” Warren suggested. “There’s more than enough money. Or there will be soon.”  


     “You’ve got money, dear, but I ‘aven’t,” Ben answered without looking up. “I’ll just tell the blokes down the station that I come into a small fortune, shall I? Not suspicious at all.” 


     Ben had only been able to afford the prosthetic he had because a number of his fellow policemen had chipped in to help him purchase it. It probably would be suspicious if he suddenly had one that was top-of-the-line. “Perhaps you have,” Warren tried anyway. “Who’s to say you don’t have a wealthy uncle somewhere? You deserve better than that old thing.” 


     “I deserve whatever I can earn,” Ben insisted. “It’s fine, love. Be right as rain in no time.” 


     “Suit yourself,” Warren shrugged with a small sigh. “Just tell Cam to telephone someone if you electrocute yourself too badly. He bent down to get Ben’s attention and gave him a brief kiss. “I’m going out,” he announced. “I think it’s best you not come. This time.” 


     “Going out? Again?” Ben asked as he pulled away, stuffing a biscuit into his mouth and talking around it. “More trips to the Heolstran road? At least it’s daylight.” 


     “No,” Warren said. He hesitated. “I’m going to buy an autocar.” 


     “What happened to Sir Ed’s?” 


     “I got rid of it,” he lied easily. “It hardly worked, in any case. I’d like a new one.” 


     “What for?” 


     “For carrying me to lots of fancy parties,” he said with a sly smile, and Ben chuckled and waved him on. 


     “Someday you’ll have to stay home and visit with me, Mr. ‘Ayward.” 


     “Everything’s falling into place, Ben,” he said. “Soon we’ll have all the time we like to stay at home and do whatever we please. I promise.” 


     “I’ll keep you to it,” Ben answered, and he smiled up at the redhead before returning his attention to his malfunctioning limb. 


     Warren dressed himself in the nicest clothes he owned aside from the formalwear he’d worn to Mr. Wakefield’s party, which weren’t all that nice, comparatively. He made a trip to the bank, where they were quite happy to provide him with his own account separate from Sir Bennett’s, now that he had almost £2500 to open it with. They gave him a checkbook, which he tucked carefully away into his pocket as though it were a treasure. As he stepped out of the bank, he kept a hand on it, as though he might be robbed between the desk and the front door. 


     The noise was constant on the streets. People bustled by him without many second glances, lost in their own daily goings-on. He made his way toward the autocar dealership, looking in windows and smiling as passers-by as he never would have dared before. It seemed that every shop he passed had some mechanical wonder peddling goods on the pavement—a waving automaton offering tiny samples of soaps on a tray, a gleaming brass dog opening and shutting its mouth to advertise a groomer’s salon. There was no shortage of flashing electric lights in the windows, calling to passers-by and tempting them with promises of incredible goods for reasonable prices. 


     He suddenly felt out of place on the street as he was passed by men and women much better-dressed than he, some of whom looked down their noses at him in response to his smile. It would have to do for now. He would just tell the policeman that he was there on Sir Bennett’s behalf if he was asked.  


     Warren made his way to the station and entered the lobby just in time to be jostled by someone being dragged through the front doors by his shackled arms. He muttered a pardon as he was forced out of the way, and he approached the tall counter where an older man sat surrounded by no less than four telephones and a tall stack of paperwork. Warren had to clear his throat once or twice to get his attention. 


     “Yes, what is it?” the man grunted, leaning over his desk to peer down at Warren. Apparently he didn’t remember the conversation they had had less than an hour ago. 


     “I received a call that I would be able to pick up a pair of gentlemen? I’ve come to pay their fine.” 


     “Name?” 


     “Travers. Simon and Owen.” 


     “Oh, them.” The man clicked his tongue and dug through the papers on his desk. “They’re lucky they only got charged for brawling this time. The fine’s three pound.” 


     Warren signed the paperwork given to him and gave the officer his three pounds. How he had already paid the twins seventy pounds, and yet they still claimed poverty, he certainly didn’t know.  


     “You tell those two that they’re on thin bleedin’ ice,” the man said, waving an accusatory finger in Warren’s direction. “The next time they show up ‘ere, I’ll send Constable Cartwright into the cell to show them what for.” That answered the question of whether or not Ben knew them, Warren supposed. Apparently he knew them well enough to be called in for beatings when they were arrested. 


     “Yes, sir, I’ll tell them,” Warren assured the officer, and he waited patiently in the lobby until the twins appeared from a back hallway, looking only slightly worse for wear. Owen’s scarred eye was darkly bruised, his nose swollen, and Simon’s lip was still crusted with dried blood and his shirt torn and stained red.  


     Warren waved them on by him to the door, but Owen turned to take a few steps backwards so that he could wave cheerfully at the intake officer. “See ye next time, Fred!” 


     “Get out of it, you bloody vagabond!” the man called back, and Owen laughed as he turned and pushed through the door with his brother. 


     “Thank you,” Warren said once they were away from the entrance. “For last night, I mean. I hope you didn’t get into too much trouble.” 


     “No more than usual about a Thursday night,” Owen chuckled. 


     “Thank you for collecting us,” Simon added. “You could just as well have left us to work it off.” 


     Warren shook his head with a small smile. “I can’t do without my employees,” he said. “But we will need to find a way to keep in better touch.” 


     He let the twins go after shaking their hands, deciding not to wonder too much about where their money went. It wasn’t his business. He had an autocar to purchase, in any case, he reminded himself. 


     Whether he had the money or not, it was unlikely the autocar dealer would take him seriously in his servant garb. He made a sudden decision and turned a corner, making his way instead for Savile Row.  


     He did a very good job, he thought, at not balking when the tailor informed him that each suit of clothes would be forty pounds, and some quick calculations reassured him that he wasn’t going to ruin himself before he ever saw the autocar. He placed several orders that he was told would take weeks to fill, but he left in a set of black trousers and a sharp, silver pinstripe waistcoat that fit him snugly. He slipped on the dark grey jacket when the clerk offered it to him, and he buttoned it up and inspected himself in the mirror. He chose a shorter top hat instead of the uncomfortably tall one he had worn to Mr. Wakefield’s party, and he slid on his thin black leather gloves. He barely recognized himself, but he couldn’t help smiling at his reflection. 


     Leaving the tailor with a substantial check, he considered himself well-equipped to purchase an autocar. 


     The salesman treated him quite politely as he inspected the machines, running his gloved fingertips gently over the painted metal. Some of the autocars were meant to be driven by the owner, and some were meant to have a driver, like the carriage he had given to the Travers. Some of them even had mechanical horses in front, with legs that moved on front wheels in a mockery of natural motion. Some had closed seating, and some were open to the elements. Some had more doors or carried more people. There seemed to be infinite variations, and Warren felt a bit overwhelmed. 


     He didn’t really need an autocar, anyway. If he had to attend any more fancy parties, he could just as easily take a taxi. If he drove it himself, he might be considered low-class, but who would he have to drive it for him? Certainly not Ben. He wouldn’t have him feeling like a servant. But he did have a servant, didn’t he? If people knew about the golems now—the automatons—there wasn’t any reason to keep Cam a secret. It would be good advertising.  


     Warren shook his head while the salesman was talking to him about seating arrangements and paint colors. Good advertising? He couldn’t continue this forever. Every sale he made was a human life. The clothes he bought, the autocar—even the food he put on the table was purchased with blood money. He had unrepentant, tattooed criminals coming to his home on a weekly arrangement. He’d already given three corpses to the Llewan. How could he consider letting even more people know about the golems and asking for machines of their own? He pictured the laughing look on Ben’s face, the way he would touch the paint and test the doors as soon as he brought home the autocar, and he smiled. 


     He bought one called a “town car,” with a bench seat for the driver covered in red leather to match the blood-red paint. A compartment behind the driver held two long cushioned seats, enough for four people to face each other in close company. The wheels were white, the accents gold, and the price ghastly, but Warren paid it happily, and the salesman told him it would be delivered to his home the following day. 


     Warren kept himself in check as he made the trip home, despite the thrill that came from making what was undoubtedly a larger purchase than he ever expected to be able to make in his life. Almost as soon as he walked through the front door, Cam was waiting for him with a curious look. Warren laughed at him, asked for a moment to change, and then took the golem up to the workshop to make good on his promise. 


     It came as no surprise that Cam was adept at building machinery. The measurements had to be precise, the metalwork perfect, the joints smooth. After delivering the new golem and collecting his twelve hundred pound check, Warren worked together with Cam over the next week to build the next husk. When all was finished but the head, Warren paused. 


     “You know, you’ve rather a knack for this, haven’t you? Do you think you could build other things? Working things, not just these husks?” 


     Cam looked at him with a curious tilt of its head. “I would like to learn.” 


     “Think you could fix up Ben’s arm, if I got you some parts? It’s important that it doesn’t look new, but there’s no reason he shouldn’t have one that works properly.” 


     The golem nodded. “I would like to help Ben.” 


     “Excellent. I’ll buy some supplies. Now you can do what you like with this bit,” he went on, gesturing to the husk’s head. “It’s better if they don’t all look exactly the same. Gives the customer a unique product, you understand?” 


     “Yes.” Cam looked down at the headless shell for a moment. “May I change things other than the head?” 


     Warren paused. “Well. I suppose. As long as they’re human-shaped, do whatever you like. Some people might even like more outlandish ones.” It occurred to him that he was talking about this as a long-term business, instead of something he’d fallen into that necessitated a dozen murders, and he wasn’t positive that should be his line of thinking. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Ten 


       


     Warren didn’t actually see much of Ben for the next few weeks. Cam was handling the production of the husks quite handily, but every golem that Warren sold meant at least one more dinner invitation. He’d had cards made up after enough people had asked for them, and the telephone at the house rarely stopped ringing. The Travers never missed an appointment; Ben was guaranteed to be at work on Tuesday nights, so Warren conducted his business with them then. He found out over the course of their brief conversations that only Simon was actually sensitive—Owen could to no magic at all, despite the two of them being identical twins. This interested Warren to no end, but the brothers were not keen to be experimented on, so he let the matter go. 


     He purchased two TXM devices—one for him, and one for the brothers to keep. The TXM was palm-sized, round, and made of shiny brass, with a small screen stretched across the center. Tiny screws dotted the surface below it, separating it from the alphabet keys that covered the bottom half of the device. They were simple enough machines designed for the sending and receiving of short messages by text. As long as you knew someone’s Telex number, you could send them a message from anywhere—completely wireless. Sometimes Warren was astonished at what had been accomplished in the mundane world without the help of magic.  


     The only drawback was that the messages were limited to 140 characters, which severely reduced the complexity of ideas that could be exchanged. It seemed quite an arbitrary number to him, and a frustrating one, but it did allow him to be in closer contact with the Travers. He knew that they had rooms at The Green Man, but Warren definitely had very little business on the Heolstran road these days. He hardly had any clothes left that wouldn’t draw far too much attention in that part of town. He even asked the Travers to pick up his supplies when they ran low and compensated them for their troubles. They had managed to find him a good deal on some higher-end parts for Ben’s arm, and he decided right away not to ask how they had obtained such a discount. 


     He went to more than one dinner at Mr. Wakefield’s house, where he was introduced to a number of gentlemen who expressed interest in his machines. He may have encouraged this by traveling to every event in his new autocar, driven by Cam. The golem had been an unsteady driver at first, but now went along quite well, and it attracted attention wherever they went. Everyone who spoke to it was immediately convinced of the genius of Warren’s machines—it was polite and inquisitive without being intrusive and clearly had the potential for intelligence, though it displayed a level of naive ignorance that Warren assured them could only be expected from the kind of learning-capable tabula rasa he was creating. This was the kind of product he could promise, he told them. And they believed. 


     It seemed natural to him. By the time he’d given his fifth or sixth speech extolling the virtues of his automatons, the promises and the lies slid so easily off his tongue that he wondered why he’d ever been nervous at all. He collected cards casually, and he almost felt offended when presented with someone who had no interest in his product. He accepted orders on credit, like a proper gentleman, rather than receiving checks immediately. All accounts could be settled at the end of the month. 


     At the parties, he drank to excess, he danced with flirtatious women and let them sit and giggle in his lap while he leaned around them to listen to Wakefield try to convince him to chase the dragon. Eventually he gave in, and that night he didn’t go home at all. 


     Wakefield was an interesting cheerleader, frequently using his own golem—Beckford—as a shining example of Warren’s work. He was definitely considered eccentric by some of the others. He laughed just a little too loudly and he stood just a little too close. When the parties were elsewhere and Wakefield was simply invited, he occasionally earned himself a few scornful glances. On those occasions, he and Warren exchanged small shrugs, and Wakefield swore not to invite anyone so dull to any of his own evenings. 


     In the interest of keeping his dinners exciting, Wakefield periodically arranged for entertainment beyond liquor and dancing. It might be a burlesque dancer, or a fire eater, or a dog that walked on two legs—anything that Wakefield thought was amusing.  


       


     *** 


       


     One particular evening, he insisted that a few of them who remained toward the end of the evening gathered in his games room to sit at the card table while the party wore itself out in the ballroom. He sent Beckford into the hall, and the golem returned leading a man in a worn brown suit.  


     “Gentlemen,” Wakefield said as he stood to address the newcomer, “I have the pleasure of introducing you to Madoc Vaughan, medium and spirit guide.” 


     “For Heaven’s sake, Wakefield, you’re not into all of this nonsense, are you?” Davies spoke up, exhaling smoke over his brandy glass. “I took you for a smarter sort.” 


     The men around the table chuckled, but Warren’s eyes were on the stranger near the door. He stood with a small attaché case in one hand and his hat in the other, held humbly to his chest. He might have been called handsome, with his fashionably cut blonde hair and deep brown eyes, but he had an air of sickness about him that Warren couldn’t quite put a finger on. His cheeks looked just a bit sunken, his hands just a bit frail—and his fingers seemed to be trembling slightly as they kept their grip on his bowler. 


     “Now don’t insult my guest, Davies,” Wakefield scolded, and he held out a hand to Vaughan to invite him to sit. “I don’t pretend to have all the answers to the questions of the universe, and if you do, then I suspect you’re an even bigger fool than I’d previously imagined. Who’s to say there isn’t something after this—some poor souls lingering between here and Heaven?” 


     Davies scoffed, and Wakefield shushed him while the stranger approached the empty chair. 


     “Good evening, gentlemen,” he said in a soft voice, his accent thickly Welsh. “I understand your skepticism. I hope I will be able to convince you of the truth before the night is through.” He took his place at the table, hanging his hat on the back of his chair and setting his case on the table in front of him. He removed a small collection of items—candles, incense, a small vial of dark liquid, and a small wooden board on rollers with a pencil stuck through a hole in one end. 


     “What’s that then?” Wakefield asked as the man set his case on the floor, and he leaned over the table to get a better look. “That device.” 


     “It is called a planchette,” Vaughan explained. “They are used to expedite psychography—that is, automatic writing.” He allowed Wakefield to inspect it while he arranged his candles in the center of the table and lit them with a set of matches from his pocket. He set about clicking off the electric lights in the room, so that only the faint glimmer of candlelight illuminated the men’s faces as he returned to the table. 


     He paused behind Warren and placed a warm hand on his shoulder, but his attention was on the other men even as Warren looked up at him with a dubious frown. “We are ready to begin, Mr. Wakefield, with your permission,” the man murmured. 


     “Of course, of course.”  


     Warren recognized the incense as sandalwood as soon as it was lit—it was commonly used in actual divination spells, but he had no idea if the numerous “spirit mediums” of the day had adopted it as well, or if this stranger had a secret. Vaughan took his place and removed the stopper from the small vial, pouring a bit of the liquid onto his fingertips and drawing a pattern onto the wood of the table. 


     “Great Scott!” the man beside him cried, peering down at the wet markings through his monocle. “Is that blood?” 


     “Pig’s blood,” Vaughan answered easily. “Do not be alarmed. It is only a conduit.” 


     “A conduit, he says,” the other man grumped. “Do you see what paganism you’re allowing to go on in your house, Wakefield?” 


     “Oh, shut up, Higgins,” Wakefield sighed, “or else get on with your evening elsewhere.” 


     Warren watched Vaughan with a wary eye while the men argued. No charlatan spirit medium for hire would use blood in his rituals. Wherever Wakefield had found this man, it didn’t seem likely that he was a pretender. Vaughan held out his hands, nodding to encourage the rest of them to join him. His hand felt cold in Warren’s grip, which further inclined him to believe the Welshman was not a man of mundane upbringing. 


     Welshman—Warren paused, feeling the slight tremble in Vaughan’s hand and the sunken nature of his eyes. It was impossible that he was one of the Llewan. They never ventured out for more than scavenging in the dark. 


     “Who shall I attempt to contact, Mr. Wakefield?” Vaughan asked softly. 


     “Oh, I hadn’t thought of that. Someone good and properly famous, I should think. Anyone have any questions for da Vinci?” 


     “I don’t think I’m smart enough to ask anything of da Vinci,” Davies quipped, bringing a quiet chuckle from the table. “It should be someone fun. Dick Turpin.” 


     “Ah, excellent!” Wakefield laughed. “Yes, Mr. Vaughan, let’s hear from Dick Turpin.” 


     In the flickering candlelight, Vaughan asked for silence from the other men at the table and closed his eyes. His lips moved, but only soft whispering hisses came from him as he squeezed Warren’s hand in his clammy palm. The temperature in the room seemed to drop a degree or two, and Warren could feel the faint vibration from the blood on the table, though he wasn’t sure his fellows could. There wasn’t a chance that was only pig’s blood. There was a steady heat coming from it that he knew. The other men wouldn’t know real magic when they saw it, but Warren did. 


     Vaughan’s grip went slack after a few moments, and his head fell back with a rasping hiss that made Higgins jump. As the Welshman raised his head, Warren could hear him faintly whispering, and he stood and leaned his ear against the man’s lips to listen. The words were barely audible, but they were clearly an incantation. He knew the words but had never seen them used before. This man really was calling the dead. It was dangerous magic to be performing for pay. 


     “Come on, Hayward, what’s he saying?” Wakefield hissed without taking his eyes from the medium. 


     “It’s gibberish,” he lied, but he kept his ear close to Vaughan’s lips. 


     “It’s a show,” Davies muttered, and Warren shushed him. 


     Vaughan opened his eyes to show only the whites, and he began to sway slightly in his seat, his fingertips twitching as his open hands lay on the table. His whispering changed into a guttural noise at the back of his throat, and he softly said, “You may not,” into Warren’s ear. 


     The medium’s hand moved to the planchette in front of him, his empty gaze still staring straight ahead, and he moved the board over the page with ease, leaving neat lines of text behind as he went. The lettering spelled simply the words “You may not,” over and over again with steadily declining penmanship, eventually running off the end of the paper. 


     A gurgle bubbled out of Vaughan’s throat, and he pushed the planchette to the floor, his fingernails digging into the wood of the table hard enough to leave marks. The other men around the table leaned away warily, but Warren stayed near, his eyes on Vaughan’s gaunt face as he twisted and shook. Then he went so still Warren couldn’t be sure he was still breathing, but he dared not touch him. 


     “Ask,” Vaughan said in a voice distinctly not his own. 


     “Ask?” Wakefield murmured, his brow furrowed as he watched the Welshman curiously. “What shall we ask?” he whispered around the table. 


     “I don’t like this at all,” Higgins whimpered, and Wakefield swatted him in the arm. 


     “Grow a spine, man. Hello there,” he said to Vaughan, “who are you, please?” 


     “Richard Turpin,” the voice said. 


     “Of course he’d say that, wouldn’t he?” Davies grumbled. 


     “It should have been Essex,” Vaughan spoke with another man’s voice. “I was told it would be Essex. I was not prepared. They did not come.” 


     “Who didn’t come?” Wakefield asked. “What should have been Essex?” 


     “I strangled for five minutes,” he said. “I was left to hang and rot all afternoon long. I was told it would be Essex.” 


     “Wait, I know about this,” Wakefield said in a hushed voice. “I think he means to say his trial. Tried in London, wasn’t he?” 


     “They did not come,” Vaughan said again, and Warren bent to look him in the face. He held his hand under the Welshman’s nose and felt no breath, and he shook his head at Wakefield’s questioning look. 


     “Is that really you buried at York?” Wakefield asked as he pushed Higgins’s clutching hand away from his sleeve. 


     “I was stolen,” the voice said, and Vaughan’s shoulder gave one sudden twitch. “I was stolen.” Vaughan began to tremble, and a terrible groan sounded from his throat as his head fell forward. Warren took a step back, and the Welshman lifted his head as a sudden pressure moved them all away from the table. Higgins toppled over and cried out as he hit the floor. A wind circled the room, and only Vaughan seemed unaffected. The other men held up their arms to protect against the wind, and Wakefield shouted something that was drowned out by the roar. 


     Warren pushed close to the table, hesitating when Vaughan turned to look at him with white eyes, but he reached out and put his hand in the blood, disrupting the marks. The air stilled immediately, and Vaughan went limp in his seat, his eyes closed and ragged breaths lifting his shoulders. 


     “Christ Almighty,” Wakefield said with a laugh. His humor clearly wasn’t shared by Higgins or Davies, who kept to the far end of the room once they regained their composure. “Believers yet, are you lads?” 


     Warren wiped the blood from his hand with his handkerchief and put a hand on Vaughan’s shoulder to sit him up properly. The man opened his eyes after a moment and seemed to catch his breath. 


     “Wes hal,” Warren offered softly. “Out the other side now?” 


     Vaughan paused in acknowledgment of the greeting, and he nodded. “Yes, thank you, Mr. Hayward.” 


     “I’ll walk your guest out if you’re finished with him, Wakefield,” Warren said, and Wakefield waved him away, too busy gloating at Davies to pay him much notice. Warren waited while the Welshman packed away his things and fastened his case shut, and they walked together through the long corridor to the entrance. Warren shooed Beckford away while Vaughan settled his hat atop his head. 


     “I should have more practice before I attempt to summon anymore highwaymen, I think,” Vaughan said with his gaze on the floor. “Dead grandmothers and husbands are not usually so…energetic.” He peeked up at Warren from under his hat with eyes so dark they almost seemed black. “The elder told me about you.” 


     “The elder?” Warren voice dropped to a whisper and he took a step closer. “You are Llewan, then. What are you doing out and about?” 


     “Even we must eat, Mr. Hayward. I was deemed…healthy enough to be seen in daylight. I make money so that I might bring necessary supplies back home. Contacting the spirit world has been in vogue, so I have been able to support my family.” 


     “Family,” Warren echoed with a slightly skeptical frown. “What exactly has your elder been saying about me?” 


     “It’s not my place to discuss, Mr. Hayward. He—he regards you fondly.” 


     “I’m quite sure,” Warren murmured, and he tilted his head toward the door. “Perhaps I’ll see you again.” 


     “I don’t think so, Mr. Hayward.” Vaughan gave him a small nod and excused himself, shutting Wakefield’s from door behind him. 


     With a sigh, Warren returned to the ballroom, where Wakefield was telling anyone who would listen that he’d just had a conversation with Dick Turpin. 


     Late in the evening, when only the two of them remained conscious, they spoke quietly in the parlor while they drank their brandy, as a young woman of ambiguous reputation had become so drunk that she curled up on the chaise beside Warren, put her head in his lap, and fell dead asleep. Wakefield laughed at his look of panic and refilled his glass, leaving the bottle between them as he dropped back into his chair. 


     “Can you believe that Arville man, pestering you about Cam? What a toady,” Wakefield mumbled, chuckling into his glass. 


     “I don’t know why you keep inviting Davies,” Warren answered. “All he does is paw at the women all night. He ought to be ashamed of himself. I’m glad he almost soiled himself at Mr. Vaughan’s performance.” 


     Wakefield only shrugged, clearly too drunk to maintain his enthusiasm for the medium’s abilities, and for a while they sat in silence, listening to the tinny music coming through the speakers positioned carefully around Wakefield’s public rooms. Warren could hear the two golems chatting in the next room. He idly wondered what two golems could possibly have to talk about. History books and endless servitude, he supposed. Cam seemed satisfied enough with his lot, at least—he got to go out and meet people, and he helped around the house, but Warren liked to think he didn’t treat him very much like a servant. Beckford would have to be responsible for his own philosophical dilemmas. 


     “What do you do when you aren’t here, Hayward?” Wakefield asked, slouching in his chair and letting his arm dangle over the plush arm as he looked over at his companion. “I never see you at any plays, and you certainly don’t entertain yourself with any of the ladies who’ve been throwing themselves at you these past weeks.” He sat up suddenly and stared across the way at Warren, his glassy eyes narrowed. “Are you a eunuch?” 


     “Yes, Wakefield, I’m a eunuch,” Warren grumbled as he lowered his glass from his lips. “I’m just busy; that’s all.” He glanced sidelong at Wakefield as he settled back into his chair with a small laugh. For a brief moment, he considered telling him the truth. Wakefield didn’t seem the type to report someone for anything that polite society would call deviant behavior—he skirted the limits of propriety on a near daily basis himself. But no—enough people knew enough damning things about him as it was.  


     Warren looked down at the woman in his lap and gently brushed a bit of stray hair out of her eyes, pondering her smudged makeup and slightly parted lips. The skirt of her gown spilled off of the chaise and into a sea of lavender on the floor. It would be so much easier for him if he wanted her. He’d known since the first time a young girl passing through his father’s coaching house had urged him into the stable that he hadn’t any real interest in their delicate features and soft bodies. He had spent too long trying to convince himself that it was right, telling himself that he had better get used to it because his mother was as likely as not to marry him off to a local girl the first chance he got. 


     It wasn’t until a young gentleman stayed at the coaching house that he had realized the truth. He had asked Warren to stay with him after he dropped off his supper. The stranger had had his way with him, slipped him a crown for his trouble, and sent him on his way in the dark of night. He knew now that he had been thoroughly taken advantage of by someone much older, but he was grateful for it—he never would have known what it was he was truly aching for until someone had shown him. 


     He looked up to find Wakefield staring at him, and then the man thumped his fist on the arm of his chair as though he’d made an important decision.  


     “Come along; let’s to billiards. She’ll be fine,” he cut in when Warren began to protest about the unconscious girl in his lap. “Just pick her up and put her down.” 


     Warren did as he was told, carefully letting the girl’s head rest against one of the cushions, and he stifled a laugh as Wakefield threw an arm over his shoulder and lifted his empty glass. 


     “And more brandy! Beckford!” he called, pulling Warren with him out of the room and down the short corridor. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Eleven 


       


     When Warren stumbled out of the autocar just before dawn, he found Ben waiting for him in the parlor, arms folded and eyes hard. He began to wave away what he was certain would be nagging, but Ben said calmly, “You’ve been broken into, Mr. ‘Ayward.” 


     “What? Broken into?” Warren pressed his fingers into his temple in irritation, his head beginning to pound as all the fun parts of the night’s alcohol began to wear off. “What do you mean, broken into?” 


     “I mean a man was ‘ere,” Ben said, rising and taking Warren’s shoulders in his hands. There was a bit of dried blood on his lip and the early signs of a bruising around his left eye. “A man aimin’ to steal the plans for your incredible automatons.” 


     “Plans,” Warren scoffed, fingertips toying with the collar of Ben’s shirt. “He left disappointed, did he?” 


     Ben swatted at his hand with a frown. “Love, I know you’re drunk, but this is serious. Try to pay attention. Do you understand what it means that someone broke in?” He bent down to look Warren directly in the face. “He could have seen the workshop. Anyone would be able to tell it’s not a factory in ‘ere. What if someone found out they’re magic?” 


     Warren frowned at him. “Did he see the workshop?” 


     “No. I stopped ‘im. Tough little blighter,” he added, sucking at his injured lip, “but he didn’t make it very far. But I stopped ‘im, Warren. He knows I was here.” 


     “Policemen are supposed to stop crimes,” Warren said with a slight laugh, and Ben sighed. 


     “Why don’t we do this in the morning?” Ben turned Warren by the shoulders and led him into the master bedroom, helping him strip away his outer clothes before allowing him to drop in a heap on the bed. He got in beside him and allowed him to nuzzle into his shoulder, but he smacked his hands when they began to drift and told him to hush and go to sleep. With Warren’s slow breath against his skin, Ben sighed softly, running his hand affectionately through the other’s copper hair and leaving a single kiss on his forehead. 


     In the morning, Warren paced the bedroom until Ben stirred, and then he took a seat beside him on the bed immediately. 


     “Did you say we’d been broken into last night?” he asked, receiving only a sleepy frown in response. “You said a man was here,” he pressed. 


     “You’re cheery for someone who had trouble walking this morning,” Ben yawned. 


     “I have a good metabolism,” Warren said flatly, his eyes sternly on Ben’s. “Was there someone here or not?” 


     “What, you think I got this playing cricket?” Ben gingerly touched the purple splotch on his cheek. “Yes, a man was ‘ere. I managed to get out of ‘im that he thought he’d find the plans for your machines ‘ere. Must’ve worked for some businessman or other, but he wouldn’t say who. Seems you’ve a rival, Mr. ‘Ayward.” 


     “A rival,” Warren repeated, chewing on his lower lip. “I’d bet everything it was that bastard Arville,” he muttered. “I’ve seen him at Wakefield’s, trying to get at Beckford and giving me an eye. He’s in the automation business as well,” he explained to Ben’s frowning face. “He builds those ghastly things that say ‘Good afternoon’ when they pour your tea all over the table and run on those continuous tracks over everybody’s toes; have you seen them?” He waved a hand without waiting for an answer. “No, I don’t know when you would have. They’re ungainly things, but before Cam, they were all the rage. Doubtless he’s infuriated that I’ve cut into his business.” 


     “Love, I think you’re forgetting a key detail,” Ben said softly, reaching out to slide his fingers between Warren’s. “Whoever that man works for, he clearly meant you ill, and now he knows that you’ve another man living in your ‘ouse.” 


     Warren stopped short, and he felt a tight panic in his chest. “I...don’t suppose he’d believe that Scotland Yard is so thorough in their duties,” he said as he squeezed Ben’s hand. 


     “I don’t think so.” 


     “Christ,” Warren swore, and he stood to pace around the room a bit more. “There’s no proof,” he said, attempting to convince himself. “Just because you were here, it doesn’t prove anything. Just because you were here in the middle of the night when I wasn’t. That’s no indication that you stay here on a regular basis, or that you have personal business in my house at night.” He sighed, coming to a stop as he pushed the balls of his hands into his eyes. “That won’t matter, will it?” 


     “Likely not.” 


     “I’m supposed to attend one of the most prestigious galas of the season tonight,” Warren said, muffled by his hands as he drew them slowly down over his face. “How can I go now, knowing that someone is holding this over my head?” 


     “You don’t have to go to the party, Warren,” Ben reminded him with a small chuckle that earned him a frown. “Don’t make that sour face at me. Weren’t you just at Wakefield’s until the sun came up? Give yourself a rest. You’ve been to so many dinners that you must’ve met everyone in London twice by now.” 


     “Everyone has friends,” he insisted. “Buckley said he was bringing his American friend tonight. An American, Ben. America has at least a few people who could afford and appreciate my golems, wouldn’t you think?” 


     “So we’re in this to be wealthy, now, are we?” Ben asked, standing to place himself in front of Warren and put his hands on his shoulders. “D’you really think this is the smartest thing? These aren’t actual automatons you’re sending out into the world, you know. What if someone figures ‘at out?” 


     Warren scoffed. “Even if someone did take one apart, you think that they’re ever going to think they’re magic?” 


     “They will if they take off its loaf an’ it keeps talkin’ to them without being attached to anything.” 


     “The most ambitious person with that sort of thing on their mind couldn’t think of anything more enterprising than breaking into my home and trying to steal the secret recipe, Ben. I’m less worried about being accused of witchcraft by obviously envious rivals than I am of going to prison for sodomy.” 


     “But you’re going to go to this party anyway, aren’t you?” 


     Warren straightened a bit, and he lifted his chin with a small huff. “It won’t do to hide, will it? I’ll either be reported or I won’t. In the meantime, I must continue as usual, and that means doing business.” He looked up into Ben’s skeptical face. “I am doing business when I go to these things; you understand that, don’t you?” 


     “You’re doing business that brings lipstick ‘ome on your collar, are you?” Ben asked with just a hint of contempt. “I never said I’d mind if you enjoy yourself, Warren, but don’t treat me like a fool.” 


     “What—lipstick—” Warren touched his rumpled shirt collar as though he expected to find some there. “You know I don’t get into all that,” he frowned, trying to pull his shirt far enough away from his face to inspect it. “But these women at Wakefield’s parties are rather...aggressive.” He sighed. “It’s all business, Ben. Honestly. Please. I have to make some arrangements before the gala.” 


     “What sort of arrangements?” 


     “Well, I—I made the acquaintance of some...gentlemen.” 


     Ben lifted a skeptical eyebrow at him. “Gentlemen.” 


     “Well of course they aren’t really gentlemen,” Warren sighed. “But when people are breaking into your house and threatening you, gentlemen aren’t exactly what you need, are they?” He pulled off his wrinkled shirt and tossed it haphazardly on the floor, then began to dig through his closet for some fresh clothes. 


     “Who are you getting in with, Warren?” 


     He came out of the closet tucking in a clean shirt. “Don’t worry yourself, Constable,” he teased. “These men may have a sordid past, but they’ve been nothing but honest with me. Not a crime to their name in weeks, to my understanding.” 


     “Oh, well that makes them pillars of society, innit? Who?” 


     “They’re brothers, actually,” Warren began reluctantly while he tied a thin strap around his hair to keep it out of his face. “I doubt you’d know them.” He glanced over to Ben and found himself looking into a frown, so he admitted with a sigh, “Their name is Travers.” 


     “Travers?” Ben took a step closer to Warren, turning him by the shoulder while he was tying his tie. “Tell me you don’t mean who I think you mean. Twins?” 


     “Yes?” 


     “No. Absolutely not, Warren. I don’t care what you think these men have done for you; they’re dangerous. They’ve been in and out of my precinct so many times they may as well list us as a residence. They’re thieves, cutthroats, cheats, and drunks. There isn’t anything they can bring you but trouble.” 


     “They helped me,” Warren objected, leaving his tie half done to look up into Ben’s face. “When I was on the Heolstran road, a man tried to rob me, and they stopped him.” 


     He paused. “They helped you?” 


     “They did. Did you know only the one is like us? The skinny one. They said it wasn’t right to do wrong by fellow witches. I think I can trust them, Ben, and if you wouldn’t want to deal with them, I’d say that makes them an excellent choice, doesn’t it?” 


     “An excellent choice for what, precisely?” 


     “Bodyguards, of course.” He turned back to the mirror and finished and straightened his tie, then snatched up his coat from over the back of a nearby chair and slid it over his shoulders. He felt the weight of the TXM in his pocket, but thought that it might not be wise to let Ben know quite how close contact he had been in with the dangerous Travers of late.  


     “I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” Ben said with an empty laugh. “You don’t know these men. Love, if you need bodyguards, isn’t that a bit of a hint that you’re getting into this whole thing too deeply?” 


     “It’s just the nature of business, Ben. Even if I was selling vegetables on the side of the street, the man down the road doing the same might set my stall on fire. You can’t help there being ruthless people in the world, but you can account for them and prepare for them.” 


     Ben sat down on the edge of the bed, watching Warren give himself one last check in the mirror. He looked like a different person in his tailored coat and top hat—he stood straighter and he held his chin higher. In a way, Ben was glad that Warren was getting recognition for his work and finally getting a bit of the life he’d always seemed to want, but sometimes Ben caught him with a bit of that same sneer his lover used to despise on other people. “Just don’t become one of them, love,” he said softly, and Warren turned to him with a conciliatory smile. 


     “You don’t have to worry about me. With two rather menacing ex-cons and an upstanding policeman keeping an eye on me, I’m not likely to get into any trouble.” He leaned forward to kiss him, meaning for it to be a quick goodbye, but Ben tugged him close and held the kiss so long that Warren gave in and let the other man undo all of his hard work dressing himself. 


     Ben was never what one would call aggressive or dominant when it came to such things, but he touched and kissed Warren with such need that the redhead found himself a bit overwrought, which he wasn’t used to in the slightest. He gasped and scratched marks into Ben’s firm stomach, letting his head fall back as he ground into the other man’s lap. It should be like this every time—panting and desperate and just barely too warm. 


     As he watched Ben’s chest slowly rise and fall in the rhythm of sleep, he let out a long, slow sigh. This was what it was all for, after all. He slid out of the bed carefully and dressed himself, leaving the door pulled just to on his way out. He gestured to Cam to follow him, and he stepped into the back of the autocar while the golem climbed into the driver’s seat.  


     Warren pulled the TXM from his pocket then, and he sent a message. 


     Interested in a pay raise? Meet me. 


       


     The Travers didn’t seem to mind the idea of dressing up and playing the part of intimidating bodyguards, and they even expressed slight concern at the news that Warren’s house had been broken into. Warren couldn’t be sure if this was concern for his well-being or their job security, but he appreciated it regardless. Owen was even keener on the idea when he learned that they would have to have suits made. He managed to make only a few inappropriate jokes while the tailor was fitting him for his trousers and jacket. 


     “Do you think someone is really going to try something, Hayward?” Simon asked while Owen prodded the tailor for fancier buttons. 


     Warren shook his head. “Tonight? Not likely. But as there is undoubtedly someone out there who has it out for me, it can’t hurt for him to know what he’d be dealing with, can it?” 


     “I’m glad you think we’re up to the task.” 


     “Of course you are. Do you even see yourselves? I can’t imagine why someone would need to be so tall.” 


     “At’s just because you’re such a lil’un eh?” Owen spoke up with a laugh. “An’ all of us redheaded as well. Could be our little brother, couldn’ye?” 


     “It’s just as well if people think so, honestly,” Warren chuckled. “I’ll have to practice my Irish accent.” 


     “Nah, nah,” Owen said, causing the tailor to stumble slightly as he turned to face them without warning. “Better if you’re the silent type eh? I can make a right proper angry face if anyone tries to make ye talk to ‘em.” 


     “I appreciate it,” Warren said with a small smile, “but I’m afraid I’ll have to make conversation. Do feel free to use your angry face whenever you like, though. I’d hate for you to get out of practice.” 


     “Aye. I’ll keep workin’ on it.” Owen grunted at the tailor as he swatted the Irishman back into place. Warren felt quite certain that he had made the right choice in bodyguards. 


       


     Warren found Ben that afternoon sat in the study with his arm removed and lying on the desk, where Cam sat bent over it with its aperture eyes only blue pinpoints. Ben waved the nub his arm was meant to connect to while Cam tinkered. 


     “Said you’d got ‘im some parts for me,” he said with a resigned smile. “Determined to spend money on me, aren’t you?” 


     “What else is it good for?” Warren bent to kiss him, giving his hair an affectionate brush through with his fingers. “This way you don’t have to worry about anyone thinking you’ve got a decent arm, and I don’t have to worry about you not having one.” 


     The golem had brass pieces spread all over the desk and was carefully replacing the scuffed and tarnished parts that made up Ben’s current arm. It worked quickly, screwing screws and tightening bolts without a single spark until all of the cover plates were back in their proper place. Warren stepped out of the way to allow Cam access to Ben’s shoulder, and the golem easily reattached the mechanical limb. Ben flexed and twisted his arm and tested the movement of his fingers, and the whirring sound the machine usually made was noticeably quieter. 


     “Not bad, Cam,” he chuckled, and he pat the golem on the shoulder as he stood. “Thanks for that. Mind if I come fetch you the next time it gets sticky? It’s a damn nuisance tryin’ to clean it out with me left ‘and.” 


     “I am glad to help Ben,” Cam answered with a nod. “If it sticks again, I will look at it.” 


     “You’re a good lad,” Ben said, but his mood quickly soured when Warren reminded him that he would be late returning home from the masquerade. 


     “May I dress for the masquerade, Warren Hayward?” Cam spoke up behind him, giving both men pause. 


     “Dress?” Warren repeated. “What would you want to dress for?” 


     “Warren Hayward is dressing for the gala,” the golem said simply. 


     “Well, yes, but I’m not—”  


     “Oh, let ‘im,” Ben said with a chuckle. “You’re about the same size; must be. Let ‘im wear something of yours. Don’t be a spoilsport.” 


     “Thank you, Ben,” Cam said. 


     Warren shook his head, smiling faintly. “If you like. I don’t know why a golem would think it needs to wear clothes, but I don’t see why not.” 


     “Thank you. May I choose which suit?” 


     He chuckled. “Why not? Not the tuxedo—I haven’t a spare. You’ll have to be a bit dressed down.” He watched the golem go out the door and heard him rumbling around in the closet, and he looked up to Ben with a small shrug. 


     “It’ll make ‘im happy. Now when are the criminals showing up?” Ben asked with a resigned sigh. 


     He was as receptive as expected when the Travers arrived at the house that evening dressed for a gala. He made no attempt to disguise his malice as the twins stood in the parlor to wait for Warren to finish dressing, watching them with his arms crossed and drumming the fingers of his brass hand on his bicep. 


     The Travers seemed slightly wary, placing themselves across the room from the off-duty constable, but the silence in the room was deafening. 


     “So, Constable,” Owen began, “you’re mates with ‘Ayward, are ye?” 


     “Shut it,” Ben snapped, and he moved toward them with a scowl. He stood scant inches from their faces, though they were slightly taller than him, and he spoke in a low voice. “I don’t know what your game is, but you’d best take me serious. If I ‘ear about you steppin’ one toe out of line—if a single hair on your master’s ‘ead comes home out of place—I’ll ‘ave you sent to Australia to live out your days in the mines, you ‘ear me?” 


     “We hear you, Constable,” Simon said before Owen could open his mouth again. “He won’t come to harm with us.” 


     “I’ve got both eyes on you, maleficum,” Ben sneered, and Simon raised an eyebrow at him. “At’s right. You aren’t foolin’ me. I know those eyes. The minute I’ve got proof, you will find yourself at the bottom of the river just dreamin’ you was in the colonies.” He raised a brass finger at Owen when he began to object and clicked his tongue at him in a warning, preemptively silencing him. 


     “If I were a maleficum, you would probably find that more difficult than you think,” Simon said coolly, adding with a small nod, “Constable.” 


     Ben let out a low, empty chuckle, and he stood up straighter to look Simon in the face. “You threatenin’ me, my son? That don’t seem much wise, does it?” 


     “We’re employed, Constable,” Owen piped in, drawing Ben’s gaze to him. “Keepin’ us off the streets and honest ‘Ayward is, isn’t he?” 


     Ben narrowed his eyes at the smirk on the Irishman’s face. “‘At’s a strange thing,” he said quietly, “as it was my understanding that you boys were in a bit of a scuffle in Mayfair not so long ago.” 


     “Can’t blame a man fer gettin’ a bit a piss an’ vinegar in ‘im of a drinkin’ evenin’, can ye Constable?” 


     “I can, actually,” Ben growled, and he looked between both brothers. “Now you twits understand that I’m not askin’ you to stay in line, I’m tellin’ you. Either one of you shows your arse and you may consider my patience well and truly worn, am I clear?” 


     “You don’t have to worry, Constable,” Simon said, and Owen grunted out an agreement. 


     “We’ll see,” Ben murmured, staring the Irishman in the eyes, and he turned his back on them when he heard Warren enter the room behind him.  


     “All ready, gentlemen?” Warren said with a smile, his mask dangling from his wrist by its strap. Cam stood behind him in a dark grey suit and blue waistcoat, holding his lapels lightly in mimicry of a gentleman and looking quite pleased with himself. It was an odd sight—the brass head with a crooked jaw sticking out of the expensive suit of clothes—and it almost made Ben break out of his intimidating mood. 


     “A minute, Warren,” Ben said, and he stepped out of the room with a quick gesture for his lover to join him. Behind the shut door of the bedroom, he said softly, “You be careful with that lot, you understand? I don’t give a tinker’s damn ‘ow you say they’ve been to you; they’re rotten to the core, the both of ‘em. I really can’t warn you enough.” 


     “You can, Ben, and I assure you that you have,” Warren said, a small smirk pulling at his lips as he placed a gloved hand on the taller man’s chest. “Stop worrying. I can look after myself.” 


     “If you could, you wouldn’t need bodyguards.” 


     “You know what I mean. Everything will be fine.” He leaned up to press a light kiss to the corner of Ben’s mouth and felt the cold grip of a brass hand on his wrist. 


     “You phone me straight away if anything ‘appens, you ‘ear?” Ben sighed and reluctantly released him.  


     “I will. I promise. I’ll be back later, Ben. Try not to sit up and worry like an old woman, will you?” 


     Warren opened the bedroom door to leave, and Ben called out loud enough for the twins to hear, “And you mind that thick blighter’s ‘ands; he’ll pocket anything within reach if you let ‘im.” 


     “On me best behavior, me ‘and to God, Constable,” Owen said in return, and Ben scowled down the hallway at him as the three men went out the front door to the autocar. 


     In the back of the carriage, Warren leaned back in his seat and peered across the way at the twins. Ben had every right not to trust them, of course. No doubt they had a history that Warren would never know. On the other hand, underneath all of the criminality, Warren thought they might be almost friendly. Owen, at least—Simon occasionally caught him off guard with the way he stared. There was no reason it shouldn’t be possible to be the kind of rough men that Ben thought they were and still have loyalties.  


     “You both stay at The Green Man, don’t you?” he asked while they rode along in the golem-driven autocar. “I have a proposition for you.” 


     “What, another one?” Owen chuckled. “You’re a merry basket of opportunity, Hayward.” 


     “Well, I would say this is rather more serious than our dealings thus far, but I suppose it doesn’t get much more serious than what you’ve been doing for me. I’m asking about a change of location.” 


     “Going somewhere?” Simon asked, turning his attention from the passing shops to look across at Warren. 


     “The house I’m in now is my old master’s,” he explained. “I’ve a number of bad memories there, honestly, and I’m not satisfied with the level of security since I was broken into. I’ve talked to a solicitor about some available properties in the city, and I’ve decided to buy. I’d like you both to take up residence with me as permanent employees. Aside from the security factor, it will be infinitely less suspicious to have you coming and going from your own home.” 


     The twins exchanged a glance. 


     “For free?” Owen asked, peering back at Warren with his good eye. “We’ll stay for free, ye mean.” 


     “What? Of course. I’ll still pay you for your work.” 


     “Keep doin’ as we are, except we get to live in a posh house in the West End instead of walkin’ on The Green Man’s sticky floors?” Owen glanced at his brother with a laugh. “No down side eh?” 


     “It’s hard to see one,” Simon agreed. “I think you have a deal, Hayward.” 


     “Excellent,” Warren said, sighing softly with relief. Despite Ben’s warnings, he would feel infinitely safer with the Travers always within arm’s reach. “As for this party, please just keep your eyes and ears open. I’ve no guarantee that the man who organized the break-in is who I think it is, so any hint would help.” 


     “You’re the boss,” Owen said, slouching in his seat and rumpling his tuxedo jacket. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Twelve 


       


     The effect of two twins both a head taller than they really had any right to be, with hard faces and cold stares, dressed in black tuxedos so expensive one might think to accuse them of stealing, was exactly what Warren hoped it would be. People stared at them as they exited the autocar at the edge of the airdock, and space was made for them as they passed through the crowd with Warren leading the way and Cam and the brothers just behind. It was difficult to tell if more eyes were on the graceful automaton or the twin brutes, but Warren graciously smiled at those who caught his gaze on their way. 


     The airship dock was outside of the crowded city, of course, and was built over nigh endless rolling hills that could scarcely be seen in the evening light. Bright spotlights lined the causeway that led to the dock, the beams dissipating as they hit the low-rolling smoke from the city. The Princess Alice floated at the far end of a long boardwalk, illuminated by more carefully placed spotlights. The polished wooden exterior and gleaming brass brackets gave no hint of the thumping machinery inside, giving only an impression of quiet ease as it floated at the end of the dock. The four shining propellers extended high above the upper deck and into the clouds, twisting them into dark whirlpools.  


     The figurehead was a woman in a flowing blue gown, dark tendrils of hair floating back in an imaginary breeze. She held a lantern aloft in one extended arm, the other gripping the side of the ship with a delicately carved hand. Along the hull behind her were carefully formed vines, leaves, and flowers of solid gold, easily visible even from this distance. They extended as far back as the first tall windows, almost a quarter of the length of the ship. 


     At the bow, just at the bottom of the wooden gown, an enormous half-sphere of glass projected from the wood and brass, covering a great portion of the front of the ship. It was a marvel of engineering, Warren was told, and the most expensive airship built to date. It was certainly impressive, but Warren was slightly more concerned with the possibility of running into the employer of his attempted thief. 


     At the end of the boardwalk, a man in uniform checked Mr. Warren Hayward’s name on the guest list. Without hesitation, he allowed Warren and his entourage onto the hydraulic glass elevator that rose to the enclosed gangplank fifty meters above the ground. The interior of the airship was just as impressive as the exterior. Tall, open corridors let in natural light from the numerous windows, and intricately carved wood lined the crown and baseboards, continuing the ivy motif of the outside. 


     Near the entryway, a tall brass automaton in the shape of a woman stood on a small pedestal, staring blankly ahead. Cam approached it immediately and attempted to speak with it, but it turned its head toward Warren instead, its shuttered eyes opening and looking down at him with soft green lights. 


     “Good evening—Warren Hayward,” it said in a mechanical but vaguely feminine voice, the awkward pause before his name no doubt coming from a quick scan through some kind of passenger identification database. “May I be of assistance?” 


     “Clever,” Warren muttered, glancing sidelong at the enraptured golem. “I don’t think it’s smart enough to make friends with, Cam,” he said. “Likely it just answers pre-programmed questions. It doesn’t look as though it even walks about.” 


     “How sad,” the golem said, blinking its aperture eyes.  


     “It isn’t alive, Cam. Don’t feel sorry for it.” A slight shift caused Warren to sway as the airship disconnected from the boarding dock, and he could faintly hear the propellers churning harder to pull the weight of the ship away from the ground below. 


     “Come along,” Warren urged. “Let’s see if we can’t make our way to the ballroom, shall we?” He attempted to sound cavalier, and he certainly felt more secure with Simon and Owen flanking him, but the most intimidating bodyguards in England wouldn’t keep him safe from gossip and rumour and disgrace. It wouldn’t matter how impressive his automatons were if he was in prison. Most importantly, Ben’s freedom, or at the very least his position at Scotland Yard, would be in jeopardy if the intruder spoke out. 


     He kept his eyes open on their way through the luxurious corridors, but everyone they passed seemed either eager to stay out of the twins’ path or too involved in their own conversations to pay them any attention. As they approached the grand staircase just outside the ballroom, Warren pulled his mask from where it hung over his arm and slipped it onto his face, wishing that he’d thought to get one for Cam. The one he’d chosen for himself was a half mask in pale ivory, with black cracks painted on to give it the illusion of shattered pottery. On the cheeks and over the brow were gentle, abstract curves of gold. He didn’t expect that it actually gave him any level of anonymity, since he was likely to be to the only attending guest with both a golem and two large bodyguards in tow, but he liked the mystique of a masquerade all the same. 


     Wakefield knew him immediately, of course, and Warren knew him by his exceptionally long tails and the ostentatious green featheryness of his mask, which very few men could expect to pull off.  


     “Hayward!” he called out, trotting over with an empty glass of champagne in his hand. “I was wondering when you’d—heavens, you’re big,” he added with a quick glance at the twins, “are they with you? I was wondering when you’d show up. Showing off your little handybot, are you? Evening there, Cam, how’re things? You look right smart, don’t you? Look at you, dressed up like a proper gentleman! Wonderful!” 


     “I’m well, Mr. Wakefield, thank you,” Cam answered politely. 


     “I need to talk to you,” Warren said under his breath, and Wakefield drew conspiratorially close. “You may hear a rumour about me—” 


     “Oh, you know I love a good rumour,” Wakefield chuckled, but he cleared his throat and attempted to look serious in the face of Warren’s furrowed brow. “Right. Sorry. Do carry on.” 


     “—that I hope you won’t consider as true,” Warren finished.  


     “What sort of rumour? Have you gotten into some dastardly business, dear Hayward?” 


     “It has come to my attention,” he said in a low voice, “that some envious men in my line of work might be spreading the idea that I’m...well, that I—that I don’t enjoy the company of women.” 


     Wakefield paused, and he leaned down to rest his elbow on Warren’s shoulder in a way that always unpleasantly reminded the smaller man of the difference in their stature. “That does sound like quite a scandal,” he said with a pensive nod.  


     “A ruinous one,” Warren agreed, and Wakefield waved a dismissive hand at him. 


     “Nonsense. I have an easy solution for you, but my payment is this.” He leaned in so close that Warren could feel the tickle of feathers on his cheek. “You absolutely must tell me if it’s true.” 


     “What kind of solution?” Warren asked, attempting to dodge the question. 


     “Ah ah ah,” Wakefield scolded. “Answer first. I thought we were friends, Hayward,” he added with a playful frown. “If you can’t trust a man after you’ve passed out on his chaise and woken up entirely un-toyed-with, how can you trust anyone at all?” 


     Warren glanced over his shoulder at the twins, who seemed to be more concerned with whispering to each other than with any conversation of his. He didn’t know why he bothered thinking to keep the truth from them. If things went according to plan, they would know soon enough in any case, and besides, how could he trust them to keep a dozen murders secret, but not this? 


     “It is true,” he said in a rush, jumping slightly at Wakefield’s boisterous laugh. 


     “You know, I suspected,” he said, waving over a man carrying a tray and exchanging his empty glass for a full one. Warren took one for himself and quickly downed half of it. “I didn’t think that any usually-oriented man could look Miss Isabella St Clair in the face and turn her away. She was cross with me over that, as if I had any say in it,” he scoffed. He took a sip of his champagne and seemed to remember himself. “But yes. Your solution, as promised. You must marry,” he said with an air of finality. 


     Warren almost choked on his champagne. “Weren’t you listening? That’s precisely the opposite outcome of what I just told you.” 


     “Not if you want to keep it a secret, it isn’t. Loads of people do it. You think there’s any shortage of young women in London who don’t want anything more out of a marriage than a few thousand a year in investments and a place to hold the occasional salon? I’ll introduce you to a few and you can have your choice.” 


     “What, you’re serious? Just like that?” 


     “Of course, just like that. You’re just the thing these days, my lad; any mother would be pleased to pass on her daughter to such a promising young man. You are a bit young, and there is that, I suppose. But that can be overlooked.” 


     “But I couldn’t simply...for one thing, there would be certain expectations—” 


     You’d make all those arrangements with the lady in advance, of course.” 


     Warren frowned. “Your advice, then, is to tell this secret to an unknown number of single ladies of London until one of them agrees to the absolute promise of a loveless marriage?” 


     “Most of them are bound for loveless marriages in any case, aren’t they?” Wakefield chuckled. “Love and marriage have very little to do with each other, in my experience. This way, at least, a man and his wife may be able to maintain an amicable friendship—an elusive goal if I ever heard one.” 


     “And for telling secrets to women who aren’t sure to agree to such an arrangement?” 


     “I’ll handle that.” He laughed and held up a hand at Warren’s skeptical glower. “Don’t worry, lad; I know how to be discreet. Go and enjoy the party. I’ll be surprised if I haven’t found you a bride by morning. Do you prefer brunettes or blondes?” 


     “Honestly,” Warren hissed, but he found himself smiling as Wakefield ambled away, calling to another friend and waving his arm in a most indecorous fashion. 


     “Warren Hayward is going to marry?” Cam asked while Warren took a sip of his champagne. “I have seen marriage in the books in the study. Are you and Ben not already married?” 


     Warren shushed him, smiling brightly and shaking hands with a gentleman whose name he couldn’t quite remember as he passed by. “No, we aren’t,” he said when the man had passed. “I’ll explain when we’re at home. You mustn’t talk about Ben here, Cam.” 


     The golem nodded, and Warren took a breath before leading the way into the depths of the masquerade. He drank, he greeted acquaintances and friends, and he was introduced to a few more. He happily gave his card to anyone who asked, though he more than once had to wave away worried glances at the two men behind him. Cam was a sensation, chatting animatedly with other guests and asking curious questions. He was occasionally inappropriate, but most took it in good humour and seemed to enjoy correcting him. 


     When he reached Buckley, he was determined not to reveal his eagerness to talk to the promised American friend, and instead chatted casually about this and that until a woman in a high-collared plum dress walked by. Buckley stopped her with a friendly, “Ah, Miss Trentham,” and she turned to the pair of men with a pleasant but cool smile. She was tall—one might even say statuesque—with soft brown hair tucked into a neat roll and a single cascading curl brushing her bare shoulder. Teardrop diamond earrings touched the collar of her slim-fitting jacket, matching the pendant on the simple choker around her neck. She was handsome, rather than pretty, with a sharp jaw and steady brown eyes. 


     “This is Warren Hayward, the young man I told you about. The one with the automatons.” 


     Her gaze went first to Warren, then to the golem at his side and the two men standing at his rear flank. “Of course,” she said, and she offered her downturned hand to Warren. He took it gently with his free hand and bent to give her a proper bow, not quite touching his lips to the back of her gloved hand. He’d made that mistake more than once at Wakefield’s and been playfully scolded for his flirtatious forwardness. It may have had something to do with the lipstick on the collar incident, come to think of it. 


     “Very pleased to meet you, Miss Trentham,” he said with his best smile as he released her hand. “I’ll admit that when Mr. Buckley told me he was expecting an American business associate of his, you would have been the last person I imagined.” 


     “It is my father’s business, actually,” she corrected him without offense, “but he is aging and not up to the journey at present. He asked me to come and represent our interests overseas.” 


     “What exactly is your business?” 


     “Mining,” she answered simply. “Coal in West Virginia, and with some luck we may expand to the Midlands.” 


     “Must be prosperous business these days,” Warren chuckled. “I think most of London is coated in a fine layer of coal dust.” 


     “It won’t be for long if you carry on building machines that require no refuelable power source, Mr. Hayward,” she said with a long glance at Cam. 


     Warren smiled, but he felt a tightness in his stomach that gave him pause. Perhaps he had been hasty in assuming it was someone like Arville who had broken into his home—automatons could always be made better, but fuel sources were either necessary or they weren’t. This Trentham woman had a cold gaze that suggested she knew precisely how ruthless one must be to run a business with the scope of an international mining company. He didn’t know how long she had been in England—who knows what she had heard about him? 


     “Ones like Cam here could actually make your work much easier, Miss Trentham,” Warren began. 


     “They’re simply extraordinary,” Buckley cut in, determined to make himself a part of the conversation. “Wakefield will hardly stop talking about his. Even wearing clothes, now, I see. Come on then, Cam, show Miss Trentham how extraordinary you are.” 


     The golem blinked it eyes curiously at Buckley, then at Miss Trentham, his jaw making a quiet clinking sound as it moved. “I do not believe I am extraordinary,” he said in his tinny, echoing voice. “I believe humans are much more impressive. I walk and talk, and I think, but I cannot dream. I do not love, and I will never be able to make more of myself, as you humans do. Humans are immortal, in their way, because they pass on the memory of themselves to their children. My body will erode and decay, and when it is too far gone to be repaired, I wonder what will become of me? Perhaps I will die,” it mused, leaving the small group surrounding it in stunned silence. 


     “Something of a philosopher,” Warren said with a bit of a nervous laugh, patting the golem on the shoulder. “Don’t bring down the room, Cam.” 


     “I apologize. I was thinking.” 


     “Absolutely marvelous,” Buckley said, not quite managing to close his mouth. “A remarkable impersonation of thought. And you say they continue to learn, Hayward?” 


     “Of course.” Warren’s eyes were on Miss Trentham and her impassive face, trying to read her for hints of guilt or avarice but finding no clue.  


     “Do you have a card, Mr. Hayward?” the woman said suddenly, turning her gaze on him. 


     “Ah—yes, Miss Trentham, of course.” He removed the slim metal carrier from his coat pocket and presented her with his card, which she tucked into her small clutch before excusing herself. 


     “She’s something, that one,” Buckley said once she had gone. “Should have been born a man.” 


     “She’s certainly...something. Pardon me, Buckley; I’ll talk to you later, shall I?” Warren shook the man’s hand and moved away from the crowd, letting out a long breath and looking over at Cam. 


     “Couldn’t have just done a bit of a dance, or juggled something, could you?” 


     The golem shrugged at him, causing Warren to think it had spent quite too much time around Ben to pick up such a casual nature. 


     The ballroom deck was walled entirely with windows, giving a truly stunning view of the lights of the city below. Cam clinked his metal face against the glass to get a better look, and Warren smiled, though he wished that he could be so free as to enjoy a sight like this with Ben at his side. Could he really marry a woman for show? What kind of woman would agree to something like that? Even if Wakefield found someone as easily as he claimed to be able to, how could he trust a woman who would necessarily be a materialistic opportunist? 


     The magic was a whole other problem. It was one thing to admit his private proclivities to Wakefield, whom he knew to be free-thinking in such matters, and quite another to reveal the realities of magic and divulge himself a witch. He didn’t know what the consequences would be, precisely, but he didn’t expect that they would be good. 


     As if summoned by his thoughts, Wakefield appeared at his side as the swell of music sounded above him. It was being piped through the ballroom by speakers that hung from the tall ceiling disguised as delicate stars, glittering against the dark painted sky of the ceiling. Warren could see the limp mechanical quartet of musicians at the end of the hall, made of shining brass painted to look like tuxedos, which now sprang to life and moved in jerking motions to give the appearance of live music. 


     “Let’s have a dance, shall we?” he said, taking Warren’s glass from him and causing a waiter to wobble as he set it on a passing tray without looking. He took Warren’s arm and turned him to face a young woman with a thin smile and dark hair pulled up into a fashionable twist. Wakefield urged them toward the dance floor together, clearly feeling quite proud of himself. 


     Warren had enough alcohol in him not to feel timid with his hand on the girl’s lower back, but it didn’t help his dancing. He’d become what some people might call adequate, but hardly good enough to impress young ladies in the mood for a husband. Since when did he care about impressing any ladies, in any case? Was he really agreeing so quickly to Wakefield’s suggestion? He couldn’t possibly. How could he marry for such a selfish reason? Ben would be furious. 


     Won’t Ben be even worse off if we’re both taken to prison? 


     Warren looked down at the girl in his arms and gave her a weak smile. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Thirteen 


       


     At the end of the night, Warren was glad to climb into the back of his autocar. The twins sat across from him, taking up most of the leg room, but he didn’t care. He just slipped off his mask, let his head fall back against the soft leather of the seat, and shut his eyes. Wakefield had kept a steady run of dance partners flowing in his direction, all of whom seemed exactly the kind of woman he had expected—wealthy, pretty, bland, and superficial. He had hoped to find one with something interesting to say. If he was going to marry for appearances’ sake, he demanded at least someone who would make good company. 


     “Makin’ a lot of friends this evenin, Hayward,” Owen said, sprawling even further in his seat and tugging his bowtie loose as the autocar puttered away from the docks. “Not exactly good behavior for someone what needs bodyguards, eh? Can’t blame you though. That blonde one in the red was hilly as the Highlands.” 


     “I suppose,” Warren answered without opening his eyes. 


     “Not your idea, was it?” Simon asked quietly, and Warren sighed and lifted his head. 


     “Not exactly.” 


     “It’s a good plan,” Simon said with a small shrug. “You’d have to be much more blatant than you are now for anyone to accuse you once you’ve got a wife.” 


     “What what?” Warren sat up straighter in his seat and frowned across the way at Simon. “Blatant? Accuse me of what?” 


     “I’m not an idiot, Hayward, nor am I deaf. What you do in your private life is your own business. We have a good arrangement here, and I think I speak for Owen as well as myself when I say that I am your man without question. If taking a wife keeps you in business and us employed, I’m not concerned in the slightest with whether or not you have romantic feelings for her.” He glanced sidelong at his brother. “But I wouldn’t recommend the blonde. She’s in too much of a hurry. Probably because she’s in a family way.” 


     “Hold on, now,” Owen said, leaning forward and resting his elbow on his knee. “Bit too much observatin’ goin’ on without no one tellin’ me what’s bein’ observated.” He looked up into Warren’s bemused face. “You mean to say you and the Constable, you and him’s…?” He made a quick gesture and accompanying whistle that left no doubt about the act he meant to reference.  


     Warren groaned and put his face in his hands. “Yes,” he admitted with a muffled voice. It actually felt a little nice to have a few people who knew, at least. There seemed to be slightly less weight on his shoulders. Here he had two men he didn’t have to hide from. He was paying them, but even so. 


     He jumped slightly when Owen cursed, and for a moment he feared the man wasn’t as favorable to the idea as his brother. When he looked up, Owen was lifting his hips from the seat to dig into his pocket, and he slapped a shilling into Simon’s waiting hand. 


     “I told you,” Simon said with the tiniest of smirks.  


     “I only wish I could call ‘im names without takin’ it in the jaw,” Owen said. “He packs a wollop an’as a temper to match eh?” 


     “I haven’t noticed,” Warren answered, not keen on continuing any line of questioning related to his relationship with Ben. It was strange to hear them talk about him like the determined policeman he no doubt was—to Warren, he was gentle and soft-spoken and named rabbits silly things, but to the Travers, he must have been a constant obstacle to their wrongdoings and a frequent source of black eyes. 


     “Now about that blonde,” Owen went on as he slumped back into his seat, and Warren was glad for the change in conversation. “How d’you know she’s up the duff?” 


     “Puffy face,” Simon explained blandly. “Kept touching her stomach, though she likely didn’t even realize it. Her dress was a bit tight, which suggests bloating. Clear signs.” 


     “Right,” Owen muttered, shaking his head with a chuckle. “So when’re we movin’ into this new house, boss?” he asked with a slight nod toward Warren. 


     “I haven’t even discussed it with Ben,” he admitted. “The—you know—Constable Cartwright.” It felt even stranger to talk about him than to hear about him, but Warren was determined not to sound like a flustered adolescent. “He isn’t going to be happy about it, but it’s for the best.” The fact that Warren had made the decision to purchase a house in Belgrave Square, keep his workshop in the cellar, move the twins in as permanent guards, and apparently get married all without consulting Ben meant that he almost certainly had an unpleasant conversation ahead of him. Regardless, he told himself that the logic was sound—he would have a cellar door into the garden for the twins to bring their unfortunates, and it would mean always having them within reach. He didn’t doubt that Owen could have extracted much more information from his intruder than Ben had. 


     As far as the marriage—that was for Ben, too. It might make their new home seem crowded, but it would be a home where they would be free to be themselves and live the life they pleased. They would need a reason for Ben living with him, he supposed. Perhaps he could even quit his job, though convincing him of that seemed unlikely. He was dedicated to his calling and did good work.  


     Cam let the twins out of the autocar with a promise that they would hear from Warren soon, and at the front door of Sir Bennett’s house, Warren hesitated with the key in his hand. He would have to have this conversation sooner or later. 


     Ben was waiting for him inside, though daylight was only a few hours away, lounging on the chaise with his hands folded on his stomach and his chin on his chest as he snored. Warren smiled at the sight of him, left his hat on the small table by the door, and curled up on the chaise beside him, burying his face into the rough fabric of his shirt and inhaling his familiar scent. Why shouldn’t he marry? It would only be for convenience. For appearance. It would make them safer. It would allow them to lie like this, together, unafraid.  


     Ben grumbled and shifted his arm so that Warren could rest his head on his shoulder, and Warren smiled at the warmth in his stomach as he felt Ben’s lips gently touch his hair. Listening to the other man’s heart, he drifted to sleep with his fingers curled against Ben’s chest. 


       


     Warren was awoken by Ben’s pained grunting, and he was unceremoniously lifted as the larger man sat up on the chaise. 


     “Buggar me, Warren,” he grumbled, rubbing at the back of his neck. “You couldn’ve woken me?” 


     “You looked comfortable,” Warren objected as he settled himself in Ben’s lap and leaned in to kiss him.  


     “I’ll ‘ave a crick in me neck for days,” Ben mumbled against Warren’s lips, but that was the end of his protest.  


     Warren bit the other man’s lower lip lightly, fully expecting the soft grunt it brought from him. “I’ve been thinking,” he said softly. 


     “‘Hurt yourself?” Ben smiled as Warren flicked him sharply in the chest. 


     “I think it may be time to kill off Sir Bennett. After what happened.” 


     “Is that so?” Ben was distracted, touching light kisses to the redhead’s chin, which was exactly what Warren had hoped for. 


     “I’ll be free from my apprenticeship, and we can sell the house,” Warren went on, trailing his lips down Ben’s jaw to his neck. 


     “What?” Ben stopped, reluctantly pulling away. “Why on earth would we sell the house?” 


     “To move somewhere safer, of course,” Warren explained, casually beginning to unbutton Ben’s shirt. “And nicer, quite frankly. This place is dreadful dull. There’s an available townhouse in Belgrave Square,” he added helpfully, slipping his hand inside the open shirt to run his fingers through Ben’s thick chest hair.  


     “Love, are you sure about this? You want to make yourself even higher profile, with this...with our secret in the ‘ands of some unknown somebody what clearly means you ill?”  


     Warren smiled, feeling the goosebumps on Ben’s skin despite his attempt to keep a straight face. “I meant to talk to you about that,” he said softly as the last of Ben’s buttons came undone. He hesitated, suspecting that no amount of distraction would prevent the backlash from his suggestion. “I think...I think I ought to marry, actually.” 


     Ben stopped with his hands on Warren’s thighs, halfway to giving in to whatever the other man said. “To marry,” he repeated, staring Warren in the face with a blank look. “To marry whom, precisely?” 


     “I...haven’t decided yet. It was Wakefield’s idea,” he added, as though that was a defense. “He said that people like us do it all the time. It would just be for show.” 


     “Warren, do you hear yourself? We could live three lifetimes on the money you’ve made from the golems. Let’s just go somewhere in the country; we can do whatever we like and not have to worry about all this nonsense.” 


     “I’m not going back to the country,” he insisted. “Not when I finally have an opportunity to make something of myself here in London. I’m somebody now, Ben.” 


     “Silly me,” Ben said with a small sneer, “I thought you already were somebody.” 


     “You don’t understand. It wouldn’t matter if we were in the country if someone found out about us. Money and power are the only things that can protect us. I want to have both of those things in abundance,” Warren said in a low voice. “And I can do it, but only if you let me.” 


     Ben sighed, and he reached up to gently cup Warren’s face, his thumb trailing over the other man’s lower lip. “I love you,” he said. He sat up straighter on the chaise and pulled Warren close to him until he could feel his lover’s breath on his lips, their foreheads lightly touching. “You promise me that it would only be for show. Promise me this isn’t an elaborate ruse to get rid of me. Promise me that you really believe this is for the best.” 


     “I know it’s for the best,” Warren assured him, touching a soft kiss to his lips. “It would only be for show. I promise. She’ll have her own bedroom, and we’ll probably only see each other when we have to make appearances together. Nothing at all will change between you and I, except that we’ll have a house that’s all our own.” 


     “All our own but for your wife,” Ben said, and Warren shushed him with a firm kiss. 


     “And the Travers,” he added in a rush, hoping to slip it by without argument, “since they’ve been such a help to me, and I can’t really expect you to keep me safe at all hours of the day. They’ve already agreed,” he finished quickly. 


     “You can’t be serious—” Ben’s protest was cut off by Warren’s hand slipping past the waistband of his trousers, and he grit his teeth in a failed attempt to stop the groan that came from his throat.  


     “Trust me, Ben,” Warren whispered softly as he bent to press a kiss to his lover’s chest, his practiced hand easily drawing quiet whimpers from the larger man.  


     Ben gave in when Warren’s lips touched his stomach, shutting his eyes at the soft jingle of his belt coming undone. He paused as he heard the low zip of his belt coming free from his trousers, but a familiar shudder ran through him when he felt Warren push his arms behind his back, felt the tight heat of the belt leather strapping his wrists snugly together. He fell back as Warren shoved him firmly by the chest, and he opened his eyes in time to see the redhead tugging his tie from around his neck with a slow smirk Ben knew well.  


     He shifted on the chaise, his breath catching in his chest as Warren leaned over him and wrapped the dark tie around his eyes, blocking out the dim light of the study. He lifted his hips to allow the other man to pull his trousers down to his knees, leaving them halfway on to prevent him from moving his legs. He felt Warren’s warm breath on the skin of his hips, and he didn’t even try to hold back his groan as the other man’s lips wrapped around him. 


     Warren knew precisely how to get Ben to agree, of course. He had learned long ago that the constable would give in to just about any demand if given the right kind of push, which almost always involved being turned into a whimpering mess. Not that it was a chore—Ben’s trembling skin was hot under Warren’s lightly scraping fingernails, and the strained buck of his hips was almost more than he could stand. 


     Before he allowed him to finish, Warren urged the larger man onto his knees in front of the chaise, and he took the liberty of unfastening his own trousers before drawing Ben’s eager mouth down to him with a tight grip in his dark hair. He let his head fall back against the chaise, keeping a steady hand on Ben’s head to ensure he kept the right pace. The other man’s soft groans made him shudder, and a satisfied smirk touched Warren’s lips as he felt Ben straining against the belt around his wrists with a pleading whimper. 


     “You don’t need those,” Warren purred, fingers curling in Ben’s hair. “Unless you want to ask me very nicely to be set free.” 


     Ben panted as he pulled away, attempting to catch his breath. “Please,” he murmured with a whine in his voice that sent a shiver straight up Warren’s spine. 


     “No, I think not,” Warren whispered, and he tugged Ben back down to him with a harsh intake of breath as his lover returned to his work. “Not yet,” he added kindly, drawing a small groan from the other man. 


     As much as Warren enjoyed watching Ben on his knees in front of him, it was difficult to keep his composure for very long. He tightened his grip on Ben’s hair in an attempt to warn him, but the other man only took him deeper and groaned against him until he had swallowed everything the redhead had to offer. As soon as Warren was able to take a breath, he rewarded Ben’s hard work by pushing him down onto his back and settling himself securely in his lover’s lap.  


     He did think to slip the belt free from Ben’s wrists, though it was partly with a selfish motive, so that he could feel the other man’s hands gripping his hips tightly as he lowered himself onto him with a shuddering groan. He let his weight rest on his palms on Ben’s thighs, letting his lover do more of the work until the hurried pace worked Warren’s tie off of Ben’s eyes. Warren shuddered as Ben dug his fingers into his hips, and he smiled down at the helpless look on the strapping constable’s face as his back arched and he finished deep inside the other man. 


     Warren slipped free of Ben’s rigid grip, melting onto the floor beside him and tracing his fingers over the angry red marks on his wrist. 


     “This doesn’t mean I’m happy about you having a wife,” Ben mumbled sleepily, turning his head to press a quick kiss to Warren’s temple. 


     “I’ll pick an ugly one,” he promised, pleased at the low chuckle that rumbled under his cheek. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Fourteen 


       


     Warren didn’t know precisely the kind of paperwork he would need, but he had made enough acquaintances over the past few weeks that he felt confident he now knew someone who could tell him what a death certificate was supposed to look like. It would be easy enough to have one made up on the spot, perhaps, if he could produce credible evidence that Sir Bennett had died in some far away, uncultured country. 


     That was simple. He typed up a letter and crumpled it until it looked suitably weathered, and he dressed himself in a rush, pausing to pull Ben down and kiss him before heading out of the house and onto the street. 


     He made his way to Mr. Errington’s home, presented his card to the doorman, and put on a suitably glum face as he was admitted. Errington was an attorney of some note, and could doubtless help him with the practicalities of death and inheritance. A few carefully timed moments of excusing himself for being overwrought, and Errington was assuring him readily that it would all be sorted out, that the paperwork was merely a formality, as everyone knew. From there, it was the easiest thing to hire a solicitor to sell Sir Bennett’s home.  


     His TXM buzzed in his coat pocket, and he excused himself at the solicitor’s desk to check the message. It was from Wakefield.  


     Which one did you like? I’ll arrange a tea. 


     Warren shoved the machine back into his coat and cleared his throat. He supposed he had to make a decision, but the thought of having any one of the women Wakefield had presented him with at the masquerade made him weary.  


     The bell on the office door jingled behind him, and he turned his head to see Miss Trentham entering with a dark-skinned man in tow, his arms loaded with bags. Warren remembered himself enough to get to his feet, and he bent politely to Miss Trentham’s hand when she offered it. 


     “Mr. Hayward,” she said with just a hint of congeniality.  


     “A pleasure to see you again, Miss Trentham,” he returned as he released her hand. “I was just finishing up,” he added, eager to get out of her way. She looked much more approachable today in her simple grey dress and small lace-trimmed hat, but her severe face still made Warren wary. 


     “Don’t hurry yourself, Mr. Hayward. As long as you don’t buy up every property in London and leave me living in the blighted hotel I’ve found myself in.” 


     “Unhappy with your accommodations, Miss Trentham?” 


     “I don’t care to lay my troubles at your feet, but suffice it to say that I’ve a few unanticipated furry roommates. I somehow expected London to be a rather cleaner place than New York, but I’m afraid it simply isn’t the case. No offense—I know how you Englishmen take such pride in your mother nation.” 


     “I’ve no illusions, Miss Trentham.” 


     “Glad to hear it. Might I ask what property you are taking up? I assume that is your purpose here, isn’t it?” 


     “Ah...yes,” Warren answered. He wasn’t sure it was wise to tell this woman where he meant to move to, given the likelihood that it was her agent who had invaded his first home, but he supposed it wouldn’t remain a secret very much longer in any case. “Mr. Ainsworth here was looking into a place in Belgrave Square for me.” 


     “Belgrave Square? I was looking there myself. What number?” 


     “Ah—149, I believe.” 


     She tutted at him, and for the first time he saw a touch of a smile on her lips. “The unfashionable side, Mr. Hayward.” 


     “Is it possible for one side of a street to be more fashionable than the other?” 


     “I’ve found that once one reaches a certain tax bracket, it becomes possible for anything in the world to become fashionable or unfashionable according to the whims of people with nothing of more importance to concern themselves.” 


     Warren chuckled despite himself. So far he’d trusted Wakefield to keep him on the proper path with his newfound peers, but he would never have thought to consider asking about fashionable ends of streets. 


     “It’s to be expected that you wouldn’t know such things,” she added with a slight tilt of her head. “After all, from what I’ve heard from some of the older ladies in town, you are that most disagreeable of things known as ‘new money.’” The corner of her mouth twitched just faintly, and Warren couldn’t tell if she was teasing him or not. “At any rate, don’t let me keep you, Mr. Hayward,” she said as she offered her hand, effectively ending the conversation. 


     Warren took her hand automatically, and he gave her a polite bow before nodding farewell to Mr. Ainsworth and scooting by the encumbered servant standing behind Miss Trentham. She was a strange creature. 


       


     As it turned out, Sir Bennett’s house wasn’t worth all that much compared to some of the more expensive homes in London, but it was sold for a suitable amount that Warren had no worries about his ability to pay for the place in Belgrave Square—one on a more fashionable side of the street than 149, per Miss Trentham’s advice. 


     They left everything as it was in Sir Bennett’s house (including his books, which Cam had apparently already finished reading), except for the furnishings and supplies in the workshop, which the Travers packed up and shipped silently to the new house.  


     Ben was reluctant to come to call at the new house, since it was in a much more visible part of town, which meant that his options were either to stay away until they thought of a suitable cover story or to shut himself inside the house to avoid being seen by any neighbors. He had voted for the former, which meant that Warren was left to himself to move into the house. That suited him fine, since it gave him the opportunity to set up the workshop to his specifications without Ben’s questions. 


     The cellar door into the garden was shut tight with a lock that had no key—it could only be opened by magic, meaning that access was essentially restricted to either Simon or himself. Warren didn’t think it likely that Ben would bother checking the house for secret passages. The door into the cellar from inside was hidden by an illusion, leaving the physical key that Warren carried on his person rather pointless, but the extra precaution put him a bit more at ease. The cellar was quite large, meaning that Cam had more than adequate space for building the husks, which he seemed to be quite enjoying. Every one that he produced was slightly different—some more bare and simple, others ornate and heavily detailed. It almost seemed that the golem had moods that reflected in his work, though Warren thought that rather unlikely. The rest of the cellar stored the incense, candles, chalk, and various other supplies necessary for Warren to do his work, and a corner of the room had been blocked off for storing newly-activated golems before they were delivered to their masters. 


     The house had three bedrooms—one for Warren and Ben, one for the future wife, and one for the Travers. They didn’t seem to mind sharing. Warren suspected that any accommodations were preferable to their grimy room above The Green Man.  


     By the time the three of them—plus Cam—had finished letting in movers and ordering them around for three days, Warren was more than a little morose at Ben’s absence. He could have him play the part of a servant, but Ben would never agree to that. 


     The problem stayed at the back of his mind, but he had orders to fill. The Travers went out, and Warren waited in the cellar, drawing the circle on the floor easily from memory. He didn’t pace anymore while he waited for them; it was actually rather monotonous. By the time he heard the lock move in the cellar door, he had already been playing noughts and crosses against himself in chalk on the floor for three-quarters of an hour. 


     The Travers stepped down the cellar stairs, Owen with an unconscious body slung unceremoniously over his shoulder. He dropped the woman on the floor with a heavy thud and worked his shoulder once it was rid of the weight. She groaned faintly and stirred from the abrupt motion, but she didn’t quite come to. Owen immediately made his way up the stairs to the house, since they were all quite familiar with the process by now, but Simon lingered while Warren dragged the woman closer to the circle by the arm. 


     “You could teach me, you know,” Simon offered quietly, making Warren pause. 


     “Teach you?” Simon nodded toward the woman in Warren’s grip, but he shook his head. “No.” 


     “It would make things much easier,” Simon went on. “You know I don’t have any interest in being any more than I am; you’re in no danger of me starting up my own business after all you’ve done for my brother and I. But it would allow you to take on a more...managerial role. If you liked. It would be much easier for you to disavow any knowledge of the wrongdoings going on in your cellar.” 


     “It’s bad enough that I’ve asked you and Owen to bring people here to their deaths,” Warren said softly, looking down at the quietly breathing woman at his feet.  


     “You don’t have to worry about my conscience, Hayward.” 


     He chuckled despite the situation. “Not to worry; I’m under no illusion that you spend much time feeling guilty, Simon. It’s mine that I worry about. This is my burden.” The truth of the matter was that Warren wasn’t actually terribly bothered by it anymore, and that was the only bit that bothered him. 


     Simon shrugged, pausing to glance down at the woman before turning back to the stairs. “Let me know if you change your mind,” he called over his shoulder, but a rattling at the outside door made both men pause.  


     “Anyone in there?” a man’s voice called through the door during a pause in the sound. “Scotland Yard; open the door!” 


     Warren’s heart sank immediately into his stomach, and he awkwardly attempted to stand in front of the woman as though that would hide her, but Simon walked calmly across the room to the stairs and looked at Warren with a questioning look on his face as he hissed and waved at him. 


     “What are you going to do?” Warren whispered, and a small smirk pulled at Simon’s lips. 


     “I’m going to guard your body, Mr. Hayward,” he said blandly as he reached up to pull open the outside door. The constable outside had barely begun to speak when Simon reached up and snatched him by the front of his uniform, tossing him carelessly down the stairs onto the hard cellar floor. 


     Warren stood back from the scene, hiding the knife in his hand guiltily behind his back as the constable got to his feet. The man took the billy club from his belt and waved it threateningly at Simon, who only pulled the outer door shut and stepped casually down the stairs, slipping the gloves from his hands and dropping them to the floor on his way. 


     “What’s all this then?” the constable demanded, glancing quickly between the two men before his eyes landed on the unconscious woman. “What are you doing with her? I saw you bring her down here,” he said gruffly, clearly imagining he still had the upper hand in this situation. When Simon stepped close to him, the constable warned him once before swinging the club at the side of his head. 


     Simon’s hand went up to catch the club before it could connect with his skull, flinching slightly at the impact but keeping a grip on the wood while the constable tried to tug it away. When smoke began to hiss from the wood underneath Simon’s grip, the constable let out a short cry but—to his credit—kept his hand on the club in an attempt to reclaim it. Simon jerked him close by their mutual hold on the club and tilted his head to draw near to the constable’s face, and a thick, sickly green smoke fell from his mouth as he exhaled, causing the other man’s eyes to roll back almost immediately as the gas was drawn into his lungs by his gasp. 


     With a thud, Simon dropped the constable’s limp body, followed by the billy club, which rolled across the floor to bump against Warren’s foot, smoke still drifting from the burned print of Simon’s hand. 


     “Well,” Simon said, pausing to blow a bit of cinder from his palm, “that could have been troublesome. Lucky he decided to barge in on his own rather than make a report.” He looked over at Warren. “What shall we do with this one?” 


     Warren took a breath as he looked at the twitching body of the constable and the still woman at his feet. “I suppose it’s a doubly productive evening,” he answered in a voice much more calm than he expected. The idea didn’t move him at all. He was simply glad that he had two husks to use. 


     “Excellent. We’ll be upstairs.” Simon stepped easily over the motionless constable and shut the cellar door behind him, leaving Warren alone with his victims. 


     With only a brief moment of consideration, Warren reached down to put his hand into the woman’s yellow hair, lifted her over the circle, slit her throat, and braced himself against the now-familiar shockwave. Mr. Anderson would be pleased to hear he’d be receiving his machine a week earlier than anticipated. Perhaps it was time to tell the twins that one a week was not enough. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Fifteen 


       


     The next afternoon, Warren was having a cup of tea and looking over the newspaper when the telephone rang, its metallic bell chiming throughout the house. He didn’t get up, as he was by now quite accustomed to Cam answering the telephone, but the golem shortly poked its head into the room and said, “Ben is calling you.” 


     He went to the sitting room to pick up the line there, and Ben greeted him in a grim voice. He wasn’t looking at the screen, and a frown pulled at his lips. 


     “Something’s happened,” he said. “Can I come by tonight?” 


     For a moment, Warren hesitated, running a dozen scenarios through his mind as to what excuses might be made or what reasons might be given. He almost laughed at himself. What purpose was any of this if it didn’t actually protect him? “Come by whenever you like,” he said with a smile.  


     “You’ll leave the back door unlocked?” 


     “No,” Warren answered, feeling like a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. “No. Just come whenever you’d like. Through the front door.” 


     “You aren’t worried about your neighbors?” 


     “You’re just a friend, of course. I’m allowed to have friends—especially an upstanding constable such as yourself. Not long ago I convinced a notable attorney to give me the entire inheritance of a man to whom I had absolutely no relation except for my word that he was once my employer. I know these people now, Ben. Which one of them is going to report me?” He laughed. “Here I spent days agonizing about it, but there isn’t a thing they can do to me.” 


     Ben watched him through the screen for a moment, his brow furrowed. “If you say so,” he said warily. “But if you don’t mind, m’lord, I’m still going to be careful for a while. I don’t have quite so many high-society friends. I’ll come after dark.” 


     Warren clicked his tongue at the mocking title, but let it pass. “As you like. But do come. I want to show you our home.” 


     “I will,” Ben answered, and Warren would have been able to tell he was smiling without the help of the screen. 


     Before he could hang up the receiver, the bell at the front door buzzed grumpily, and he paused before glancing down the hall. He wasn’t expecting anyone today. Usually new clients called first—to show up entirely unannounced wasn’t very polite at all. Cam appeared in the hallway, dressed in simple clothing not dissimilar to some Warren himself might have worn while Sir Bennett was alive. The tailor had given them quite a stare when he brought the golem in, but Cam had insisted upon having his own small collection of clothing. 


     He watched Cam open the door and strained to hear his quiet conversation with whoever was at the door, but when he caught a glimpse of his guest as she stepped over the threshold, he panicked and hid behind the corner. Trentham. Why would she come here? He pushed away from the wall and skittered down the hall into the master bedroom just in time to avoid being seen. He could hear Cam clinking along after him, no doubt to announce his guest. 


     He quickly made himself presentable, tucking in his shirt and snatching a black waistcoat from the ottoman at the foot of the bed. Cam opened the bedroom door as he was buttoning it, offering him a small card. Warren took the card and ran a hand through his hair in an attempt to straighten it. 


     Miss Elizabeth Trentham, Trentham Mining Co., New York, New York. 


     Elizabeth. An Elizabeth seemed much less brusque and intimidating than the Miss Trentham he knew. Warren took a breath and dropped the card onto the nightstand, pausing to glance at himself in the mirror and thanking Cam on his way out the door. 


     Miss Trentham sat straight-backed on his chaise in the parlor, her folded hands perched delicately on the handle of the parasol stood in front of her. She turned her head as Warren entered and gave him a polite smile. 


     “Mr. Hayward,” she said blithely, “I do hope I’m not intruding on your afternoon.” She gave him a brief glance up and down. “You don’t seem to be working hard, in any case.” 


     “Pardon me?” Warren returned with a slight scoff. “Did you have business here other than insulting my work ethic, or did you pop by just to be a nuisance?” He bit his lip, instantly regretting his rudeness. This was a woman who—potentially—was ruthless enough to have someone’s house broken into, and even if she wasn’t responsible, she was a powerful player in the business world.  


     To his surprise, however, she laughed. A small laugh, and covered primly with a gloved hand, but a laugh. “Now, now, Mr. Hayward. Or may I call you Warren?” 


     “I don’t quite think—” 


     “Excellent. Warren, I’ve come to you because you have a problem. A problem that you’d better hope you can solve before your dear Mr. Wakefield actually succeeds in telling the entirety of London about your bedroom doings.” 


     “My—damnation,” he swore, actually finding himself laughing. He leaned his hands on the back of the chaise, shaking his head. “I’ll kill him. I knew I never should have—” he paused. “And what is it to you, Miss Trentham?” He scowled, leaning forward over the back of the chaise to peer at her. “Trying another tactic, are you?” 


     “Another tactic?” She tilted her head at him, and then a look of recognition crossed her face. “Ah, you’re referring to your unfortunate break-in. I heard. Brutish. You don’t suppose that I had something to do with that, Warren, do you? We aren’t off to a very good start.” 


     “Why not? You said yourself that my machines were a threat to your fuel business.” 


     “Oh, tosh,” she said with a slight wave of her hand. “The whole world runs on steam, and steam runs on coal. I may as well sell air. When and if you build a power source strong enough to power more than your wind-up toys, perhaps the matter will be more pressing. In the meantime, I believe we can be beneficial to each other.” 


     Warren stood straight, watching the woman with an uncertain gaze. “Beneficial.” 


     “Quite so. I did mention that I was looking for a residence, did I not? It’s beastly trying to find decent lodging in this crowded little city, let alone a decent home.” She paused to take a quick glance around the room. “But I like this place well enough. Do you catch my meaning, Warren?” 


     “You can’t be serious. You did just say that Wakefield told you about my...problem. Is this blackmail?” 


     “Not at all. It’s business. My father will die soon, and control of his company will be split amongst a small number of investors rather than me, only a daughter—unless he had a son to inherit his fortune. For obvious reasons, I would prefer this not to happen.” 


     “So why not get a real husband?” 


     “Oh, I’ve no interest in courtship, Warren. There are endless rules and tricks for which I have no patience, and besides, a ‘real’ husband, as you so nicely put it, would doubtless have ambition on his mind and would think only of the fortune I would bring and his own running of my father’s business.” 


     Warren took a step closer and leaned against the arm of the chaise, folding his arms across his chest as he listened. “But you don’t think I’m so ambitious?” 


     “I think you’re frightfully ambitious,” she said with a slow smirk, “which is precisely why I can trust you to keep building your automatons and making a name for yourself, and leave me be. There’s money and power to be had in the mining business, but there isn’t much of the glory, which I suspect is what you really desire.” 


     He chuckled. “You think you know me so well, having spoken to me thrice in your entire life?” 


     “I’m an excellent judge of character,” she said easily. “Am I right or wrong?” 


     “No, I suppose you’re right,” he answered with a small shrug. “But you don’t want...you know, a husband, children?” 


     Miss Trentham shifted in her seat, betraying a moment of discomfort as she shifted her gaze momentarily from Warren to the floor. “I’m afraid that is not my destined lot in life. Or so the doctors tell me, in any case,” she said, her voice cooler than Warren suspected she felt. She sniffed pointedly when Warren opened his mouth with a sympathetic look on his face and quickly went on, “So you see, a husband is of little use to me. I require that my father have a son, but I wish to continue as I have been when it comes to running my business and doing as I please. I expect you want the same. Is such an arrangement agreeable to you, Mr. Hayward?” 


     “It isn’t the most romantic proposal I’ve ever heard.” 


     “Shall I get upon one knee?” 


     “I wouldn’t want you to ruin your dress.” For a moment they shared a faint smile. “You’re sure about this? You want to get married?” 


     “I have faith in my ability to make decisions for myself, as long as this isn’t a clever ruse to involve unsuspecting women in your deviant behavior with Mr. Wakefield.” 


     “With Wake—oh, Christ, no. It isn’t him.” 


     “No? That’s good to know, actually; I find the man to be quite tiresome. In that case, are you sure about it?” She ticked an eyebrow at him. “Your paramour has been informed of your intentions, I assume?” 


     “Well, yes. He isn’t pleased, of course, but it’s the way it must be.” 


     She turned to face him, offering her hand. “Then do we have an agreement?” 


     Warren hesitated, but then he reached out and took her hand to give it a firm squeeze. “I suppose we do, Miss Trentham.” 


     “Elizabeth,” she corrected him as she stood, releasing his hand. She took a moment to smooth the skirt of her dress and adjust her gloves. “Well then. I’ve been invited to Lady Weyland’s salon a week Thursday; I expect I will have accepted your proposal by then. Is that agreeable?” 


     “I’ll bring roses.” 


     “See that you do,” she said with a nod. “I’m likely to refuse, otherwise. I wear a ring size five.” She smiled at him gave him a small curtsy before heading to the front door, Cam trotting along in a hurry behind her to open the door. When it was shut, Warren collapsed onto the chaise and put a hand to his forehead to laugh. 


     “That woman was not the one who broke in?” the golem asked as it returned to the parlor.  


     “No,” Warren chuckled. “Apparently, she’s my wife.” 


       


     When Ben arrived later in the evening, Warren greeted him with a firm kiss. “How did it feel to walk through the front door?” he asked, his hands still on the lapels of Ben’s uniform. 


     “Dangerous,” Ben admitted, but he was smiling just a little.  


     Warren sat across the table from him, leaning back in his chair with his feet resting on one adjacent. The remnants of supper lay on the table between them, and Ben was holding a cup of coffee with both hands and looking into it.  


     “What was it you wanted to talk about?” Warren asked, noting Ben’s solemn face. “You said something happened.” 


     “Hawkins is missing,” he said without looking up from his coffee. “He was on patrol last night, an’ never checked in this morning. Nobody’s heard from ‘im.” 


     Warren swallowed, but he maintained his relaxed pose, only lightly drumming his fingers once on the arm of his chair. “Missing? Are there any leads?” 


     “No,” Ben sighed. “We talked to a few people who saw him early on in the evening, but nobody saw anythin’ later on through the night. He’s just disappeared.” 


     “What a shame,” Warren said, hoping he sounded convincing.  


     “It’s strange,” Ben went on with a frown. “We’ve been gettin’ reports of missing people for weeks. More than usual. Nobody’s looking into it very ‘ard cause it’s always the poor. Half the time it’s impossible to tell if they’re really missing or if they just up and died somewhere without anybody noticing. But all that, and now Hawkins...I don’t like it.” 


     “You don’t think there’s something sinister going on, do you?” Warren did his best not to grip the arms of his chair too tightly.  


     “I don’t know. There may be.” Ben looked up at him. “You’ve been spending a lot of time with those Travers. You haven’t ‘eard anything, have you? Anything they might be up to that might end in some poor bastard going missing?” 


     “Heard anything?” Warren scoffed. “I told you; they’re working for me now.” 


     “And where are they?” Ben lifted his hands, glancing around the room. “They live ‘ere now, don’t they? So where are they?” 


     “I’m their employer, Ben, not their mother. You don’t honestly think they would risk an easy job like the one I’ve given them for the sake of going on some sort of kidnapping murder spree?” 


     “You’re mistaken if you think that lot aren’t killers, Warren. There’s not a thing in this world I wouldn’t put past them. I know you said they helped you, and I suppose I believe that, but it doesn’t change who they are.” 


     “They aren’t idiots. What reason would they possibly have for doing what you’re accusing them of?” 


     “I don’t know,” Ben sighed, putting his head in his hands. “There isn’t any reason for it. We aren’t findin’ any bodies. There doesn’t seem to be any connection between the victims.” He paused to shake his head, and he laughed emptily. “I ‘alf thought someone else was making golems. You ‘aven’t been spreading secrets, have you?” 


     “Even if I did, why wouldn’t I tell them how to do it properly? Besides, you expect me to give up my monopoly on automated butlers?” Warren smiled, ignoring the pit in his stomach. Somehow, he had managed to become accustomed to killing innocent people in his workshop, but the thought of directly lying to Ben still made him ache. He couldn’t possibly tell him the truth; he was too good. He was better than Warren deserved, he suspected. He decided to change the subject. 


     “A woman I met recently came by the house today,” he began, attempting to keep the mood light despite Ben’s continued frown. “We came to an...agreement. Which means we’ll shortly have even less to worry about,” he added quickly. “You’ll be able to come and go as you please.” 


     “A family friend, eh?” Ben chuckled without humor, and he pushed away his cup and fell back in his chair. “I don’t like it, Warren.” 


     “I know you don’t. But the best thing we can do is hide in plain sight.” 


     “Just remember your promise,” he said. 


     Warren pushed back in his chair and moved around the table, running his fingers affectionately through Ben’s hair and bending to kiss his temple. “All of this is for us. You don’t have anything to worry about.” He leaned forward to look Ben in the face, gently touching his knuckles under the other man’s chin as he kissed him. “Trust me.” 


     “Is she ugly, at least?” Ben asked with a hint of a smile. “You promised.” 


     “I did my best,” Warren admitted with a sigh, “but it turns out that I’m just too attractive.” 


     “Who would have expected?” Ben mumbled, and he tugged Warren down by the front of his waistcoat to kiss him again. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Sixteen 


       


     As promised, Warren went out the very next day to find what he thought would be a suitable engagement ring for a woman like Miss Elizabeth Trentham. Although he didn’t consider it to be a particularly dangerous outing, he asked the Travers to accompany him simply because it was to his benefit if people like the one who broke into his house—who apparently was not paid by Miss Trentham—knew that he had people like the twins looking after his best interest.  


     Warren knew absolutely nothing about engagement rings, and it wasn’t the sort of thing he could trust the Travers to judge, though Owen did offer his opinion on how much this or that ring might go for outside a shop, which was very helpful. The man at the counter asked him questions about his would-be bride to which he didn’t know the answer. Eventually he chose something simple—a single diamond set in gold filigree—and hoped that she didn’t actually care what the ring looked like. It was just something to show around when people asked, in any case. 


     On his way to the florist to pick up the agreed-upon roses—even though he was quite sure she didn’t actually expect them—he happened upon Mr. Errington in the street, and the two men paused to greet each other. 


     “Hayward,” Errington said congenially as they shook hands. “I was thinking of calling on you soon. Glad to see everything sorted with your benefactor? Everything going all right with the new house and all?” 


     “I’m very well on all fronts, thank you.” 


     “Good, good. Strangest thing; I was just talking to Callaway the other day—you’ve met him, at Wakefield’s I think, he’s in the automation business as well—and dashed if he wasn’t asking me all sorts of indecorous questions about you. Actually asked me if I’d seen the body of your Sir Bennett, can you believe it? What sort of a man thinks such things? In any case, I sent him out right away, but I thought you ought to know that he’s about and making baseless accusations.” 


     Warren expected to feel afraid, but it didn’t come. He expected to panic and worry and run straight home to ask Ben what he should do. Instead, he shook Errington’s hand, thanked him for the information, and went on his way with the Travers behind him. 


     “Think it’s the one who broke in?” Owen asked, and Warren glanced over his shoulder at him. 


     “I think he could be, and that’s as much of a threat as I’m prepared to tolerate at this stage.” He sidestepped into a busy cafe and requested a small table at the back, rolling the ring box idly in his fingers as they waited for their coffee. “Callaway,” he murmured. “I remember the name, but the man only vaguely. He’s no inventor. He collects his paycheck from his company and goes about his business. What purpose would it serve him to discredit me and try to steal my plans?” 


     “What sort of automaton did he mean?” Simon asked. “If his company makes similar machines, you’re a direct rival.” The conversation paused as their coffee was set in front of them. 


     “I would have sworn it would be Arville,” Warren sighed. “Callaway’s company, if I remember correctly, builds the kind of house automation that runs on rails all about the house. It doesn’t really serve the same purpose.” 


     “Good old fashioned jealousy, then?” Owen suggested. “You are a bit up-and-coming.” 


     Warren sat forward in his seat and waved away the discussion. “I don’t care what his reason is. The point is that he’s guilty at worst and too inquisitive at best. So what do I do about it?” 


     “He’d make a fine robot butler,” Owen chuckled, but Warren shook his head. 


     “A man like that can’t disappear. At least Sir Bennett was a recluse. If Callaway is the sort to attend Wakefield’s parties, you can bet that he’s socially active to say the least. Ben says there are too many missing persons being reported as it is; if someone important goes missing, it would bring far too much attention to the issue.” 


     “You need to remove him from the equation,” Simon said blandly. “There are ways.” Warren looked over at him curiously, but Simon only slightly shrugged one shoulder. “One learns certain things on the Heolstran road. We can discuss it later.” 


     Owen elbowed his brother with a scowl. “Don’t get into none of that,” he warned, and Simon sighed through his nose. 


     “It isn’t getting into it if I show him how to do it.” 


     Owen snorted. “Don’t like the technicality.” 


     “Then we’ll discuss it later,” Warren cut in, and he took a single sip of his coffee and allowed the twins the same before he stood to leave the cafe, leaving behind a few coins. 


     He pretended to listen to the girl in the flower shop as she waxed eloquently about the beauty of the roses she had to offer, but his mind was on Simon’s offer. It would be blood magic, surely. He’d heard Owen complain about it enough by now. Warren’s experience with blood magic thus far had only been the spell to open the door to the Llewan and the circle that made the golems. He knew very well what blood magic was capable of—he had heard warning stories from his mother and read detailed accounts in Sir Bennett’s books of men being forced to lose their wits, or commit atrocities, or simply bending to the will of the witch over any matter he chose. A man could be made to slice his own child’s throat, or his own, with only a drop of his blood and the right word spoken. 


     Was that really any worse than taking some unsuspecting someone in the dead of night and dragging them to a cellar to have their spirit bound to a piece of metal that would never remember the human it used to be? 


     It was with such thoughts on his mind and a half dozen roses in his hand that he approached the doorman at the hotel where Miss Trentham stayed. He introduced himself with a pleasant smile, and after a brief telephone call, he was given her number and allowed up the elevator to her suite. 


     She answered his knock almost immediately, and she actually laughed at the sight of him with the delicately arranged flowers. 


     “A man of your word, aren’t you?” she asked as she stepped back to allow him entry. 


     “In most things, Miss Trentham.” 


     “Elizabeth,” she reminded him. She gave his two companions a studying glance as they passed her by, and she shut the door behind them. “Did you think you might run into assassins on your way to see me?” 


     “They wouldn’t be very good assassins if I knew when to expect them, would they?” Warren made himself at home on the sofa, and Elizabeth took the roses from him before he could discard them on the coffee table and set about putting them in a vase.  


     “I’m glad to see my future husband is a modest man,” she spoke up from the water closet, and she returned with his flowery offering in a glass vase, which she placed on the mantle.  


     “Don’t you keep a servant?” Warren asked, glancing around the room. “At the solicitor’s you had a negro with you.” 


     “John is running an errand. I regularly receive correspondence from home, so I’ve acquired a box at the post office. You have good timing if you meant to catch me alone, although bringing your brutes with you may have spoiled that a bit.” 


     “She thinks you’re a brute,” Owen grinned to his brother, and Warren shushed him with a smirk before Simon could finish reaching up to cuff him on the head.  


     “Well,” Warren said as he pulled to his feet, “if you please, Elizabeth, get over here and get yourself proposed to, will you? I don’t actually have to get on bended knee, do I?” 


     Elizabeth lifted her chin as she approached the sofa, and she took her seat gracefully with her hands on her knee. “It wouldn’t be much of a proposal otherwise, would it?” 


     “You’re enjoying this.” 


     “Immensely.” 


     With only a short sigh, Warren dropped to one knee and offered her the ring from his pocket. “Miss Elizabeth Trentham,” he began solemnly, “will you deign to do me the honor of becoming my wife in a purely bureaucratical sense, thus ensuring a prisonless future of prosperity for us both?” 


     “I believe I will, Mr. Hayward; thank you,” she said, and he slipped the ring onto her waiting hand. “I’ve already had the announcements made up; tomorrow I’ll put a note in the paper. That, plus telling Lady Weyland herself next week, will ensure that the entirety of London will know the happy news by month’s end.” 


     Warren chuckled, dusting off the knee of his trousers as he stood. “It seems you hardly need me for this at all.” 


     “You’re a warm body, Warren, and that’s all that’s necessary for my purposes—as for yours, if I’m not mistaken.” 


     “You aren’t.” He offered his hand to her. “I’ll be available if you need any help with the...planning? I assume we have to do something, don’t we?” 


     “I promise to keep it tasteful,” Elizabeth said with a sly smile, and she took his hand to bid him goodbye. “I’ll be in touch.” 


     As they walked the street back toward Belgrave Square, Warren considered. If he had any proof, he could simply report Callaway to the constabulary and be done with it, but he didn’t, and he wasn’t likely to acquire any. What other reason could there be for Callaway to be spreading gossip about him? He hadn’t heard any indication that the invader could be anyone else—and frankly, he found himself unwilling to risk Callaway threatening him any further. 


     Warren stepped inside the house and stopped in the parlor, looking over his shoulder at Simon. “Show me how to take a man out of the equation,” he said, and Simon gestured to him to follow and made his way to the hidden cellar door, Owen grumbling behind them but choosing to raid the larder rather than object. 


       


     “Blood magic is insidious,” Simon said as he stood across the work table from Warren. “My brother is right to be wary. I’m sure you know the dangers—blood magic can do nearly anything, and it’s generally forbidden for that very reason. Blood magic by its very nature requires you to get inside the head of your target, and you must be careful that you’re able to come out again.” 


     “How does it work, precisely? I know that you need their blood—” 


     “As well as your own,” Simon cut in. “You should know before we begin that it’s next to impossible to separate oneself from the victim once the deed is done. Even if the target is a mundane, there will forever be a bit of you inside of them.” 


     “That’s very cryptic. What does that mean in a practical sense?” 


     Simon shrugged one shoulder. “I’m not an expert. I only know what I picked up on the Heolstran road, which certainly didn’t come from any established school. I’ve heard that a bit of your soul leaves you to stay in the mind of your victim, keeping them forever in your grasp at the expense of yourself. What precisely a ‘soul’ is, I’m not sure, nor do I know if it can be lost or if you’d miss it if you had.” He tilted his head as he looked down at Warren. “Do you believe you are transferring souls into your golems, or simply whatever life force exists in them? Do your golems have memories that could be restored with the right coaxing?” 


     “I don’t know,” Warren admitted. “I certainly hope not. Can you imagine if any of them knew where they came from? I tried with animals before it finally worked on a human. Some of them had an effect—I’d think they wouldn’t if it was a matter of a soul, wouldn’t you? Or does a dog or a cat have a soul, but one that isn’t worth what a human’s is?” 


     Simon held up a hand. “Metaphysical quandaries aside, the fact of the matter seems to be that there is definitely something that changes in you when you use blood magic. Whether it’s your soul decaying or your mind, it isn’t without a cost. You need to decide before we go any further whether or not you’re willing to allow that to happen for the sake of this man Callaway.” 


     “You mean I should decide on the spot whether or not to take this nebulous risk to what may or not be my eternal soul?” 


     A faint smirk touched Simon’s lips. “Unfortunately, that’s the way it is.” 


     “But you’ve done it, haven’t you? Do you feel as though anything’s left you?” 


     Simon hesitated, which didn’t do anything to convince Warren of the wisdom of this potential path. If Simon spoke in anything other than the most point-blank fashion, the news was likely something Warren didn’t want to hear. “Sometimes I wonder,” the Irishman admitted after a moment. “I don’t remember if I wasn’t always this way. Perhaps I was more like Owen, once. He doesn’t seem to treat me any differently.” 


     Warren leaned his elbows on the work table to peer up at Simon with a furrowed brow. “How much blood magic have you worked, Simon?” 


     “More than he knows,” was all the answer he got. The Irishman’s empty stare almost made him feel like a child. His father had always had the same distant look. 


     Warren ran a hand through his hair while he pondered the risk. He wasn’t sure at all that he believed in souls, at least not in the usual meaning. But a person’s mind, their self—couldn’t that be chipped away, until all that was left was a man like Simon, who rarely smiled or scowled or seemed to have any preferences at all except for drinking and coin? Or worse, could a man become no more than a golem of flesh and blood, an empty husk and a blank slate, with only his own beating heart to prove that he was once human? 


     He doubted it was as dramatic as all that. Simon was stoic, yes, but so were many men who had never even heard of magic. There was no guarantee that his nature had anything to do with the magic he practiced. 


     “Show me how,” Warren said at last, and Simon nodded, holding his hand over the table as he cut a deep scratch into his palm and pressed a bloody handprint into the wood. 


     “Give me your hand,” he said, and Warren tentatively offered his own palm. To his surprise, Simon only pricked his finger with the tip of his small knife, drawing a few drops of his employer’s blood into his waiting, reddened hand. 


     “What, you aren’t doing it to me, are you?” Warren asked. “How does that help?” His lip curled slightly as he saw his own blood seeping into the wound in Simon’s hand. “That can’t be sanitary,” he muttered as the Irishman closed his fist. 


     “Disease is the least of your worries with blood magic, Hayward,” Simon said in a low voice, and Warren put a hand to his temple as the words echoed in his head, making him sway on his feet. “To know how to command, you must know yourself. A mind is not a simple thing that bends at a whim. It requires force.” 


     The voice pounded in Warren’s head, and he felt himself pulled to the ground, trembling to support himself on hands and knees against the enormous weight on his back. 


     “A man’s will is the hardest thing to break,” Simon whispered as he stepped around the table, the hissing ringing in Warren’s ears with undeniable pressure. “Yours must be stronger.” 


     Warren slowly lifted his head against the invisible mass pressing down on him, though he felt his arms were moments from giving way. Then, with only the faintest of movements from Simon, he felt himself pulled to his feet and drawn close to him. 


     “Let’s start with something simple,” Simon said quietly while Warren struggled to balance himself on tiptoe, barely supported by an unseen force. With only a few drops of his blood, Simon had him completely at his will—even had control over his body. It occurred to him too late that perhaps he hadn’t thought this through as well as he ought to. “Tell me your name.” 


     Warren opened his mouth to speak, but a strange pull at the back of his mind changed the words before they left his lips, and he said, “”Robert Cecil.” His whole head felt fuzzy and unpleasant. 


     “Good to meet you, Prime Minister,” Simon said with a wry smile. “Now tell me the number for your account at Barings.” 


     Before he could stop himself, Warren had spoken the short string of numbers, and he grit his teeth with a panting breath as he was released to stand on his own. 


     “Don’t worry about your finances, Hayward,” Simon assured him. “I’ve no interest in endangering my employment. Now tell me how you feel about Ben Cartwright.” 


     Warren scowled at him. He didn’t like this game. Even while he attempted to tell the Irishman to mind his own damned business, he could feel the pull, like a string tugging the words forward through his brain and out of his mouth. 


     “He holds me back,” he said. “I should have made him a golem long ago, before he started asking questions—” He stopped and took a step back from Simon, gripping the sides of his head and doubling over. “It’s a lie,” he ground out. “You can’t make me—not about Ben,” he spat, though he could feel himself giving in even as he said it. Simon’s bloody hand stretched toward him, twisting him down onto his knees, and when he looked up, he wasn’t in his cellar any longer—a damp stone cell surrounded him, and the chill of a draft off of the Thames made him shiver in his rags. The word “sodomite” had been scratched deeply into the flesh of his chest, seeping red through his tattered shirt. 


     “No,” he said, reaching out to touch the cold stone of the wall, the iron bars in the tiny window. “Never.” He slid his hand through the blood on his chest and pressed his palm to the stone, growling, “This isn’t real. Brec,” he snapped, and the entire room crumbled around him, leaving him panting on the floor of his cellar. Real blood dripped from his chest and caused his hand to slip as he fell forward, and he looked up to find Simon supporting himself against the far wall. 


     “Very good,” he said, pushing himself up while Warren shook his head to clear the last bits of mist from his mind. 


     Warren looked down at himself and found his shirt pulled open, his chest wounded by deep scratches—by his own hand, it seemed, and not in the form of shameful letters. He carefully pulled to his feet and inspected the blood under his fingernails. 


     “It isn’t easy, is it?” Simon asked after a moment, drawing his attention. “Even with you a witch knowing full well what I was doing.” 


     “It was so real,” Warren said softly. “I could feel the texture of the stone.” 


     “That sort of thing comes in time,” Simon shrugged. “You must practice to make it real. Luckily, I think the chances of you attempting to use it on another witch are slim. Mundanes are much more easily fooled. That doesn’t mean you don’t have to be careful.” 


     “Then I suppose I had better start practicing,” Warren said, and he picked up the knife from the work table and held his hand out to Simon. “Your turn.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Seventeen 


       


     The news of Warren’s engagement to Miss Elizabeth Trentham spread quickly after her visit to Lady Weyland, and the telephone rang almost constantly with well-wishes and questions—how did you two meet? Wasn’t it rather a quick courtship? When do you expect to marry? 


     He fielded them all with what he thought was great skill, declaring himself helpless against Miss Trentham’s beauty and charms. Her money had nothing to do with it—he silenced those rumors at once. Even if he was ‘new money,’ he was his own, and his engagement to Miss Trentham was, of course, spurred by nothing but unexpected affection. 


     When Wakefield called, the conversation went a bit differently. 


     “I could have sworn you were going to choose Miss Cambridge,” he said with a laugh. “She seemed quite keen on you, and a barrister’s daughter is just the sort of boring person that would have suited you perfectly.” 


     “The blonde? No,” Warren said, chuckling softly. “I have it on good authority that she’s...in a family way, and the last thing I need is more scandal.” 


     “What, she is? What good authority?” 


     “My man said he could tell. Whether or not he’s an expert in extramarital affairs, I surely don’t know, but he seemed quite certain about it.” 


     “That minx,” Wakefield laughed. “That’s why she didn’t accept my invitation. She probably can’t fit into any of her gowns. We’ll likely not see much of her for a few months, and then she’ll reappear with some sort of adopted niece or nephew. Oh, by the by, I’m inviting you to a dinner. Saturday at eight o’clock. You’re coming, aren’t you? You must bring your blushing bride-to-be, if she has any blood to blush with. She gave me a decidedly chilly impression.” 


     “She’s not all that bad,” Warren said. He hadn’t expected to wait very long to be invited to one of Wakefield’s parties. “Do you know if Callaway is going to attend?” 


     “Callaway? What, that rat-faced little creature? I hadn’t planned on it; he was a dreadful bore last time. Why? You two aren’t friends, are you? I thought so highly of you, Hayward.” 


     “I have business to discuss with him, but I don’t think he’d accept an invitation to my home nor admit me to his. Consider it a favor?” 


     “Very well. But only if you promise to bring along those Irishmen of yours. I caught that lout with the scarred eye trying to peek down Lady Turnbull’s neckline at the masque. I’d like to get to know him better.” 


     “I wouldn’t dream of leaving them behind,” Warren assured him, and they bid each other good day before he hung up the line. 


     “What’s your business with someone who won’t let you in his ‘ome?” Ben asked, causing Warren to turn with a bit of a start. The taller man was drying his hair with a soft towel hung over his bare shoulders, twisting his head to shake a bit of water from his ear. 


     “I think he might be the one who had that man break in.”  


     Ben paused. “So...what kind of business are you going to discuss with him? If you’ve any proof, I could go and give him what for, you know. In a legitimate constabulatory sort of way.” 


     “I’m sure we can work something out. He’s just a businessman. The last thing we need is getting the authorities involved in our personal business. Any more than a certain constable is already fairly involved in my personal life,” Warren teased, earning himself a small smile. He moved to stand in front of Ben, trailing a finger down the other man’s damp chest and hooking it into the top of his trousers. “Are you ready for this afternoon?” 


     Ben shrugged. “Why shouldn’t I be ready to sit down to tea with the woman you’re going to marry? It sounds like a grand time.” 


     Warren only smiled up at him, tugging him gently by his waistband. “Shall I prove to you how little she’s on my mind?” 


     “You gave me your word,” Ben reminded him. “What other proof could I possibly need?” 


     “What a shame you’ve just had a shower,” Warren said with a thoughtful hum and he slipped his finger free from Ben’s trousers, walking casually toward the master bedroom. “I was just considering it myself.” 


     “You’re incorrigible,” Ben said, but he smiled as he followed his lover back through the bedroom and into the still-steamy bathroom.  


     Warren turned on the water and kept his back to the other man as he slowly unbuttoned his shirt, glancing over his shoulder as he let it slip to the floor. He couldn’t help his smirk as Ben’s lips touched his bare shoulder, his hand brushing past the smaller man’s waist to trail idly over his stomach, but he flinched slightly when Ben’s fingertips found the scratches in his chest. 


     “What’s this?” Ben asked, turning the redhead around to face him. “What’s happened to you?” 


     “It’s nothing serious,” Warren assured him. “I woke up like this. I must have had some sort of nightmare, but I don’t remember.” He was so accustomed to lying to Ben by now that it was second nature. A lie like this was easy. 


     “You did this to yourself? Christ, Warren.” 


     “It doesn’t hurt. Don’t bother about it.” 


     Ben frowned at him, gingerly touching the skin just below the tender marks. “How am I supposed to protect you if the one hurting you is you?” he asked softly, bending to touch a kiss to Warren’s lips.  


     Warren chuckled against Ben’s lips. “You’re protecting me, are you? And here I was thinking I was the one keeping us safe.” 


     “Well, I keep the streets safe,” Ben defended himself with a smile. “And I must admit it’s a bit easier to keep things going smoothly on the Heolstran road now that the Travers have found more legitimate employment. Not that I like them being here either,” he added. “One of them can’t open his mouth without saying something crude and sleeps on the chaise with his hand down his trousers in the middle of the day; the other stares at you like a snake and burns holes in the dining room table. And they’re both drunks.” 


     “Was he doing that again? I’ve asked him not to,” Warren sighed. 


     “Which one?” 


     “Both, actually.” 


     “You still trust them to keep you safe? More than you would me? Why didn’t it ever occur to you to hire me on as a bodyguard? Isn’t that a better cover than a family friend?” 


     Warren shook his head. “It did occur to me. But I won’t have you pretending to be my servant, Ben. Besides, I need someone I can count on to keep a cool head. If something happened to me in the city, could I trust you to react like my employee and not my love? You know how you are; you’d be weeping by the time the doctors arrived.” 


     “I do not weep,” Ben insisted, thumping the smaller man with a sharp flick to his bicep.  


     Warren smiled up at him. “Am I going to have to put you in the shower myself?” 


       


     Both men were clean and pressed and presentable by the time the front bell rang, despite their extended lingering under the hot water. Cam led Elizabeth into the parlor, where Warren and Ben waited, and they both stood as she entered. 


     “You must be the secret I’m to keep,” she said with a cool smile as she offered Ben her hand. If she was put out by the brevity of his bow, she didn’t show it. 


     “Ben Cartwright,” he said.  


     “I’m Elizabeth Trentham. A pleasure, Mr. Cartwright,” she said as she took her seat across from them. “Good to see you again, Warren. Everything seems to be going well on my end. I sent a telegraph to my father; he seems very pleased. He wants to meet you, of course, but he’s hardly well enough to come, and I wouldn’t make you take a trip all the way to America for the sake of this venture.” 


     “I appreciate that, as I would be very unlikely to go,” Warren chuckled. “Wakefield’s invited us for dinner on Saturday. Will you come?” 


     “I suppose I must,” she sighed, leaning out of the way as Cam set down a tea tray. “Just tell him to keep his distance, will you? I find his company very wearying.” 


     “Perhaps we’ll develop you some chronic illness or other so that you can stay at home as often as you please.” 


     Elizabeth smirked faintly. “Shall we discuss a date? Fall weddings are fashionable and would give us enough time to dispel any rumors of you having gotten me into trouble, but would delay our overall plan. As it is now June, I suggest mid-August, so that we might have time to organize an event without needless postponement.” 


     “That’s fine,” Warren said, leaning back on the chaise and waving his hand dismissively. “I leave it up to your best judgment.” 


     “That’s probably best,” she said blithely. “How many people shall you want to invite? We should limit the numbers; I won’t waste money on feeding and entertaining half of London.” 


     “Why don’t you decide how many people you’re inviting, and I promise to invite fewer than that?” 


     “Excellent. My father will—unfortunately—be unable to attend, and I know very few people in London so far. What about your family? Have you told them about your happy news? Perhaps they even know the truth?” 


     Warren hesitated. He used to write to his mother periodically, telling her all of the drudgery Sir Bennett was putting him through. Sir Bennett hadn’t wanted to give him money to send telegraphs and had rarely allowed him free use of the telephone, but he could sneak the postage for himself. Now her last three letters sat unopened on his desk. He wrote to her once to tell her of Sir Bennett’s passing, and to assure her that he wouldn’t need to return home, but that was some time ago. He would never have considered telling either of his parents about Ben, but his mother at least deserved to know that he was alive and well—and soon to be married. She would cry, surely, and his father would shake his hand precisely once and ask him for some money. 


     “I’ll tell them when it’s done with,” he decided, avoiding Ben’s gaze. 


     “As you like,” she said. “Do you have any preference at all concerning decorations? I don’t imagine you do, and truthfully neither do I, but the decisions must be made regardless of interest.” 


     “I’m quite certain you have better taste than I do, since I wasn’t even aware there was an unfashionable side of Belgrave Square,” Warren chuckled.  


     “I’ll consult you if need be,” Elizabeth promised. “As far as announcements—” 


     “You two are quite chatty about all this,” Ben cut in, drawing both pairs of eyes to himself. “You are aware that you’re getting married, aren’t you?” 


     “It’s a business agreement, Ben,” Warren said, reaching over to touch his hand. 


     Ben pulled his fingers away from Warren’s grip with a frown. “That’s the taste I can’t get out me mouth. Marriage isn’t an arrangement, is it? Is that what it’s come to?” 


     “You’d prefer I actually fell in love and married someone else? This is what I promised you. It’s just for show. Be reasonable, please. These are things that have to be decided. We’re lucky to have found someone like Elizabeth; she’ll move in as agreed, and then we’ll each mind our own business unless we have to make an appearance together for this or that.” 


     “I understand your feelings, Mr. Cartwright,” Elizabeth said, “but please understand mine in return. I have no intention of disrupting whatever marital bliss already exists between you two; I am firmly of the opinion that any husband I had should have no place in my business, so I may as well have one who has one of his own. If he has a husband of his own, in turn, then all the better for me to be left in peace when it comes to wifely duties real or perceived.” 


     “So I’m just to sit at home all secret-like, actin’ a friend, while the two of you go to parties?” 


     “Honestly, Ben,” Warren sighed. “What is the alternative?” 


     “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Not my decision in any case,” he added with a touch of bitterness. “Do what you like. Just keep your promise,” he said grimly, and he ignored Warren calling his name as he stood and left the room. 


     “He’ll come around,” Elizabeth said, and Warren shook his head. 


     “He wants me to say that I won’t do it if it bothers him so much. But I can’t do that.” He gave her a small, weary smile. “I’ll at least try to make sure you don’t have to overhear the inevitable rows that will come once you move in. Hopefully they’ll be brief. I think you could actually get on if he wasn’t so stubborn.” 


     “I’m not very sentimental, Warren,” she said, and she shushed him when he put a hand to his heart in mock surprise, “but it’s obvious that he’s only afraid. Once he understands that I’m really not a threat, he’ll be fine. Perhaps we should get something in writing? Would that make him more comfortable?” 


     “God, no,” Warren laughed. “The last thing I need is written proof that I’ve entered into a sham of a marriage. He’ll come around, I suppose. Tea?” 


     “Yes, please.” 


     Warren glanced over his shoulder at the closed bedroom door before he leaned forward on the chaise to pour them each a cup of tea. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Eighteen 


       


     The autocar was a bit cramped on the way to Wakefield’s dinner, with Elizabeth squeezed in beside Warren and the twins across from them taking up most of the leg space. Owen sat across from Elizabeth, and he smirked and winked suggestively at her while they bumped along the road, but she only sighed through her nose and watched the street go by out the window. 


     The twins got out of the autocar first, and Warren stepped out to offer Elizabeth his hand. She smiled politely at him in thanks as she stepped down onto the pavement, and they walked together to Wakefield’s door. Warren greeted Wakefield’s butler by name as they entered, and their host sniffed them out within moments, approaching Warren with open arms and lifting him off his feet in a hug. 


     “So glad you could make it,” he said brightly, and he gave Elizabeth a deep bow and lightly kissed her knuckles once she allowed him access to her hand. “Miss Trentham, you are positively aglow. So excited to hear about your upcoming nuptials.” 


     “Thank you, Mr. Wakefield.” 


     “Come along. We must show you off.” Wakefield urged Warren forward by his shoulder, only pausing long enough to allow Elizabeth to take her fiancé’s arm.  


     Wakefield walked them around the room and called out to anyone who would listen that the happy couple had arrived, clapping along with his guests when someone called out, “Come on, give us a kiss!” This was precisely the sort of thing that would only be acceptable at a party thrown by a man like Wakefield, and not in more conservative circles. Warren wondered briefly if he shouldn’t make an effort to be more accepted in situations that wouldn’t lead to him kissing women in front of strangers. 


     Warren held up a hand, feigning shyness or propriety, but Wakefield elbowed him with a nod, lifting his eyebrows meaningfully. With a short sigh that he hoped went unnoticed, Warren turned to Elizabeth and inched toward her. She only tilted her head slightly in anticipation, restrained amusement on her lips, and he narrowed his eyes at her. He gave her a brief kiss, lightly brushing her cheek with his fingertips in a mimicry of affection, and he nodded and laughed as he should in response to the joking cheers that followed. 


     He spent most of the evening being congratulated, but as soon as he spotted Callaway across the room engaged in conversation with a small circle, his eyes barely left him. He had spent every spare evening since that first with Simon down in the cellar with his guard, practicing his blood magic on any unfortunate stray animals that had happened to make their way into the garden. They all died eventually, but Warren had slowly learned to control the intensity of his command, so that he no longer killed them by accident. It was harder to tell how strongly he was affecting the mind of a cat or a dog, but he could feel the connection to them as Simon said he would, so he could at least judge when he was pushing them past the breaking point. Simon had even let him practice on him, once or twice, and Warren had managed not to kill him. He felt ready to put his skills to the test, especially since it wasn’t of particular importance to him whether Callaway lived or died. 


     He danced with Elizabeth twice, which reminded him quite how much taller than him she was, but he was satisfied by the fact that she was about as graceful as he was—which was to say not very. 


     “Your man has been leering at me all night,” she told him in the middle of the waltz, nodding over his shoulder at where the twins stood at the edge of the dance floor. 


     Warren almost asked which one, but he knew better. “Just ignore him,” he said. “I’m not sure he’s very particular beyond requiring a pulse and a willing participant. He’ll get discouraged soon enough.” 


     “It’s true, I am little more than a pulse,” she said dryly, and she moved her hand from his shoulder to lightly slap his cheek. “So rude. Do you treat all your wives this way?” 


     “Only the ones I don’t like,” Warren said, shrugging his shoulder, and she gave him a small smile in return. 


     He ate dinner with Elizabeth sitting next to him and the twins lurking at the back of the room, and when the crowd split into groups for drinks, he made his way immediately for Callaway. He inserted himself into the conversation easily and turned to his target with mock surprise. 


     “I don’t believe we’ve formally met,” he said as he offered his hand. “Warren Hayward.” 


     “Peter Callaway,” the man said tersely, giving Warren a brief, tight handshake. Wakefield was right; he was a rat-faced sort of a man, with too much oil in his hair and teeth slightly too large for his mouth. “I’ve heard of you, Mr. Hayward. I hear you’re responsible for the rash of automatons finding their way into every worthy home in London.” 


     “And the Americas, fortune willing,” Warren said brightly with a quick glance to Elizabeth. 


     “Fortune and connections,” she corrected him, but she didn’t argue. 


     “I believe you’re also in automation, aren’t you, Callaway?” Warren asked pleasantly, feigning and interested smile.  


     “I am,” he answered brusquely.  


     “Well, a bit of friendly rivalry never hurt anyone, did it? I hope I haven’t infringed too much on your business.” 


     “Hardly at all,” Callaway said with a haughty scoff, but Warren could see the disdain in his eyes.  


     “Good, good,” he said anyway, and he allowed someone else to take up the conversation while he merely listened. He hoped it would be as simple as he imagined. He spotted Simon near the wall where Wakefield was engaging Owen in what was apparently riotous conversation, and the twin gave him a small nod as though reading his mind. 


     Warren focused his attention on the champagne flute in Callaway’s hand, and he softly hummed in the back of his throat, slightly altering the pitch in an on—the-spot tune until he felt the air trembling around him. None of the mundanes would be able to feel it, but a single breathed word from Warren caused the glass in Callaways’ hand to shatter. 


     The man cried out in alarm and hissed as a bit of broken glass lodged itself in his palm. Blood dripped on the floor from the wound, and Warren was quick to offer his handkerchief, wrapping it tightly around Callaway’s hand in an affectation of concern.  


     Someone called for Wakefield, and Callaway was led away quickly to be cleaned up and tended to, but Warren kept the stained handkerchief balled tightly in his fist. He passed it off discreetly to Simon as he passed the small group, and the Irishman disappeared into a back room. 


     Warren watched Elizabeth carefully, but if she noticed the clandestine operation, she said nothing. 


     The rest of the evening passed with the usual amount of mirth and alcohol, for which Elizabeth seemed to have little patience They excused themselves rather early, which subjected them to Wakefield’s objections and loud declarations that clearly Warren’s love for his lady was greater than his desire for fun, which marked the beginning of his transformation into the lowly creature known as the married man. Warren swore at him with a smile on his face, and Wakefield gave him a surreptitious wink as he and Elizabeth bid their host goodnight. 


     “A successful evening, Mr. Hayward,” Elizabeth commented as Warren stepped down from the autocar to let her onto the street outside her hotel. 


     “I believe so.” 


     “Goodnight, Warren,” she added with a small smile. “I’ll be in touch.”  


     Warren climbed back into the autocar, and Owen sat back in his seat to stretch out his legs in Elizabeth’s absence. “Don’t leer at my wife,” Warren warned him, though he could hardly keep the smirk off his face as he said it. 


     “D’you see the look she gave me at dinner? Gives me the willies,” Owen said with an obvious shudder.  


     “That’s because she’s a lady with no patience for brutes, and you’re a brute.” 


     Owen shrugged. “I’ve converted quite a few ladies to my way of thinking, haven’t I?” He gestured to Warren and the empty spot beside him, clearly indicating Elizabeth. “So if this is all a big make-believe, you two aren’t...you know, keepin’ to the program, eh? She’s available? An’ you wouldn’t mind?” 


     Warren laughed. “Owen, if you think you can convince Elizabeth to have anything to do with you, you have my blessing to try.” 


     Simon cleared his throat quietly and sat forward in his seat as he reached into his coat pocket, and he presented Warren with a tiny vial of blood and a perfectly clean handkerchief. Warren himself hadn’t quite mastered Simon’s level of manipulation when it came to blood—for some reason it was more difficult than simply moving other physical objects. There was probably some deep philosophical reason why, but Warren was content not to concern himself with it.  


     He took the vial from Simon and slipped it into his own pocket along with his handkerchief. 


     “You plannin’ on buyin’ a bigger autocar, boss?” Owen spoke up after a moment. “I don’t think ‘er ladyship appreciated bumping knees with me all night. Not like she will later eh?” he added as an afterthought. 


     Warren sighed lightly. “Has anyone ever told you what a charming person you are, Owen?” The Irishman shrugged. “No, I thought not. As for the autocar, I suppose I’ll have to, won’t I? I didn’t anticipate having an entourage when I bought it.” 


     “You should get one of those ones what have the nice long insides. Maybe one that has those brass horses to pull it. You could ‘ave Cam pull it and get a discount on the ‘orses.” 


     “You’re a mind before your time, Owen,” Warren chuckled, and they rode back to Belgrave Square in relative quiet.  


     In the cellar, Warren sat the vial of blood on the workshop table and leaned over it, peering through the glass at the red liquid inside. Such a small thing, but it would allow him to be free of rumor once and for all. It would be different doing it to someone who wasn’t standing in front of him, but Simon had assured him that the distance made no difference. He would be able to feel Callaway’s mind. 


     He reached out for the small knife on the table, and he reopened the small wound on his forearm that he had been using to practice with Simon. A cut on the arm was easier to explain to Ben than a clearly purposeful gash in his palm. With his own blood oozing out over his skin, Warren took up the vial from the table and removed the tiny cork, dripping Callaway’s blood into his wound. He said the words that Simon had taught him, and he let out a low sigh as he felt the heat drawn up from his arm to his heart. 


     Warren leaned back against the work table, his body seeming heavier than usual. His vision was foggy, but when he shut his eyes, he could feel a second heartbeat alongside his own, a second set of thoughts running parallel to his. He could see through Callaway’s eyes—he was at home, looking into the mirror and unbuttoning his waistcoat. He paused to click his tongue and pick at the fresh cut on his hand. For a moment, Warren considered all the ways he could torment this man. He could make him see anything, feel anything, do anything. But he wasn’t worth the time. 


     He pressed into Callaway’s mind with more intensity than he had dared push Simon, and he felt no resistance. An unsuspecting mundane had little chance of defense. Warren felt the man stop short as the blood in his veins began to boil, felt him clutch at his skull as the pressure built. Not too much, Warren thought, and he kept steady, his own heart pounding madly somewhere far away. 


     Callaway’s cry drew someone to the room—a servant—and he collapsed onto the floor, writhing and pulling pointlessly at his hair. Warren pushed harder, feeling distantly that he was clutching the table too tightly, and after another moment that lasted an eternity, Callaway went still, his arms falling uselessly at his sides and his eyes staring blankly down the hall. The girl was tapping his cheek, calling his name, and then she was gone, but Warren could still hear her muffled voice. Warren lay there with Callaway on the floor, breathing huskily and pouring a line of spittle down his cheek from his slack mouth. Enough. 


     Warren opened his eyes, attempted to ground himself, and repeated the words he’d said many times over the past week. The wound in his arm let out a small gush of blood onto the floor, expelling Callaway from his blood, and Warren let himself slip slowly to the floor with one white-knuckled hand still on the table. A cold sweat matted his hair to his forehead, and he took shaky breaths as he slowly released his grip on the table, flexing his fingers to loosen them. 


     It was done. Callaway wouldn’t be a trouble to him any longer. He wondered briefly if he would begin to feel different anytime soon. For now, he took his leather case from the shelf and retrieved the stone that would stop his bleeding. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Nineteen 


       


     Warren’s peace of mind was short-lived. Ben talked constantly about the missing vagrants in the city, and he kept Warren updated on the status of his fellow constable—who was still missing, of course, since his body was likely already devoured by the Llewan and what was left of his mind now spent its time pouring tea and carrying luggage for Mr. Anderson. Warren almost wished he could just tell Ben the truth if it would keep him from having to listen to his constable lover worry and ponder. 


     One afternoon, as expected, Ben came to the house after his shift was done, but today he pounded through the front door, and Warren could hear his shouting voice all the way from the bedroom. He shut the book in his lap, put out his cigarette, and opened the bedroom door to see Ben storming through the parlor. Warren followed in a rush while Ben called out again for Simon. 


     The twins were in the kitchen searching through the larder when Ben entered, and before they had time to question his shouting, Ben snarled out, “Heald.” A spark flew from his brass palm as he reached out his left hand and pulled the brothers to their knees without touching them. A tin of biscuits clanged to the floor as Owen lost his grip on it, and both twins went completely immobile, to the point that Warren couldn’t tell if they were still breathing. 


     “This is your doing,” Ben spat at Simon, bending to look him in the face.  


     “What’s going on in here?” Warren cut in. “Ben, let them up.” 


     Ben looked over his shoulder at Warren with a scowl. “Who was the man you thought broke into Sir Bennett’s house?” he asked without pretense, and Warren frowned at him. 


     “Just an acquaintance,” he said casually. “Someone who met me at Wakefield’s.” 


     “It was Callaway, wasn’t it? That’s what you said,” Ben pressed, glancing back at Simon’s frozen face. “Callaway.” 


     “Yes,” Warren said. “Let them up, please. They haven’t done anything.” 


     “And you spoke with him, like you said? You worked it out?” 


     “Just tell me what you’re getting at, Ben,” he demanded. “Ask what you want to ask.” 


     “Apparently Mr. Callaway has taken quite ill very suddenly,” Ben said grimly. “After some party you both went to, his servant says he collapsed in his bedroom, and now he’s stuck in his bed, can’t move or speak. He’s so bad that the police were contacted on suspicion of poisoning.” He looked into Simon’s motionless eyes with a scowl. “Only one man I know what could make that ‘appen and takes an interest in your affairs.” 


     “Ben, no,” Warren insisted, and he stepped between his lover and the Irishmen. “He’s done no such thing.” 


     “I warned you about ‘em, Warren,” he growled as he stood, his good hand clenched to keep the twins in their place. 


     “He didn’t do it,” Warren repeated, watching Ben’s face’s warily. 


     A veil seemed to lift from the constable’s face, and he shook out his hand and let the brothers drop to the floor in a fit of coughs. Perhaps they hadn’t been breathing very well after all. Ben snatched Warren by the arm and pulled him out of the larder, letting the kitchen door swing shut behind them. He leaned down close to his lover’s face, watching him with a careful eye. “You tell me now that you didn’t do this, Warren. Tell me that it’s not blood magic. I could look the other way when it was rabbits an’ such, but I can’t sit by if you’re ‘urtin’ people. It’s not right. Tell me you didn’t.” 


     “Is that what you want to hear?” Warren returned, mildly surprised at the low calm of his voice. He looked into Ben’s face without fear. “Do you want to hear that it’s a happy accident for me? Or do you want to hear that I did what I had to do?” 


     “Christ almighty,” Ben breathed, pulling away from Warren to put a helpless hand to his forehead. “You did, didn’t you? Warren, this is too much. You can’t do this to a person. He’d be better off dead than the way he is now.” 


     “So you think I should have killed him?” 


     “I think you should’ve let him be!” Ben snapped. “Isn’t it point of you marrying some woman that we’d be safe from rumor! You didn’t have to do this. You shouldn’t have done it, Warren.” 


     “Shouldn’t have?” Warren moved to stand just in front of the constable, his lip curling. “You think I do these things because I want to? You think I want to marry a woman I barely know, or to make a man bedridden for the rest of his life? I do these things for you.” 


     “For me?” Ben asked incredulously, a small laugh escaping him despite himself. “For me, he says. Warren, you’ve not done a bleedin’ thing since Sir Bennett died that’s done anythin’ for anyone but you. And a couple of thugs what’d do more good hung from the gallows than lurkin’ in our house. Don’t think I don’t know where you would’ve learned magic like that. You’ve gone blind, love. This ambition of yours—” 


     “My ambition will keep us safe. My money will keep us fed. My influence will keep us free. There was no future for us until that day. We would have crept in the shadows, hiding, until we were caught and thrown in prison. That can’t happen now; don’t you see?” 


     “Warren, you have to stop this,” Ben almost begged, putting his hands on the smaller man’s shoulders and squeezing them tightly. Warren flinched slightly under the metal grip, and Ben loosened his fingers with a short sigh. “I’ve agreed to everythin’. I agreed to be a family friend. I agreed to you marryin’ ‘at woman. I even agreed to those blighters takin’ up space in our home ‘til who knows when. But I can’t let this by. You can’t see enemies around every corner. You’ll go mad, and you’ll do ‘orrible things to people what don’t deserve it.” 


     “Everything I’ve done has been because it was necessary for our future,” Warren said. “And I will continue to do it.” 


     Ben let his hands drop from the other man’s shoulders, shaking his head as he took a step back from him. “You can’t. Please. I’m asking you, Warren, for me. What’s...what’s done is done, but you must promise me that it ends here. I can’t stand by while you cause such things. I can’t. Promise me that it’s the end of the blood magic. You can’t ‘ope to control magic like that. It’ll control you.” 


     Warren sighed, folding his arms over his chest. “There isn’t any point to doing it again,” he said finally. “I told you what I’ve done would make us safe. So now it’s done.” 


     “It’s done,” Ben repeated. “Promise me.” 


     “I promise,” Warren said with just a touch of exasperation.  


     “You’re making a lot of promises, Warren,” Ben said, and he moved close to the other man and slipped a hand through his hair. “Make sure you keep ‘em, eh?” He lingered a moment before leaving, and Warren was left alone in the bedroom, swearing to himself as he pushed open the kitchen door to check on the Travers. 


       


     Since Ben had begun to make himself at home at the house in Belgrave Square, he and Warren hadn’t had as much time together as they supposed they would. Ben still had to make an occasional appearance at his small house in Southwark or risk his landlady claiming he had abandoned the place, so he sometimes spent the night there instead. He also still worked full time, of course, which kept him away on the Tuesday nights designated for Warren’s work with the Travers. These factors, plus the occasional party with Wakefield and others, meant that they spent two or three nights a week on a quiet evening together.  


     Ben was clearly agitated when one of their few nights was interrupted by Elizabeth dropping by to ask for Warren’s signature on this or that, or his opinion on various shades of blue, or for the addresses of any of his acquaintances he wished to invite to the wedding. Ben tended to shut himself in the bedroom until she left, but tonight he sat in a chair across from Elizabeth with his arms folded tight across his chest, slumping in his seat and giving the tea tray rather a petulant look. 


     “I’ve sent invitations to some family friends and business acquaintances in New York, but I doubt many of them will actually attend on such short notice,” Elizabeth said, steadfastly ignoring Ben’s grumpy glare in favor of the pad of paper on her knee. “Wakefield sent his RSVP back immediately, of course, which was rather irksome. I don’t know why you spend so much time with him.” 


     Warren shrugged. “I don’t mind him at all. He’s helped me quite a bit—what with being ‘new money,’ I need a lot of guidance, you know. Would you prefer I came to you for advice instead?” 


     “I can do very well without answering endless questions, thank you,” she said quickly. She finally glanced up at Ben and gestured to the tray on the table between them. “More tea, Mr. Cartwright? You look a bit sullen.” 


     “You’re about an awful lot for someone who says they don’t give a damn about how this wedding goes.” 


     “Ben,” Warren scolded him, but Elizabeth only gave him a chilly smile. 


     “You will find, I think, Mr. Cartwright, that I shall be here rather more often than not before you know it, and I don’t very much like the idea of living under the same roof as a man who can’t contain his childish impulse to sulk as soon as I enter the room. I will assure you that I have no intentions toward dear Mr. Hayward—as I believe you should well know but don’t mind repeating once or twice—and that my interests are purely mercantile. I might remind you, further, that it was Warren who first sought out a wife, and not I a husband. Now may we move past this, or shall we both continue to pretend that the other is invisible?” 


     Ben opened his mouth to speak, and then shut it again. He looked between Warren’s pleading face and Elizabeth’s empty one and sighed. “I didn’t think a woman existed who was capable of marrying a man she had no feelings for and never developing any,” he grumbled.  


     “You are afraid that Warren is so irresistable that, despite my intentions, I will simply be taken in by his charms and fall head over heels in love?” A small laugh bubbled out of her, and she quickly covered her mouth with one gloved hand and cleared her throat. “So sorry, darling,” she said as an aside to Warren. “I’m afraid that just isn’t the case.” 


     Warren stared at her with lifted eyebrows for a long moment. “I’m...glad to hear it?” 


     “Well, I don’t mean to be rude, but if I could be said to have a type, I rather think you would be the complete opposite. And if you kiss poor Mr. Cartwright the way you kissed me at Wakefield’s—” She was cut off both by Warren’s hiss and frantic hand gesture as well as Ben’s sudden shout. 


     Ben leaned forward in his seat to glare across at Warren. “You kissed her?” 


     “I didn’t have a choice,” Warren said immediately. “It wasn’t because I wanted to. And like she said, it wasn’t even that good of a kiss.” 


     “Oh, yes,” Elizabeth agreed, actually seeming to regret letting the detail slip. “Awful. I would be hard pressed to do it again. Warren is—he’s too short to kiss properly.” 


     “Thank you, dear,” Warren ground out, keeping his eyes on Ben. “Please. Don’t be this way. You knew I would have to pretend when we were out. I made you a promise, didn’t I?” 


     “You did,” Ben agreed after a moment, though he snorted softly in irritation. “I just...don’t want to hear about it, is all.” 


     The Travers passed through the room without bothering to announce themselves, but they paused at the doorway into the front hall. 


     “Do you need us, Hayward?” Simon asked while Owen leaned over to catch Elizabeth’s eye. “We’ll be back in the morning if not.” 


     “No, I suppose not,” Warren shrugged. He bit back a smile as Owen blew a quick kiss at the stoic Miss Trentham, who only glared at him icily in return. “Don’t get into too much trouble.” 


     “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Owen said with a mocking salute in Ben’s direction. “Constable. On our best behavior, honest.”  


     “Shut your gob, Owen, or I’ll make your eyes match,” Ben snapped. Owen held up a hand in surrender, then placed it on on Simon’s shoulder to turn him, and they were out the front door without another word. 


     “How are you fine with them living here?” Ben asked Elizabeth, gesturing at the empty doorway. “Especially with the way the one leers at you. You know they’re both criminals.” 


     “I’m quite capable of taking care of myself, Mr. Cartwright,” Elizabeth said immediately, “but I thank you for your concern. I’ve dealt with worse than him. Now, if we might return to the business at hand? Or would you prefer to do a bit more grousing?” 


     “Grousing,” Ben grumbled, throwing his hands up in defeat and folding his arms as he slumped into his chair. 


     “Now,” she continued without giving him another look, “the venue has been booked…” 


       


     Late in the night, curled up against Ben’s warm torso, Warren heard the harsh ring of the TXM sitting on the bedside table and lifted his head blearily. Ben mumbled beside him and rolled over onto his stomach while Warren reached over to pick up the small machine. The screen was difficult to see in the darkness, so he put a hand on the lamp and switched it onto the dimmest setting to avoid waking Ben. Squinting, he saw the number for the Travers’ TXM, and the single line of the message—Present for you in the cellar. 


     Warren swore under his breath and clicked off the lamp as he kicked out from under the blankets, snatching his robe from the back of the door and hurrying out of the room. They knew better than to bring someone on a night that Ben was home. He opened the hidden door to the cellar and rushed down the stairs, where he found the twins standing over a limp, hooded body. 


     “What is this?” he hissed. “Ben is right upstairs; what are you thinking?” 


     “Got into a bit of a row,” Owen said, scratching idly at his stubbled cheek. “This bird ‘ere got it in ‘er head we owed ‘er money for summat or other. Never seen ‘er before tonight. Followed us down the Heolstran road she did, blabberin’ on about this an’ that. Seemed like she would’ve followed us right on home, so we made it an easier trip on ‘er.” He shrugged. “Know it’s off-schedule, but we thought you might like ‘er.” Owen smiled at the blank look Warren gave him. “We can make sure the constable doesn’t stumble ‘is way down here.” 


     “You’re both fired,” Warren said with a small laugh, putting a hand to his forehead as he looked down at the figure on the floor. “I’m getting rid of your troubles for you now? Did you really not know her?” 


     “Hard to tell,” Simon said simply. “Shall we remove her?” 


     Warren paused. He had promised Lady Caldwell her automaton within the week, and Cam had finished the dainty machinery that very afternoon. She’d be delighted. “No,” he said finally. “I’ll take her.” 


     Simon gave him a small nod, and the twins made their way upstairs, the secret door sliding into place behind them.  


     Nothing was prepared, so Warren gathered his materials. He lit the candles and the incense, and he got on his hands and knees on the floor to carefully draw the same circle he had now drawn more times than he could remember. When he finished, he stood and dusted his hands of chalk as he turned to face the unconscious woman. He could see a bit of her black hair peeking from under the rough canvas hood as she lay still on his floor, dropped in an uncomfortable-looking position with her ragged dress slipping off of one shoulder. 


     He took the knife from its place on the worktable beside the empty husk, and he moved to stand beside her, reaching down to drag her closer to the circle by her arm. He paused as he felt a bit more resistance than he was accustomed to. He thought he heard her take a gasping breath. He pulled her to her knees, and she stayed. He could feel the gooseflesh of her arm under his palm, and he jerked his hand away as a soft sob sounded from underneath the hood. 


     “Please,” a soft voice whispered, choked by tears.  


     Warren hesitated. They had always been unconscious before, at least since Mrs. Burnham and the old man. He had taken too long drawing the circle.  


     “Please let me go,” the voice came again. “Whatever you want, you can have it,” she whimpered, her fingernails scraping lightly on the stone floor. 


     Warren didn’t answer. He never expected one of them to be awake. After a moment of tense silence, the woman’s hands slowly lifted from the floor, her fingers trembling as she reached up to the hood on her head.  


     “Are you still there?” she whispered, but Warren felt frozen to the spot, a cold pit in his stomach. As the woman’s hood slipped free, she gasped to see him standing beside her, dropping the hood onto the chalk of the circle. She was young—couldn’t have been more than twenty—and pretty, with pale skin and a light dusting of freckles on her nose and chest. She stared up at Warren with wide green eyes, her chin trembling as tears streamed down her face. 


     “Please, sir,” she said, “I don’t mean anyone no ‘arm.” 


     Warren almost called for the Travers, almost asked for Simon to knock her out again so that he might do his part in peace. He couldn’t do it with her staring him in the face. If nothing else, he risked her screaming and waking up Ben if he laid a hand on her.  


     “Please,” she said one last time, and Warren furrowed his brow at her, feeling a quiet cold calming his heart. She would wake up Ben. If he let her go, she would tell the police where she’d been. She could identify him and the Travers as well.  


     “No,” he said softly, and he reached out quickly to clasp his hand over her mouth, muffling her terrified cry. She struggled against him, and he almost lost his grip on her. She fought and scratched at his arms, but he held fast, pushing her down over the circle and spilling the blood from her throat in one smooth motion. He braced himself against the shockwave and turned his head away from the light, briefly lifting his arm to shield his eyes. When he opened them, he saw the Travers standing across the cellar, and he glanced down at the girl’s withered body and dropped his knife to the floor as the golem began to stir behind him. 


     “Heard a yell,” Owen said, “but I guess you had a handle on it eh?” 


     “Assign that golem a number,” Warren said with an empty coldness as he looked at Simon. The thought that they had seen him perform the ritual barely crossed his mind. If he trusted them to bring him the bodies in the first place, he could trust Simon with the practical knowledge. “And get rid of the body.” 


     Warren brushed by them and up the stairs, slipping by Ben’s sleeping form to wash his hands and face and pausing when he found a spot of blood on his robe. He shrugged it off and peeked in on Ben, who still slumbered soundly, and he stuffed the stained robe all the way to the back of the armoire. He carefully climbed back into the bed, and Ben only mumbled and curled up tightly around him. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Twenty 


       


     Over the next few days, Ben did his fair share of sulking around the house, and Warren watched him with concern. He knew he had pushed it with the blood magic as far as Ben’s approval was concerned, and the matter certainly hadn’t improved his opinion of the Travers. He’d heard Ben call Simon a name when he thought no one was listening—maleficum. A deprecatory name for a man who did blood magic. No doubt Ben had his suspicions as to where Warren had picked up the trick that had left Callaway in a near coma.  


     Ben was handling all of the change rather well, actually, Warren thought—moving into a new house, his lover associating with known criminals as well as becoming engaged. He supposed he couldn’t blame him for a bit of sulking. While Warren had been reaping the benefits of high society living, the only real change in Ben’s life had been his address. Even then, he still had to maintain his flat for secrecy’s sake. Warren had been neglecting him. 


     He pondered what he could do that Ben would approve of—a simple gift wouldn’t do. Ben wasn’t a very material person. He might refuse any gift he gave in any case. Ben was terrible at receiving gifts, even on his birthday—he once flat out demanded that Warren return a pocket watch meant for him, simply because he had seen it in a shop and knew the price. Warren could have bought him a thousand of those tin pocket watches now and barely noticed, but at the time, seven and six had been simply too much money to spend. 


     It needed to be something more substantial—something that would truly make him happy and make him forget the unpleasantness of the wedding. 


     Warren knocked on the door to the Travers’ room one afternoon while Ben was out, and he took a seat at the small desk in the corner when they received him. Owen lounged on his bed on his stomach, apparently sleeping off the previous night’s outing, and Simon sat with his back to the wall with a glass of water on one knee. 


     “Bad evening, gentlemen?” Warren chuckled. “Or a good one?” 


     “Never one without the other,” Simon mumbled into his glass while Owen let out a muffled grunt. “What can I do for you, Hayward?” 


     “I need to remove someone from the equation.” 


     “So do it,” Simon said. “You did fine with Callaway.” 


     “No. Not with magic; Ben can’t know that I’m responsible. He’d suspect me immediately if he thought there was blood magic involved.” 


     “Who is this person?” 


     “Well, I’m hoping that you’ll tell me, actually,” Warren said. “How well do you know the police station?” Simon snorted, and Warren held up a hand. “I mean do you know who Ben works with? I’ve heard him mention Mulryan, and another...I think Bailey?” 


     “I ‘ate that bastard,” Owen mumbled through his pillow.  


     “We’re familiar with them,” Simon added. 


     “What about his superiors? Are there more witches?” 


     The Irishman paused. “The Sergeant isn’t—but he knows. I can’t think of his name. But the Detective Inspector, Abbott, he’s a witch for sure. He only comes out when there’s real trouble on the road. We’ve run into him a handful of times, and the men on the road always give him a wide berth.” 


     “A danger to the workin’ man,” Owen piped up as he settled deeper into the blankets. 


     Warren paused, lightly drumming his fingertips on his chin. “Do you think you could get to him?” he asked after a moment. 


     “Get to him?” Simon asked with a raised eyebrow, and Owen twisted and sat up to join in the stare. 


     “Do you think you could cause him to have an accident?” 


     Owen laughed. “What, the Detective Inspector? I’d like to give ‘im an accident all right.” 


     “With Abbott gone, there would be a vacancy for a witch to fill,” Simon murmured. “You’re hoping that the constable will be promoted.” 


     “Do you think that’s likely?” 


     The twins exchanged a brief glance, and Owen shrugged. “T’would probably be him, eh? Bailey’s too young, and some days I’m surprised Mulryan’s got ‘is boots on the right feet. Your constable’s the only one with any sense, pains me to say.” 


     “You’re asking us to kill the Detective Inspector that oversees the Heolstran road, Hayward,” Simon pointed out, and Warren shook his head. 


     “I don’t want you to kill him. Don’t do anything that’s going to draw too much attention. I just need him to retire. Without magic.” 


     “Tricky,” Owen mumbled, scratching at his stubbled chin. “Would mean the constable wouldn’t be out beatin’ the street, wouldn’t it? Better for us.” 


     “I’ll pay you a bonus, of course. Can you do it?” 


     The brothers seemed to consider together without the need for words, and then Simon shrugged. “We’ll find out, won’t we?” 


     “I suppose I can’t ask for more than that. If you can’t do it without it coming back to us, don’t do it at all.” Warren stood and left them to their recovery, making his way down to the workshop to oversee Cam’s construction of the newest golems. 


       


     Ben came to the house all in a flurry only three days later, laughing and catching Warren in a deep kiss as soon as he reached him. “You won’t believe it, love.” 


     “What won’t I believe?” Warren asked with a smile once Ben actually released him. 


     “Inspector Abbott,” he began, and then he cleared his throat and put on an appropriately somber face. “Inspector Abbot had to step down from his post.” 


     “Why would he do that?” 


     “It only happened last night. Apparently ‘e stepped out into the street after a late supper and got run over by an autocar. He’s fine, he’s fine,” Ben said quickly in response to Warren’s look of concern. “Well—not too fine, since he ‘ad to step down on account of ‘is legs not workin’ anymore. But ‘e’s alive, is what I mean. The Captain said ‘e expects ‘im to come out the other side all right. But we can’t not ‘ave an Inspector, can we?” Ben was practically bursting at the seams to tell his news—Warren hadn’t seen a smile like that in his lover’s face in some time. 


     “No, I suppose not,” Warren said with mock ignorance. “What will they do about it, then?” 


     “Well—” Ben paused for dramatic effect and then cleared his throat and put his shoulders back as he stood up straighter. “There’s a new Detective Inspector in charge the the Heolstran road.” 


     “You?” Ben nodded, and Warren smiled and leaned up to kiss him again. “That’s wonderful.” 


     “Oh, Farnham was furious,” Ben laughed, pacing the room with restless excitement. “He’s the Sergeant, you know. By rights it should have been ‘im. But ‘e’s no witch, and the Captain told me in private that ‘e didn’t want someone in charge who didn’t know anythin’ about magic. So it’s me.” 


     “Does this mean you don’t have to wear your uniform anymore?” 


     Ben paused. “I suppose it does. Hell, what am I goin’ to wear? I ‘aven’t got anythin’ other than me uniform what doesn’t ‘ave ‘oles in it.” 


     “You don’t have to worry about that. Come along. We’ll get you sorted.” Warren tugged him down for one last kiss and then led him to the front door, calling for Cam on his way. The golem drove them to the tailor Warren knew on Savile Row, Ben complaining the entire ride about not spending any money on him. 


     “You need clothes, Ben,” Warren sighed. “Don’t think of it as a gift. Think of it as a household expense. Everything that I have is yours, you know that.” 


     Ben turned to face Warren on the carriage seat, reaching up to run his fingers tenderly through his lover’s copper hair. “Maybe now I can keep up with you,” he murmured, and he leaned in to kiss him behind the safety of the darkly tinted windows. “Despite everything, you’ve really made a name for yourself. You’ve worked ‘ard, and I can’t say that I’ve agreed with all of your decisions, but you’ve accomplished so much.” He leaned his forehead against Warren’s with a small smile, the other man’s hand curling around his wrist affectionately. “I try not to be grateful for unfortunate things happening to other people, but Sir Ed endin’ up the way ‘e did was probably the best thing that could’ve ‘appened to you.” 


     “Second best,” Warren admitted, knowing that the syrupy affection would make the constable—the inspector—smile. 


     “I didn’t want to get left be’ind. But look at me,” Ben said, releasing Warren with a chuckle, “almost respectable.” 


     “Almost.” Warren smiled at him as the autocar rocked to a stop. 


     The tailor almost turned up his nose when he saw Ben’s scuffed and worn prosthetic arm, but he spotted Warren’s warning glare first and went about his conciliatory business. Warren waited patiently while the tailor made his recommendations, first taking Ben’s measurements and marking various templates with chalk, then dressing him in one of the ready suits available. Ben insisted that his new wardrobe not be especially grand—he said it wouldn’t do for his subordinates or his charges to see him in expensive finery. They wouldn’t take him seriously, he said. 


     The tailor dressed him in dark tones—browns, greys, blues—with simply-cut waistcoats and jackets without tails. He made orders for more suits and told Warren they could be picked up in a few weeks, but Ben left the tailor’s shop in slim, dark brown trousers and a hunter green waistcoat. The overcoat he chose had a tall collar and was long enough to brush the backs of his calves. Warren supposed he could get used to Ben not wearing the uniform if this is what he was going to dress like instead. His brass right hand showing out from underneath the sleeve of his dark jacket seemed more mysterious and distinctive than just dingy and scraped. 


     “A picture of professionalism and intimidation,” Warren complimented him as they left, and Ben even seemed to enjoy his new attire, though he tugged self-consciously on his waistcoat on his way back to the autocar. Warren managed to wait until Cam had shut the carriage door behind them before telling Ben how much he looked forward to undressing him, which earned him a soft smile and a long kiss. 


     “I’ll ‘ave to find someone to take my place, of course,” Ben pondered out loud. “‘Ave to try to find out if there’s anyone else with any magic in ‘em what could ‘andle the Heolstran road.” 


     “I thought there were very few witches who were police?” 


     “As far as I know,” Ben shrugged. “But who knows if some of the younger ones are just keepin’ it secret? We found Bailey a few months ago completely by accident.” 


     “Perhaps you need to do a bit of recruiting.” 


     Ben chuckled. “You lookin’ to change careers, love? 


     “No thank you. I can think of much better ways to spend my time than walking up and down the Heolstran road all day and night. Does this mean you’ll be at home more?” 


     Ben hesitated. “I’m not interested in desk work, but I suppose I’ll ‘ave to do more of that, won’t I?” 


     “It’s safer,” Warren reminded him. “I won’t worry about whether it’s your blood or someone else’s I’m cleaning out of your joints.” 


     Ben flexed the fingers of his prosthetic hand with a soft whirring of gears. There had been too many nights when he had shown up at Sir Bennett’s back gate with a bloody lip, a charred shirt, and a gummed-up arm. Chasing someone down on the Heolstran road was often more complicated than simply catching someone in the side of the head with a billy club. He had his electroshock device, but it wasn’t much use against men who could make lightning in their own hands. Warren had sat up with him on numerous occasions, shut in his tiny servant’s quarters, attempting to clean the blood and dirt out of Ben’s machinery in the dim lamplight. He had nearly lost his mind after the accident. Ben watched him now, calmly riding along in his autocar that cost hundreds of pounds, and he almost wondered where the timid boy had gone. 


     Ben had been asked to investigate a disturbance on the West End almost three years ago, back when his arm was made of flesh instead of brass. The neighborhood was well out of his usual patrol, but apparently the Captain knew the owner of the house to be a witch, so sent someone who could reasonably deal with whatever the problem turned out to be. 


     The old woman next door had called the police after hearing a loud bang from the adjacent house—likely nothing of consequence in the home of a witch, but she doubtless would have continued to call until she saw an officer investigate. Ben knocked on the door and found himself face to face with Warren Hayward for the first time. He was barely twenty-one, and Ben himself only twenty-six. Warren had a bit of chalk dust on his shirt and a smear of soot on his face, and he had answered the knock timidly, peeking around the door with a servant’s smile. 


     Ben couldn’t be sure that he didn’t already love him then. Something in the way he smiled, like he was always keeping secrets, or the way he kept pushing his coppery hair back behind his ear as it fell out of its strap. Ben had maintained his decorum, politely asking for the master of the house and quickly confirming that it had only been an accident during an experiment—no injuries. Sir Bennett had been short with him, as he was with everyone, but Warren had played the good lad and offered him tea despite Sir Bennett snapping at him that nobody had time for such things. Ben refused as politely as he could, desperately watching Warren for any sign that he might be interested in return. He caught Warren looking at him out of the corner of his eye as he spoke to Sir Bennett, the younger man’s bottom lip caught nervously in his teeth. As soon as the two men caught each other’s gaze, Warren had turned away and busied himself with straightening a stack of paper on Sir Bennett’s desk. 


     It was a dangerous risk to show any sort of romantic intention toward another man, but as Ben stood on the front step of Sir Bennett’s house, he took a chance and reached out to put his hand on Warren’s to stop him shutting the door. Warren had looked at him like a startled cat, quickly glancing over his shoulder to make sure Sir Bennett had already retreated to his workshop. 


     “May I see you again?” Ben had asked him, quietly, standing close to the open door to hide their touching hands from any passers-by.  


     Warren had hesitated, and for a moment Ben wondered if he had completely misinterpreted the younger man’s staring. He was just about to clear his throat and apologize, perhaps make up another explanation for his strange behavior, when Warren said, “Be at the back garden gate at ten o’clock.” Then the door shut between them, and Ben had been unable to concentrate on anything else for the rest of the day. 


     Warren treated him like he was disposable those first few nights—Ben had the sneaking suspicion that the other man hadn’t had much experience with anything but passing trysts, which was confirmed when Warren mentioned to him that he had grown up in a coaching house in Huntingdon. But Ben persevered, because every moment that he spent with the other man, he loved him more. He was patient with Warren’s skepticism and understanding of his distance and distrust; he knew too well how easy it was to lose someone in a world where every kiss was a crime and every love a punishable offense. It was perfectly reasonable for Warren to treat the arrangement as temporary. Ben’s only previous relationship had ended when the other man had found religion and renounced his sinful way of life. He had worried for a time that he would be turned in, but it seemed that the other man’s newly charitable nature had won through.  


     Every visit, however, every touch and quiet conversation had convinced him that what they had was worth the risk. Ben had never felt more at home than he had in Warren’s small room, hidden from his master and the rest of the world. It was easy with him. They had the same sense of humor and the same low class background, and Ben loved hearing Warren go on and on about what a grand future he was going to have just as soon as Sir Bennett gave him the chance. 


     Now they had their own house—one that, in spite of everything they had going against them, they could call their home. Warren owned it his very own self, and Ben came in through the front door. They sat together now on the chaise in the parlor, talking about what the new promotion would mean, and Ben didn’t notice the silent nod that Warren gave the Travers as they passed through the room. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Twenty-One 


       


     The next few weeks went by quickly, and sooner than expected, Warren stood in front of a priest in St. Martin’s with a crowd of people in the pews and Elizabeth Trentham at his left hand. The Travers and Cam stood just to his right, all three of them dressed in black tuxedos to match him. Ben had decided not to attend the ceremony, and Warren couldn’t blame him. Even leaving aside the emotional turmoil it would no doubt cause him to witness, the entire event was dreadful dull. There seemed to be endless talking and frustratingly precise ritual. He listened vaguely to the priest tell him all the things that the Bible said love was, and he took the gold band when Simon handed it to him and placed it on Elizabeth’s finger.  


     They had discussed beforehand whether or not to kiss at the conclusion of the ceremony, since this was by no means a well-established expectation, but in the end they had decided that it could only do their image good to be seen as an affectionate couple. So, when the ritual was finished and they had signed their names in the massive tome before them, Warren smiled at her, squeezed her hands, and kissed her.  


     They attended the breakfast that was expected of them, which passed as quickly as such a thing can. Warren had absolutely refused Wakefield’s suggestion that it should be an evening wedding, which would invariably require more dancing and entertaining. They simply accepted their congratulations, allowed Cam and John to serve a small amount of champagne, and sent the guests home with their bits of cake. 


     “That wasn’t as bad as I expected, actually,” Elizabeth said as soon as the house had been emptied of all but Cam and the Travers, who returned to the parlor after ushering out the last of the guests. She dropped to the sofa without care and began to pull the innumerable pins from her hair, freeing her veil and dropping it onto the table. 


     “The ceremony, or the kiss?” Warren asked as he loosened his tie. 


     “Choose your favorite answer,” she said dryly, though she spared him a small smile as her hair fell in loose curls to her shoulders and down her back. "I'll have my things moved in next week, but John should have a bit of luggage for me to live on by this afternoon." She glanced up at him with a curious look when he chuckled. "I assume you have no objection to me making myself at home?" 


     "Not at all. I'm just wondering how much of the house is now going to be taken over by womanly accoutrements." 


     "You needn't concern yourself with my myriad and varied accoutrements, Warren. I know quite well how to keep to myself. As long as you and Mr. Cartwright are capable of maintaining some level of decorum in the common areas of the house, I expect we shall all get along quite well.” 


     “We’ll do our best.” 


     “Now, I intend to get out of this dress as quickly as possible, so you must excuse me,” Elizabeth said as she stood. She picked up her dropped veil and gave Warren a polite nod before disappearing down the hall to what would soon be well and fully her own bedroom.  


     Warren puffed out a short sigh as he looked across the room at the twins. “Well, it’s done now, isn’t it?” He dropped his voice slightly and waved them closer to him. “I assume I don’t have to tell you that we’ll all have to take extra precautions from now on. We’ve been doing all right with Ben being here more often, but Elizabeth is a permanent resident. Her servant as well—I won’t have him stumbling in on something he oughtn’t. No more surprises; do you understand?” He looked at each brother in turn. “I don’t care what kind of a row you get into—you warn me before you bring anyone here if it’s unscheduled.” 


     “Got it,” Owen said with a nod, and Simon only gave the silent stare that Warren assumed meant agreement. “You’re the boss, boss.” 


     “Thank you,” Warren said, and he excused himself to the master bedroom, where he shrugged off his jacket, collapsed onto the bed, and heaved a great sigh. He never would have expected in a hundred years for there to ever be a Mrs. Hayward that wasn’t his mother. His mother—he sat up on the bed while he unbuttoned his waistcoat. She would be heartbroken that he hadn’t told her, but it was still a better outcome than having both of his parents come up to London and inevitably want to stay in his home for an indeterminate amount of time. He wasn’t sure how to avoid that even now, since he supposed he would have to call. He certainly wasn’t going to ask Elizabeth to take a trip to Huntingdon to meet his parents. On the other hand, he supposed that a trip to America for her sake was probably in his future at some point, so she could manage if his parents wanted to stay in London—in a hotel—for a few days. He could maintain the hope that his father wouldn’t want to close up the coaching house for longer than that, in any case. 


     With a reluctant groan, he slid off of the bed and made his way to the telephone base in the parlor, passing by John and Cam cleaning up after the multitude of well-wishers. The Travers had vanished; Warren occasionally wondered what they got up to when they weren’t at home but ultimately decided he was probably better off not knowing. He picked up the receiver, hesitated, and then hung it up again so that he could find his small book of contacts in the study. It had been so long since he’d called that he couldn’t remember the number. 


     He found the listing under The Coach and Four—definitely one of the most blandly-named coaching houses in Cambridgeshire. He rang the number from the receiver at the desk in the study while he leaned back in the plush chair, and he listened to the series of beeps that told him he was being connected. He half expected no one to answer—his father certainly never answered the telephone, and his mother had trouble hearing it ring over the sounds of the kitchen. 


     When he was about to give up, he heard a small click, and his mother’s voice came through the line. The picture was distorted to the point that he couldn’t recognize the face that picked up the line. The screen hadn’t been working for ages, and his father refused to pay someone to repair it. “Coach-and-Four, Huntingdon; can I help you?” 


     “It’s me, Mum,” Warren said, and he pulled the receiver away from his ear for a moment to defend against her sharp laughter. 


     “Oh, darling, it’s so good to hear from you! Mason, come here; Warren’s on!” He heard his father’s muffled voice in the background, likely telling his mother that he didn’t have time to chat. “I stopped getting your telegrams; how’s everything been?” 


     “Well, I have a bit of news.” He hesitated. “I’m sorry for not telling you sooner. I’ve gotten married.” 


     “Married?” she shrieked, and Warren flinched. “You mean you’re to be married, surely. You couldn’t possibly have been through an engagement and a wedding just since we last spoke.” 


     “No, actually, I can.” 


     She called his father’s name again and repeated the news loud enough for the entire house to hear, then returned her attention to the telephone call. “Warren, how could you? Without a word! Not a thought at all about your poor mother’s heart!” 


     “I’m sorry, Mum; it was rather sudden.” 


     “What, sudden? Oh, darling, you haven’t gotten some poor girl into trouble, have you?” 


     “Of course not. I just…” He took a breath and attempted to sound as serious as he could. “I’m in love, Mum. I couldn’t wait.” 


     “Oh, dear,” she sighed. “Well, who is she? We’ll need to meet her, of course.” 


     “Her name is Elizabeth. She’s American.” 


     “American? Is she...like us?” 


     “No, Mum. She’s not a witch.” 


     “Oh dear, oh dear,” she worried, and Warren almost laughed. “Darling, do you know how careful you must be? You never could make things easy on yourself, could you?” 


     “It’ll be fine, Mum,” he assured her. “I know how to keep a secret.” 


     “Clearly you do! Not even telling your mother when you’re to be married. There were at least photographs, weren’t there?” 


     “Yes, Mum; I’ll give you a photograph.” 


     “I should think you will. Now then; we’ll be up to see you as soon as possible, of course. Are you still staying in Sir Bennett’s house? Poor man. Such a shame to hear about his passing.” 


     “No. I’ve a house in Belgrave Square.” 


     “Belgrave Square! How on earth are you paying for such a place?” 


     “I’m not entirely incompetent, Mum. You can’t stay here in any case; there isn’t any room. Tell me when you’re coming and I’ll arrange for a hotel.” 


     “Oh, you have been keeping secrets, haven’t you? You have a lot of explaining to do once I arrive, young man. I’ll talk to your father; we should be able to leave by a week Monday. Will that be all right?” 


     “Of course. Call me when you know for sure. If I don’t answer the telephone, just tell Cam, and he’ll pass the message along.” 


     “Cam? What on earth kind of a name is that? Who’s Cam?” 


     “He’s...a servant,” Warren said. “I’ll explain when you arrive.” 


     “Yes you will,” she said sharply, but Warren could hear the smile in her voice when she added softly, “Congratulations on your wedding, you awful creature. I’ll see you soon. Take care, darling.” 


     “I will, Mum.” Warren hung up the receiver and sighed. He jumped when he looked up and saw Ben lurking in the doorway. “Christ,” he laughed softly, “do you always have to sneak up on me?” 


     “Mum?” Ben asked as he leaned against the door frame. “Your mum’s coming?” 


     “I had to tell her, didn’t I?” Warren stood and stepped over to the other man, slipping his arms around his waist. “They’ll come for a few days and that will be the end of it.” 


     “How was the ceremony?” Ben asked with admirably restrained bitterness. 


     “Slow and boring. I’ll certainly never do it again,” he added with a slight tilt of his head, satisfied with the small smile he brought out of Ben. “It’s going to be all right. Come along; I’ll show you.” He took Ben’s hand to lead him to the bedroom, but stopped short when the other man didn’t budge. Warren noted the sad frown on Ben’s face and followed his gaze down to their interlocked hands. The gold band on Warren’s finger glinted softly in the light. 


     He squeezed Ben’s hand. “It doesn’t mean anything,” he pressed. “Think of it as a shield. This ring protects us against the outside world, Ben.” 


     Ben tugged on his hand quite hard, pulling him in close and holding him in a tight embrace. Ben’s fingers tangled in Warren’s formerly neat hair, and he buried his face into the shorter man’s neck, keeping his lover pressed close against him. 


     “I know I agreed,” Ben said softly, “and you’re probably tired of listening to me. I know you promised.” He squeezed Warren tightly, his unsteady breath hot against the other man’s neck. He sighed as he felt Warren’s fingers grip the back of his coat. “This isn’t what I wanted. I wanted you all to myself. I love you.” 


     “Ben,” Warren whispered, almost scolding him, and he pried himself out of the inspector’s grip to look him in the face. “Come on.” He took Ben’s hand once again and led him into the master bedroom, shutting the door behind them. “You can’t carry on like this,” he said softly, and he sat Ben down at the foot of the bed and crawled into his lap, his knees on either side of the inspector’s hips and his fingers intertwining behind his shoulders. “You’ll make yourself sick.” 


     Ben held Warren steady with a light grip on his hips, and he let out one last sigh before leaning in to kiss him. “Tell me once more,” he said. “Tell me that you don’t care about this woman, and that you’re still mine.” 


     Warren chuckled humorlessly at him. “Ben, I have gone so far for your sake that you’ve done nothing but ask me to stop for weeks. I work at all hours when you aren’t here. I put a man into a coma for you.” 


     “Don’t joke about that,” Ben snapped back.  


     “Don’t you see that there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you?” 


     “Just—” Ben sighed, leaning forward to rest his forehead against Warren’s. “Just say it, will you? Last time.” 


     Warren dug his fingernails gently into the back of Ben’s shoulders, pulling him in for a firm kiss. “I don’t care about that woman.” He kissed him again. “You’re mine until I tell you otherwise.” He took a firm grip on the hair at the back of Ben’s head and tilted him up to look into his face. “And I will do whatever it takes to keep you safe.” 


     Ben’s brow furrowed slightly, but he accepted Warren’s kiss and kept him close. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Twenty-Two 


       


     Elizabeth and Warren had discussed the idea of a honeymoon for the sake of authenticity, but ultimately decided against it on the basis that neither of them particularly wanted to have one and both of them had entirely too much work to do. Cam was excellent at building the husks for the golems, and he worked more quickly and precisely than Warren himself would have been able to, but even he needed supplies. There wasn’t much room for storage in the cellar, so Warren set out to lease a warehouse on the river so that he could purchase the parts in bulk and Cam could collect from the store as needed.  


     Everything was prepared for the paperwork to be signed, but Warren got a telephone call from the solicitor the day before he was to come and finalize the agreement. By the time Ainsworth called, the Travers had already come and gone with their Tuesday evening’s business, and Warren had to rush up from the cellar to take the call, wiping his hands on a spare cloth. 


     “There have been some...alterations in the agreement,” Ainsworth said with a bit of a cough. “We can renegotiate, as you please, of course, but the owner of the property expressed some dissatisfaction with the previous offer.” 


     “He did, did he?” Warren sneered. “I suppose he thinks he owns the only warehouse in London. What precisely was the source of his dissatisfaction, if I may ask?” 


     “I...am loathe to discuss the details without both parties present,” Ainsworth said, “but the seller made certain—certain insinuations as to your character, sir.” 


     “Insinuations? What manner of insinuations?” 


     “He suggested that he knew some things about you that would perhaps be an incentive for you to pay him more than the agreed-upon price. Oh, it is nasty business, sir, and I almost told him that the contract should be torn up on the spot, except I didn’t want to make any decisions without consulting you, sir.” 


     Warren scowled and his grip tightened on the receiver. Now he was to be blackmailed over the simple matter of renting a warehouse? Lunacy. Perhaps the money wasn’t as impenetrable a shield as he had imagined it to be. Even if it could keep him from going to prison, he could hardly afford a scandal. Without his business, he would have no protection at all. 


     “Shall I send him a counter-offer, sir?” Ainsworth said after a few moments of silence. 


     “You can give me his address,” Warren said. “I’ll speak to him in person and see if we can’t work this out.” 


     Warren thought he heard Ainsworth whimper faintly. “I shall have to ask permission to give out the gentleman’s information, of course, you understand. Is it all right if I telephone you with it in the morning?” 


     “I suppose it must be, mustn’t it? Keep me informed.” Warren hung up the line just in time to hear his TXM chime from his pocket, and he read the message from the twins—They want to see you. 


     A slight chill ran down the back of Warren’s neck, but he muttered “Christ’s sake,” and asked Cam to drive him down to the docks. It could only mean the Llewan, of course. He had the golem park the autocar a fair distance away and wait, and he walked the remaining distance to the rusty warehouse. Just inside the heavy door, he found the Travers waiting in silence. 


     “The elder said you were to come alone,” Simon said. “But we’ll follow if you like.” 


     Warren hesitated. He didn’t know what sort of favor the Llewan expected from him, but he doubted it would be pleasant. It hadn’t even been that long since their agreement—not for something like this. Did they really want to cash in their favor before they knew how long Warren would be sending them bodies? “No,” he said at last, looking up at the Irishmen with a faint frown. “I’ll be all right.” 


     “You’re sure?” Owen said, and Warren nodded. 


     “I’d appreciate it if you waited. Make sure I come up for air by morning.” He stepped by the twins and cut his hand with his small pocket knife, opening the hidden entrance with a quick incantation and lifting the door. He lit his way with his wooden token, the fire flickering from his palm over the dripping stone around him. He took a wrong turn once or twice, but eventually he recognized the wide arch into the Llewan den. He held his hand in front of him to keep the corridor lit, and the old man soon appeared from the mass of black, twisting and shuffling his way along the dusty floor to peer up at Warren. 


     “You’ve come alone,” he croaked, and Warren frowned at him. 


     “As you asked. What can I do for you?” 


     “Come here, Hayward; let us have a look at you,” he said. Warren bent down to be more at the old man’s level and found his chin caught in thin, greasy fingers, blackened fingernails pressing into his cheeks. “Let us see,” the Llewan whispered, and he pulled Warren’s wrist to bring the flame so close to his face that he flinched slightly from the heat. They stayed a long while like that, Warren hunched while the old man stared at him. “Your business is doing well, Hayward,” he said at last. 


     “Does that mean you’d like to collect your favor now?” 


     The Llewan paused and seemed to consider. “No,” he whispered. “No, I think not.” He released Warren’s face and allowed him to stand, and he showed his yellow teeth in a grim smile. “We like to check up on our investments, yes? That is all.” 


     Warren watched him, attempting to divine the true purpose of this visit, but the old man only shuffled and wrung his shaking, wraithlike hands. “Might I ask you for a favor, in that case?” 


     “Another?” The man cackled. “You are already in our debt, Hayward.” 


     “Answer me a question then. Do you ever take your blood from living victims?” 


     “On occasion,” the elder said with a slow, twisted smirk. “Are you learning new tricks, Hayward?” 


     “How do I take the blood from a man without his knowing? Must I always put it into a wound of my own?” 


     The Llewan stared up at him curiously, swaying slightly on his feet and humming a short, croaking tune. “There are ways,” he whispered. “If you are willing to learn old tricks,” he added with a cackle that became a cough. “Very old tricks indeed.” 


     “You mean your rituals?” Warren asked softly, glancing out at the moving mass of black in the dark of the den. It was impossible to tell how many people were inside, covered in moth-eaten black cloaks and years’ worth of sewer grime. The story went that the Llewan began ages ago as a sect of necromancers whose interests turned to the consumption of corpses rather than the raising of them. They were said to live extremely long lives, but to be stricken with awful diseases unknown to most men. Supposedly drinking blood and eating the flesh of their fellow men gave them terrible symptoms—like the elder’s shaking hands, or sores, or even insanity or fits. Warren wasn’t certain anything they could teach him would be worth the price. 


     “You’ve encountered enemies, Hayward, eh?” the old man said with a toothy grin. “Likely to encounter many more, yes?” 


     “I suppose so.” 


     The elder hummed a bit more, watching Hayward as though making a decision. “I will teach you an old trick, Hayward,” he said after a moment. “It should suit your purposes very nicely.” 


     Warren’s brow furrowed. “For what in return?” 


     “As a gift,” the old man said immediately, offering his filthy hand. “We are old friends, you and I,” he chuckled.  


     Warren hesitated. The thought of the warehouse owner blackmailing him for higher rent infuriated him, but he couldn’t be taking vials of blood from whomever he pleased or turning acquaintances into golems. “Show me,” he said, and the old man took his extended hand and led him deeper into the den with a limping stride. 


     The ones inside skittered away from Warren’s light like insects as the elder showed him to a low table set against the stone wall. The entire surface of the wood was crusted with ages-old blood and tissue, and Warren thought he saw the man brush aside a human hand to clear space on the table. He turned and called out into the mass of bodies a word that Warren was positive wasn’t English, and one figure slunk forward draped in a filthy cloak. She was barely recognizable as a woman underneath all of the dirt. Her black hair hung in matted locks so far that it brushed through the dust on the floor, and her cloak had slipped off of one shoulder to show the pale, grimy skin of her shoulder and breast. The fact that she was exposing herself didn’t even seem to cross her mind—she only stared at Warren with sunken grey eyes, her full lips and narrow chin stained brown from aged blood. If she had been beautiful once, it was impossible to tell now. 


     “My daughter,” the elder said, and Warren had to fight down his bile at the thought of these people reproducing in the usual way. Were there children down here? “She will show you,” the old man went on. “Tell me...hm, what shall we choose,” he chortled. “Tell me your favorite color.” 


     “Is this a joke?” Warren asked. Was the only way to teach someone blood magic to do it to them first? He was rather tired of being the example. The old man clicked his tongue impatiently at him, so he said, “Blue.” 


     The woman held out her hand to him. Her arm was bony and her nails were long and sharp, stained black like everything else in the Llewan lair. Warren reluctantly offered her his free hand, and she snatched it up, her nails digging into his wrist and drawing blood. He winced but didn’t pull away, watching with dark curiosity as she drew her hand down his arm to pull the blood from him, letting it pool in her cupped hands before bringing it to her lips. With fresh stains on her mouth, she tilted her head at him suddenly, like a bird, staring at him with wide eyes while her hand snapped out to grab tightly onto his wrist. He felt a strange tingle in the back of his mind that he wasn’t sure he would have noticed without Simon’s teaching. 


     “Now,” the old man cackled, “what is your favorite color, Hayward?” 


     “Yellow,” he said immediately, and he paused and looked down at the elder. “That’s it? But did she just change my answer, or did she change my aesthetics?” 


     “You can answer that yourself,” he answered in a harsh rasp. Warren frowned. He knew that the answer was the latter. There would be no point in simply forcing someone to answer a question one way when they could change their mind as soon as they were out of sight. And now that he thought on it, he really did feel that perhaps he had been undervaluing the color yellow all his life. This was more than the subtle press he would be able to give with the spells Simon taught him. 


     “The answer is to drink it instead? That’s even more inconspicuous, isn’t it? How on earth would you do that without anyone noticing?” 


     “You think too small, Hayward,” the old man rasped, his eyes on Warren’s bleeding arm. “Blood has power—the source doesn’t matter. With an half pint of your blood, my daughter could convince Queen Victoria she was a monkey, if only she could lay hands on her. It’s here, you see.” He pried the woman’s hand away from Warren’s arm and tapped the inside of his wrist. “A man’s pulse is the way to his heart. If you’ve blood in you, and you can get at a man’s heart, you can do anything. The spells they teach you on the surface are enough to wear down a body, to play a trick on a mind. You must make the blood a part of you if you hope to truly hold onto one.” 


     Warren frowned down at the man’s clammy hand on his arm. Perhaps the Llewan weren’t as insane as the stories said—or perhaps they were even more so. “Any blood?” he asked. 


     “Any human blood,” the elder answered. He let out a short laugh. “But I don’t think you’re in short supply of bodies, are you?” 


     “I suppose not,” he said softly. He glanced back at the old man. “No words?” 


     “You don’t need words, Hayward,” he croaked. “You need will. Just look your enemy in the eye and break him.” 


     “That simple,” Warren said to himself with a quiet chuckle. “And you don’t want anything in return for this knowledge?” 


     “It is a gift,” the elder said, releasing Warren’s arm and offering a small bow. “To ensure our friendship, yes?” 


     “Then I should thank you. May I go?” 


     “You are welcome in the home of the Llewan, Hayward.” 


     Warren gave a quick bow, pausing to glance at the women before deciding against even offering to touch her, let alone kiss her hand, and he turned and left the foul-smelling den, hurrying through the tunnels until he could breathe the comparatively fresh air of the dockside warehouse. The twins were waiting for him, and Warren snuffed the flame in his hand when Simon offered his handkerchief to cover his wound.  


     “I need another one,” he told them. “Tonight.” 


     “Risky,” Simon said, and Owen frowned at him. 


     “You’ve been gettin’ up to trouble in there, boss. You thinkin’ straight?” 


     “My head is clear,” Warren assured them, glancing between the brothers with a hard stare. “Can you do it or not?” 


     The twins exchanged a brief glance, and Owen nodded. 


     “Aye. We’ll see ye at ‘ome, boss.” 


     “Good.” Warren stepped by them and made his way back to the autocar, where Cam waited patiently by the carriage door to let him in. “We’re stopping at the apothecary,” he said, ignoring the golem’s objections that the place was surely closed. 


     It was closed, of course, but it was a simple enough matter to unlock the door. He left Cam with the autocar and gathered the equipment he would need. Syringes, vials that could be made reasonably airtight, a collection of replacement needles. He tucked them all into a small bag and knocked over a few jars of herbs for the sake of making it look like a proper robbery, then went back to the street and climbed into the carriage of the autocar. 


     At the house, he arrived before the Travers and waited in the cellar, his new supplies tucked away on a shelf. He closed the wound on his arm, wondering precisely how many times it could happen before a scar formed and he was forced to make up an excuse to Ben. It was almost dawn before the outside door opened, and the twins carried a man down the steps and placed him on the floor near the circle. Owen retreated into the house, as he usually did, but Simon lingered, an expression that could pass for curiosity on his face. 


     “Did you need something?” Warren asked, hesitating between the table holding his knife and the shelf with his syringes. 


     “I’m here to do what you tell me, not to ask questions,” Simon said quietly, “but I believe you and I have become a bit closer than that, haven’t we?” He lightly tapped his temple, and Warren frowned. If there was any truth to what Simon had said about never truly separating from a person once you’ve done magic with their blood, then he was certainly still connected to the Irishman after all of their practice. Even if it wasn’t a literal connection of the minds that they retained, they had seen inside of each other in a way that was impossible otherwise. 


     “With that in mind,” Simon went on, “I just want to make sure you know the path you’re taking. The Llewan are powerful, but their rituals come with a higher cost than you may be willing to pay.” 


     “I’m not a cannibal, Simon,” Warren objected. “I’m not going to live in a sewer and crawl around naked in the dark. This is a means to an end, and one that I don’t mean to abuse.” 


     “It’s your choice. We’ll be upstairs if you need us.” He turned and left then, clicking the hidden door shut behind him and leaving Warren alone with the unconscious man. 


     Warren looked down at him with a furrowed brow, and after only a moment’s indecision, he took his bag from the shelf, pulled off the hood covering his victim’s face, and pierced the skin of his neck with the syringe. He filled three tall vials with blood and hid them in the bag, pulling the man over the circle just as he was beginning to stir.  


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Twenty-Three 


       


     In the morning, Warren and Elizabeth were sitting down to breakfast when Ben arrived from his overnight shift. The two of them had fallen into an easy routine in the mornings, preparing tea for him and coffee for her, and they moved easily around each other the same way they had every morning since she had moved in. Warren noticed Ben watching them from the doorway with a rather bitter look, and a touch of guilt made him pause. He knew that it would be a long while before he and Ben had such a knowledge of each other’s regimens, if ever. They had spent so long stealing moments together and being afraid that there was barely a chance to notice how the other took his tea. Even now, Ben spent a lot of time at the house, but it would never be the same as living together. 


     He invited him to sit with them, but Ben only muttered that he was tired, so Warren kissed him goodbye with a vial of blood in his pocket. He told him the truth—that he was going to see the man about the storage warehouse—which Ben waved off immediately as boring business and went to bed. 


     In the back of the autocar, Warren stared at the vial in his hand as they bumped along down the street toward the warehouse. On the telephone, the owner had agreed to meet outside of the solicitor’s office, given the secretive nature of their negotiation. Warren had wanted to meet as soon as possible—partly to get it done with, and partly because he wasn’t sure in the slightest how long blood stayed potent once it was out of the body. He was exhausted from not sleeping the night before, but he pinched himself into clarity as they approached the warehouse and took a deep breath, turning the vial in his hand. 


     As he felt the autocar slow to a stop, he pulled the stopper from the vial and put it to his lips, attempting to ignore the smell. The metallic taste wasn’t as unpleasant as he expected, but the thickness of the liquid and the lumps that had begun to form in it coated the back of his throat and made it difficult to swallow. He nearly choked before getting all of it down, and he pressed his handkerchief to his mouth to contain his cough as he dropped the vial to the floor of the carriage. If nothing else, he imagined fresher blood wasn’t quite as sickening. 


     He made sure to wipe his mouth thoroughly to remove any traces of red, trying to swallow down the last remnants, and he tucked his handkerchief back into his pocket just as Cam opened the carriage door. The man who waited for him looked fat and surly, but Warren smiled at him and offered his hand. 


     “Mr. ‘Ayward, is it?” the man smirked down at him, reaching out to accept the handshake. “Thought you’d be taller.” 


     “Yes, so did my father,” Warren said with a pleasant smile, and he took a tight hold of the gentleman’s hand, touching his index finger to his inner wrist and feeling the pulse of blood there. “Now, I understand you think you have something to discuss with me,” he said, more slowly, pressing the other man with a cold stare. He could feel the man’s mind stumbling immediately, and it gave him a small shiver to sense how easily such a man could be turned. 


     “About—about the ware’ouse,” the man said, narrowing his eyes as though he couldn’t quite focus. 


     “I can see no reason not to continue with the agreement,” Warren murmured. “I’ll pay you the price we agreed upon, and you’ll have nothing further to do with me, do you understand? I don’t think you actually know anything about me at all.” 


     “No,” he said after a moment. He hesitated, looking down at Warren with confusion plain on his face. “I’m sorry, sir, I—I don’t quite remember why we had to meet this mornin’.” 


     “Just making certain,” Warren answered, releasing the man’s hand and watching him for any change. He only stood with a thoughtful look on his face, and then he chuckled and shrugged, so Warren nodded at him and smiled. “I’ll be by Mr. Ainsworth’s office to sign the paperwork, and I assume everything will be in order by this afternoon, won’t it?” 


     “I expect so, sir. Good to do business with you.” 


     “Indeed,” Warren murmured, and he returned to the autocar with a dark satisfaction in his chest. He picked up the empty vial as he took his seat, and he smiled faintly as he looked at it. He never expected it to be so easy. He wondered how long it would last? He had an invitation to Wakefield’s tonight—and another two vials to use before they went completely rotten. 


     Elizabeth staunchly refused to attend anymore of Wakefield’s parties unless she was expressly invited, which Warren requested not be the case. This suited both men just fine, since wives only tended to complicate the issue and make things less fun overall. They were generally considered unwelcome at Wakefield’s dinners, though he always invited a number of single young ladies. 


     The Travers, however, were on the verge of being invited by their own merit even without Warren’s presence. One of them was, in any case; while Wakefield could not get enough of Owen’s ribald stories, he wasn’t the only one who told Warren in private that Simon gave him a bit of a chill. The twins were a package deal, however, and one could hardly invite one without the other. 


     The parties usually went one of two ways—either there was a very nice dinner followed by a bit of dancing and wine, and the guests went home at a reasonable hour, or there was a very nice dinner followed by quite a lot of dancing and even more wine and brandy, and guests sometimes didn’t stumble home until the next morning. This latter type of party was Warren’s favorite. 


     He spent the remainder of the day before the party sleeping to catch up from the previous night, feeling Ben’s warmth as he lounged beside him on the bed and read the newspaper. Ben had even kissed his hair and softly scolded him for working himself too hard, which almost made him feel a little guilty. 


     Warren bathed and dressed himself when he woke up in the evening, and Elizabeth quite happily stayed at home, so he kissed Ben goodbye and spent the evening chatting and drinking as usual. One of the guests was a young man he didn’t recall meeting before; Wakefield introduced him as the son of Lord so-and-so, but what caught Warren’s attention was the way he held onto his hand just too long after shaking it, and the way he looked at Warren with a small smile and a slight tilt of his head. He was quite handsome in a pretty sort of way. Warren made a point to ignore the shape of his lips and the pleasantly minty shade of his eyes. After dinner, he sat with his back to the table to face the dance floor while Wakefield lit his first cigarette for him. 


     “All gentlemen of merit smoke,” Wakefield told him, though Warren could barely hear him over his cough as he inhaled. “I’m really shocked you don’t already, Hayward. Everyone should have a hobby, after all.” 


     “This is a hobby?” he asked over the chuckles of the gentlemen near him.  


     “Of course it is. Now pay attention. I’ve been practicing this all week, and I’ll be damned if I get it wrong now.” Wakefield leaned on the table to focus on the deck of cards sat in front of him and demanded that Warren choose one and place it back in the middle. With that done, Wakefield shuffled the deck two or three times and attempted to pull a card from the center of the deck. He presented it to Warren and the surrounding spectators with triumph. “Is this your card, sir?” he asked with a flourish. 


     “Afraid not, friend,” Warren said as he took a sip of brandy. 


     “Oh, blast it,” Wakefield said, but he was laughing as he threw the cards across the table. “Sod the card tricks anyway.” 


     “I can show you a real trick,” Warren offered, a slow smirk pulling at one corner of his lips. 


     “Can you now? What sort of trick?” 


     “I know quite a few,” he said with a shrug, smiling as Wakefield nudged him with his elbow.  


     “Go on, then.” 


     “Well, I suppose if you’d really like to see,” Warren teased, and a few of the gentlemen around them chortled and told him to get on with it. “Pass me that glass, will you?” he asked one of them, and he took the tall glass of water from down the table and set it in a clear space in front of him. He set down his brandy and his cigarette and placed one palm over the rim of the glass, then whispered a single word. Slowly, a thin cover of ice rose from the bottom of the glass, frosting the outer surface, and the water inside crystallized until it was completely solid. Warren pulled back his hand and rubbed his palm on his trousers to warm it while the table stared silently at what he’d done. 


     Wakefield narrowed his eyes at the glass as though he found it offensive, picking it up and immediately juggling it between his hands. “I say,” he laughed, “it really is frozen solid.” He passed it to the man next to him and leaned in close to Warren. “That’s quite a trick, lad. How’d you do it eh?” 


     “You ought to know a magician never reveals his secrets, Wakefield.” Warren picked up his brandy and took another drink. 


     “A magician, he says!” Wakefield clapped him on the shoulder, almost causing him to spill his drink. “Now you’re a magician as well as some sort of prodigy of engineering! Been making deals with spirits, I suspect,” he laughed. 


     “You’ve caught me out,” Warren said dryly, and he tried his cigarette again. He still coughed, but it wasn’t quite as bad as the first time. 


     At Wakefield’s urging, Warren showed the other guests half a dozen other minor spells he could cast without the need for a grounding token—small sparks, levitation of small objects, drawing the water out of a flower to wilt it, even boiling the water that he had just frozen. They were near useless spells that he had learned as a boy, but they were magic enough to enthrall the gentlemen and ladies who gathered to watch. Ben would have his hide for casting spells in front of mundanes, he knew, but this sort of thing was easily explained away by the talents of a skilled illusionist. 


     The attention eventually shifted back to dancing and drink when Warren claimed his repertoire exhausted, and he even danced with a few of the young ladies who were always in attendance. His dancing still wasn’t what one would call impressive, but he hardly stepped on anyone’s feet anymore.  


     As he was bending to kiss the knuckles of one of the women to thank her for the dance, Wakefield approached and put a hand on his back, leaning in conspiratorially as Warren straightened. 


     “Be a good lad and go and look in the study, will you?” Wakefield murmured into the younger man’s ear. “I’ve a gift for you.” 


     Warren looked at him skeptically, but Wakefield shooed him down the hall to the large wooden door of the study and quickly returned to his duties as host—which mostly consisted of drinking more and singing more loudly than anyone else. Warren pushed open the door to the study and saw the son of Lord so-and-so with the pleasant green eyes sitting on the plush chair by the fireplace, his jacket hung over the arm of the chair and his waistcoat unbuttoned. Without a word, the young man approached him, pushed the door to shut the both of them inside, and kept his pale eyes on Warren as he slipped loose the knot of the other man’s tie. 


     “I’ve heard about you, Hayward,” he said in a soft voice while his fingers ran down the silk of Warren’s tie, slipping it from around his neck and letting it fall to the floor. 


     “You’ve heard that I like it when strangers don’t have boundaries?” Warren said dryly, but he felt anchored to the spot as the other man began unbuttoning his dress shirt, drawing Warren’s eyes to the skin under the young man’s collar—the delicate collarbone and the soft hollow just at the base of his throat. 


     “I think I can make a decent guess as to what it is that you like,” the Lord’s son said as he slipped his arms around Warren’s neck, the backs of his fingertips briefly brushing over his copper hair on their way. 


     “Do you,” Warren answered, his throat dry. He ought to leave. He ought to have left already. This encounter clearly wasn’t leading anywhere that he wanted. His eyes were on the man’s slightly parted lips as he leaned in closer, and a jolt went through him as he found himself being clutched tightly and kissed. Warren’s back hit the wooden door and his hands instinctively went up to the other man’s chest, his fingertips pressing into the hard flesh under his open shirt. The kiss was feverish and rushed and made Warren’s heart beat loud in his ears, but when he felt the other man’s hand slip down to his belt, he pushed him away. 


     The Lord’s son stumbled back a step and looked at Warren incredulously, the both of them panting and flushed. 


     “No,” Warren said simply, and he bent to pick up his tie and drape it back over his neck. 


     “No?” the young man asked with a chuckle, and he approached Warren again and reached out to run his fingers through his hair. Warren hesitated for just a moment at the slow shudder that ran through him, but he took the other man by the wrist and lowered his hand. The man frowned at him. “Why not?” 


     “I don’t owe you any reason,” Warren said, clearing his throat as he began to fix the knot in his tie.  


     “You don’t kiss a man like that and then claim you don’t want him,” the Lord’s son argued. “It’s not your wife, is it?” He laughed. “Can’t be. Wakefield told me she’s just for show. If there’s someone else, you don’t have to worry. It’ll be our secret, hm?” 


     Warren paused in straightening his tie, and he glanced back at the young man. A boy like this couldn’t keep secrets. He’d be caught within a year if he carried on this way. The last thing Warren needed was a spiteful noble spreading gossip about him that had even the slightest chance of getting back to Ben. He gave the other man a slow smile and stepped closer to him, lightly trailing his fingertips along his jaw and watching him shiver. 


     “If you can promise it will be our secret,” Warren purred, and he urged the Lord’s son backward until he hit Wakefield’s desk, and then he turned him around and forced him down over it, spilling papers onto the floor. The man laughed and let his head rest on the surface of the desk as he pressed back against Warren’s hips. 


     “Knew you only needed a bit of encouragement.” 


     Warren slid one of the vials of blood from his jacket pocket and quickly downed the contents, grimacing against the taste as he tucked the empty glass away in his coat. He took hold of the other man’s wrists, holding them firmly behind his back as he leaned over him to whisper into his ear. “This didn’t happen,” he said softly, feeling the heartbeat under his fingertips. “Wakefield didn’t tell you anything about me, and you will never touch me again.” 


     He pushed away from the man and left him slowly straightening with a hand to his head, and he paused to fix his tie in a small mirror on the wall. Before the other man could come to his senses, he opened the study door and went out into the hall without another word, smiling brightly as he spotted Wakefield and casually linking their arms to pull him away from his conversation. 


     “If you don’t stop telling everyone in earshot about my boudoir preferences,” he began cheerfully, “I’m going to have you thrown in the river with a heavy load of stones around your feet.” 


     Wakefield frowned down at him like a guilty child. “You didn’t like your gift?” 


     “I’m not interested. This is still supposed to be a secret, Wakefield.” 


     “That’s what the wife is for!” He laughed and held up his hands in surrender at Warren’s scowling face. “Have it your way. See if I offer to let you sully my library again. Ungrateful creature.” 


     “You are magnanimous and kind,” Warren sighed as he released Wakefield’s arm, “and you are also a right pain in my ass.” Warren felt the weight of the remaining vial in his pocket, and for a moment he considered using it. But Wakefield was still a friend—one who had been good to him. He deserved a warning. “Just keep it to yourself, will you?” 


     “As you like. You’re missing out on life experiences, but I’m not your father.” Wakefield chuckled and put his arm around Warren’s shoulder. “My friend is missing a brandy!” he announced as he led him back into the crowd. Warren could still taste the blood in his mouth, but it didn’t seem to bother him as much now. Now he could defend against anything. He would tolerate no more threats against his freedom and privacy. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Twenty-Four 


       


     A week from Monday, Warren waited at the train station like a dutiful son, ready to collect his parents and escort them to their hotel. Cam stood by, passing the time by inspecting the ticket machines, and Elizabeth stood beside Warren with her arm in his, having graciously agreed to play along with the visit. 


     “I don’t suppose you’ll be telling either of them anything remotely true for their entire trip, will you?” she asked blandly as she gazed down the terminal to watch for the arriving train. “I suppose they’ll be happy about your genius invention, if nothing else.” 


     “Yes,” Warren agreed, but he wasn’t at all sure. He was banking on his mother not being able to tell the difference between a regular automaton and a golem, but the possibility remained. He only hoped that if she did notice, he would be able to lie to her as effectively as he had Ben when it came to what powered the machines. 


     The train chugged its way into the station only slightly late, announcing itself with the deep sound of its whistle and pouring smoke out of its stack as the engine began to slow. The train was gleaming brass, a relatively new construction that ran the entire length of the country and was said to have the fastest cars in the world. It would have taken the better part of a day to take a coach from Huntingdon, but the train took little more than an hour. It was much more expensive, of course, but Warren had assured his mother that he would pay for the tickets. 


     The brakes screeched as the train stopped alongside the terminal, and a final puff of smoke erupted as the engine thudded to a stop. The doors opened, and people filed out in a crowd, most of them looking much better-dressed than Warren expected his parents to be. 


     As anticipated, a rather hastily put-together couple stepped down from the train, one of them bustling along and the other decidedly not. Anna Hayward was quite short, and growing a bit rotund as she aged. She was also quite clearly the source of Warren’s dark copper hair, accentuating the rosiness of her pale cheeks, the long locks tied up in a tidy bun at the base of her neck. His father, Mason, was broad-shouldered and lean, with a stoic, wrinkled face and large, calloused hands. They didn’t look like they belonged together. 


     Warren’s mother barely contained herself as she waved across the terminal at her son, tugging her worn shawl tighter around her plump shoulders as she hurried across the platform to him. Elizabeth preemptively detached herself from Warren’s arm, allowing him to be hugged and kissed on either cheek as soon as the older woman reached them. 


     “You’re a sight, darling,” the woman said with a laugh, steadying Warren by his shoulders as she released him and giving him a long look up and down. “Look at you, in such fancy clothes!” She smiled broadly as Elizabeth unintentionally drew her attention. “And this must be the lucky woman, yes?” 


     Elizabeth stopped Warren’s mother from breaching propriety by immediately offering her hand and saying, “How do you do, Mrs. Hayward?” 


     “How do you do, Mrs. Hayward,” she answered with a bright smile as she took the younger woman’s hand. “I’m so glad to meet you, even if it is later than it should have been.” 


     Warren shook his father’s hand without a word, but Mason’s eyes were on the golem that trotted up behind his son. 


     “Hello, Mr. Hayward,” Cam said politely as it offered to take the man’s luggage.  


     “What’s this?” Anna turned away from beaming at Elizabeth to peer at the machine. 


     “It’s an automaton, mum. They’re very popular in the city.” 


     “Your son has made quite a name for himself selling these, Mrs. Hayward,” Elizabeth chimed in. 


     “Selling them? My word, darling, where do you get them?” 


     “I build them, of course,” Warren said quickly, waving off the question and urging Cam to take up the rest of the bags. “We have a lot to catch up on. Let’s get you to your hotel, shall we?” He led them back to the newly-purchased autocar—one with a nice long inside, as Owen had suggested—and opened the door to the carriage while Cam loaded the luggage.  


     Warren put on a polite smile as he helped first his mother, then Elizabeth, but he felt a chill as his father approached the door, his dark eyes staring steadily at him as he climbed into the carriage. Warren knew the look. He’d never been able to keep secrets from his father. 


     The hotel suite Warren had rented for his parents was probably larger than their lodging at home, and definitely grander. His father huffed and grumbled about the cost under his breath while his mother touched everything in the room, sighing and telling Warren over and over again that he shouldn’t have.  


     “I’m always within reach if you need anything,” Warren said, and he handed his father his card and got a skeptical look in return.  


     “You’ve more explanation due to us than I expected, darling,” his mother said as she settled on the plush sofa. “Shall we make some tea? Oh, I suppose we’d have to send up for it here, wouldn’t we?” 


     Cam happily volunteered to be of service and dashed out of the room, but Elizabeth softly cleared her throat. 


     “I do apologize,” she said pleasantly, “but I have a long-distance conference with the members of my father’s board. Difficult to organize these things across the Atlantic, you understand. I’m sure we’ll get the chance to visit later on.” 


     “Oh, a conference, is it?” Anna swatted at Warren with her handbag as he took a seat near her. “Couldn’t even tell us your new wife is a businesswoman, could you?” 


     “I’m quite sure we’ll make up for it,” Elizabeth said with a polite smile, and she gave the couple a dainty little curtsy before excusing herself. 


     “All right then, young man,” Anna began sternly as soon as the door was closed, “get explaining. How did you meet a woman like that? What are you doing selling machines like that other one? How can you afford to put us up here and live in Belgrave Square?” 


     Warren took a deep breath, hesitating to give his father time to take a seat, but he didn’t. Warren settled for merely avoiding his gaze while he started as near to the beginning as necessary. He told them the real reason that Sir Bennett had died—that Cam walked and talked because of his sacrifice. He told them about his experiments, leaving aside the gory details, and concluded that he had managed to find just the right spell for creating the legendary automatons without the need for blood. He pointedly avoided his father’s eyes as he divulged this detail, and he hurried on to say that the demand was quite high, and he was working himself day and night to keep up. 


     “They’ve no idea what they have, do they?” his mother asked as the suite door opened and Cam appeared, carrying a heavy tea tray. She held out a hand to stop the golem from pouring the tea. “Come here, please.” 


     Cam obediently stood in front of her while she inspected him, gingerly touching his cool metal body and looking into his bright aperture eyes. “It doesn’t remember anything from before? About poor Sir Bennett?” 


     “Doesn’t seem to,” Warren said, and Cam shook its head. 


     “Warren Hayward tells me that Sir Bennett died to create me, but I do not believe I am Sir Bennett. I have no memories of being human. I am me. I am Cam.” 


     “I decided to keep him, rather than sell him, since he’s...the real thing,” Warren said, risking a glance over at his father. “I don’t think the other ones are quite as self-aware,” he added quickly under Mason’s narrow gaze, “but they do speak and learn better than any other automaton on the market.” 


     “Oh, you must be so careful, darling,” his mother said, lightly patting Cam on the arm and thanking it for the tea it poured. “You don’t know the risk you’re taking, showing something like this to the world. What if someone finds out the truth?” 


     “I do give them insides,” he objected. “They look like proper machines. Who in their right mind would ever suspect magic, in any case?” His father stared silently at the golem as it handed him a cup of tea, and Warren cleared his throat once and attempted to settle back casually into his chair. “It’s been months, mum. No one suspects a thing—they’re all too enamored with the idea of a mechanized butler. It’s fine.” 


     “I just worry for you. You know what they’d do to you if they found out.” 


     “I know, mum. It isn’t an issue.”  


     Anna took one last look at Cam and gave a small sigh, and then she turned the conversation to the topic of marriage instead. She demanded to know how Warren had met Elizabeth, what she was like, what he loved about her the most, and countless other inane, pointless things. He told the story as best he could, occasionally taking artistic liberties with their courtship, and he finished by saying what he thought they would want to hear—that she was the best thing ever to happen to him, and that he anticipated a long and prosperous future with her. The detail about Elizabeth not being able to bear children could always come up later if need be, at a crucial and heartbreaking time. 


     “I’m so glad you’re happy, darling,” Anna said, leaning over to place a hand on her son’s knee. “I never would have imagined you’d do this well for yourself. We made the right decision after all, letting him go off with Sir Bennett, didn’t we, Mason?” 


     His father only gave a small grunt of agreement, his gaze on the bottom of his teacup. 


     “I’m so glad,” she said again, patting Warren’s knee quickly in a moment of exuberance. “I’m so glad that I won’t even bother you about grandchildren yet.” 


     “We should get settled in,” his father said quietly, the first words Warren had actually heard him speak in years. 


     “Oh, yes,” Anna agreed, and she leaned forward to set down her cup. “We won’t keep up your whole day, darling; I’m quite tuckered out from the trip myself. Lots of bustle and go taking a ride on the train, isn’t it? Be quite nice to take a bit of a breather for a few days.” 


     Warren stood and put his empty teacup on the tray, and he bent to kiss his mother on the cheek. “You should come for luncheon tomorrow. I’ll show you around the city a bit. Just ring when you’re ready and I’ll send Cam with the autocar.” 


     “All right, dear. We’ll see you tomorrow, then.” 


     Warren stopped to shake his father’s hand, but Mason ignored him, brushing by him to set his cup on the table. Just as Warren was about to give up, his father muttered, “I’ll walk ‘im out.” He put a rough hand on his son’s shoulder and led him to the suite door, waiting for Cam to follow them out before pausing just outside the doorway and pulling it just to behind him.  


     Mason leaned over to peek through the cracked door, clearly making sure his wife wasn’t listening, and then he turned back to stare at Warren with a hard face. “You’re a fool, boy, and you’re in over your ‘ead.” 


     “What are you talking about? I told you; I give them insides—” 


     “Might fool your mother wiv all ‘at,” he growled, glancing this way and that to check the hallway for eavesdroppers, “but you won’t fool me. You know an’ I know there’s no way to make a golem wivout spillin’ blood. What’ve you gotten into?” 


     Warren scowled, feeling like a child under his father’s gaze. “Why would I be into anything? Why lie about it?” 


     “Because you’re a greedy little shit an’ y’always ‘ave been, an’ I wouldn’t put it parst you to kill a man if you thought it would turn you a profit. There’s darkness in you, boy, an’ this city can make any man ruthless.” 


     “What do you know about me?” Warren hissed, leaning in close to his father to keep his voice low. “I wasn’t anything but free labor to you. You’re just sorry you lost the spare set of hands.” 


     “I know what I see,” Mason grunted, and he glanced back to the door. “Tomorrow, send your mother off with your new missus. We’ve got some talkin’ to do.” Before Warren could protest, his father had stepped back inside the suite and shut the door in his face. 


     “Is Warren Hayward in trouble?” Cam asked quietly. 


     “There isn’t anything he can do to me,” Warren spat, and he waved for Cam to follow him and stalked off down the corridor. 


     At the house, Warren spent his evening pacing the study, and this time it wasn’t worry that moved him, but anger. He had long ago given up on earning his father’s respect, and their conversation that morning may well have been the most words they had ever exchanged at one time, but Warren no longer felt the need to treat his father with respect that would never be reciprocated. Who was he, anyway, except a bitter old man who didn’t care about anything aside from his business? He didn’t even like his wife, and it had been clear throughout Warren’s entire life that his mother was the one in love—though with what, he couldn’t imagine. 


     Ben was an adequate sounding board for Warren’s wrath, though he couldn’t be told the whole story. Warren fabricated an argument in which his father warned him against using magic at all instead of revealing the truth to his favorite inspector. Ben listened patiently until he was quite sure Warren had worked out the worst of his bitterness, and then he moved to stand behind him and placed his hands on Warren’s shoulders. He bent to touch a light kiss to Warren’s neck, his rough hands pressing into the tense muscles of Warren’s shoulders. 


     “If you’re going to keep sayin’ there’s nothing to worry about, hadn’t you best stop worrying?” he murmured, nipping at the redhead’s earlobe and making him jump. “You said he doesn’t mean anything to you.” 


     “He doesn’t. He never has,” Warren grumbled. “I don’t care that he’s always been distant. But he chooses now to pretend as though he should have a say in anything that I do? It’s infuriating.” 


     “I can tell,” Ben chuckled, and he gently brushed Warren’s hair behind his ear to get better access to his neck. He smiled against his lover’s skin as he felt him shudder, and he let his hands slip slowly down Warren’s arms as he pressed close against him. 


     “You’re one to tell me not to worry,” Warren sighed, tilting his head with a small smirk as Ben’s teeth grazed him. “Have you finally finished grousing?” He chuckled as Ben bit him more sharply. 


     “I’m finished with you telling me I’m grousing because I don’t want to share our home with two thieves and your wife,” Ben muttered as he laced his fingers with Warren’s. “But I trust you. If you say this is the way it has to be, then this is the way it’s going to be. No more fuss.” 


     “That’s something I’m going to need you to promise,” Warren said with a chuckle as he leaned back against Ben’s chest. 


     “If you’re keeping all your promises, this one’s the least I can do you.” Ben gave Warren’s neck one last kiss before releasing him. “Now quit your grousing, will you? Your da’s just givin’ you an ‘ard time. You want I should be out of the house tomorrow, or shall I hide in the bedroom and listen through the door with a glass? Maybe ‘ave Cam come and give me the gossip as it ‘appens?” 


     “I wouldn’t dream of telling you how to live your life.” 


     “Any more than you already have.” 


     “Yes.” 


     Ben smiled at him, a real smile for the first time in what felt like ages, and Warren pulled him down for a kiss, determined to pay him back in kind for all the teasing he’d just endured. He led Ben backward by a hand on his chest until he was close enough to push him onto the bed, climbing on top of him and settling comfortably onto his lap as he deftly began to unbutton the other man’s shirt. 


     “I thought you were angry,” Ben chuckled, watching as Warren pulled his shirt open and shuddering as the redhead’s fingernails scraped sharply down his stomach. 


     “You’re a good distraction,” Warren murmured, bending to press a kiss to Ben’s chest as he worked the inspector’s belt undone. He helped Ben wriggle out of his trousers, laughing as the larger man sat up and easily flipped him over onto his back.  


     Ben kissed him like he always had—with eagerness, need, and care, and Warren realized quite how long it had been since they felt at ease with each other. Ever since the topic of marriage was brought up weeks ago, Ben had pulled away from him and accepted his affection in an irritatingly passive way. Perhaps it really was as Elizabeth said—as soon as it became clear that she wasn’t a threat to what he and Ben had, he had come around. Warren kept his favorite inspector close to him, accepting and returning every kiss and touch. 


     By the time they heard the sudden knock on the door, the blankets had been rumpled so severely that they were half spilled over the edge of the bed, and Ben jumped at the sound, causing a yelp from Warren as he jerked away with the redhead’s bottom lip still between his teeth. This brought on a hastily whispered apology, which caused a sharp thump to the inspector’s chest, which, in turn, led to Warren shushing Ben’s laughter while attempting to stifle his own. 


     “Your mother telephoned, Warren,” Elizabeth’s voice came through the closed door. If she could hear them inside, her voice gave away no amusement. “She wanted you to know that she and your father are going to dinner. I’m choosing to pretend that this has some special meaning between the two of you and that she didn’t actually just call to let you know of her intentions to eat today, but on the off chance that she did, it’s my hope that I’m disrupting your afternoon the way she did mine.” 


     Warren put a hand over Ben’s mouth before he could answer and just called out, “Thank you!” before hiding his face in Ben’s shoulder to laugh. 


     “Good night, gentlemen,” Elizabeth said, and Warren could practically see the dry smirk on her face as he heard her heels clicking on the hallway floor. 


     “She’s a bit of a bastard,” Ben muttered, already bending to nip at the tender skin on Warren’s shoulder. “I see why you get on.” 


     Warren flicked him sharply on his flesh bicep and pulled him down to kiss him again. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Twenty-Five 


       


     The next day, as promised, Warren’s mother telephoned to ask if it was all right for them to come by for luncheon. Cam had spent all morning talking to the automaton in the kitchen—which consisted of only a single arm on a track around the top of the room that absolutely did not have the capacity to understand anything the golem said to it—and was quite eager to present its work. The golem served the food and poured the tea while Warren and Elizabeth sat in uncomfortable silence across the table from his parents. 


     “This is a lovely house, Warren,” his mother said once she had finished scolding him for smoking. “I’m so proud of you; who would ever have thought you’d end up here? From our little coaching house?” She tittered to herself a moment. “Oh, but I should be asking about your beautiful wife, darling! I’m so glad we get the chance to talk, Elizabeth.” 


     “I feel quite the same, Mrs. Hayward,” Elizabeth answered with what Warren considered an impressive amount of patience.  


     The questions fell from his mother’s lips like a waterfall, and Warren’s mind wandered until he occasionally heard his name mentioned. After what seemed like an eternity, the table was cleared, and Warren stood to address his wife and mother. 


     “I thought it might be nice if you two took in the sights a bit this afternoon. Mum’s never been to London, after all, have you? It would give you a chance to have a bit of an outing, and the weather is more than warm enough.” 


     Elizabeth’s gaze bore straight through to the back of Warren’s head, but he only smiled at her while his mother gushed. 


     “That sounds wonderful!” she said brightly. “You’ll be all right on your own, won’t you, Mason?” 


     His father grunted his agreement but said nothing. 


     “Take Cam with you,” Warren offered, predicting Elizabeth’s objection that she knew little more about London than Mrs. Hayward. “He knows the city very well, and he’s read just about every history book about it.” 


     “Oh, how exciting!” Anna moved from her seat to gather her handbag, and Warren escorted the two women to the front door, calling to Cam to prepare the autocar. 


     Just before they left, Elizabeth leaned in close to Warren on the pretense of giving him a brief kiss on the cheek and whispered softly into his ear, “If I tell you you’re going to America, you’re going.” 


     “Yes, dear,” he said with a smile as he pecked her cheek, earning himself a cheerful laugh from his mother before the two women went down the front steps to the waiting autocar. 


     Now alone in the house with his father, Warren stepped into the dining room, where the older man stood at the back of his chair with a frown. 


     “Let’s have it then,” Warren said with little patience. “Let’s hear your wisdom.” 


     “Wisdom’s nothin’ to do wiv what you’re doin’, boy,” his father answered. “Let’s see it. Where you do it.” 


     Warren paused. “You want to see my workshop?” 


     “Aye.” 


     Warren hesitated, but he gestured to his father to follow him and opened the hidden door in the hall, leading him down into the cellar. Mason coughed as he reached the bottom of the steps, holding his hand to cover his nose and mouth. 


     “Christ, it’s thick in ‘ere,” he said, attempting to wave the air away from his face. “How many?” He scowled when Warren only looked at him with a blank stare. “Answer me, boy; ‘ow many’ve died in ‘ere?” 


     A small thud of guilt ran through Warren as he realized that without his books in front of him, he didn’t know. “Dozens,” he said after a moment. “What’s thick in here?” 


     “Can’t you smell the blood? Surprised you can’t smell it all through the house.” He walked over to the partition and leaned around it to inspect the table. How’s it done?” 


     “Why do you care? Thinking of becoming a business partner?” 


     “You answer my question, lad, before I slap that smart mouth.” 


     Warren scowled at him, but he said quietly, “It’s a circle.” 


     Mason nodded. “Supposed it would be. Now you listen ‘ere,” he went on, turning back to face his son. “Not a word of what’s said ‘ere makes it to your mother, understand?” Warren said nothing, so his father snorted at him and continued. “You’re a man now, an’ I can’t make you do summin you don’t want to do. What I can do is do my duty as a father and give you fair warnin’.” 


     “Your duty as a father?” Warren laughed, slipping his hands into his pockets. “Since when has that been of any interest to you?” 


     “I done right by you as far as need be,” Mason grumbled. “You ‘ad a place to sleep and you never went ‘ungry. All the rest your mother ‘andled just fine. But this is different. Your mother don’t know nothin’ about this business, an’ she never will.” 


     “Get to the point, will you?” 


     “I know what you’re into, boy, because I’ve been deeper than you. Blood magic plays havoc with a man’s soul, and that’s the truth. You laugh if you like,” he said louder to speak over his son’s chuckle, “but I see it in your eyes already. You think this isn’t the same since it’s not your blood you’re usin’, but it’s takin’ what it wants from you just the same. You’re lyin’ if you say you can’t feel it.” 


     “I don’t feel anything,” Warren shrugged, and his father took a step closer to him. 


     “That’s the point. Look at me. You think I was always this way?” Mason shook his head. “It gets under your skin. You do it because it’s easy, and because every time it feels a little bit less like doin’ wrong.” 


     “You expect me to believe that you were so involved in blood magic that it made you into the miserable bastard you are today, and all you have to show for it is that coaching house?” 


     “I gave it up,” he said quietly. “I gave it up the day I realized I didn’t love your mother no more.” 


     Warren paused, and he watched his father with a furrowed brow, his eyes traveling down his sleeves as he remembered the older man’s scarred forearms mopping the floor or counting out coins. He used to wonder what had caused so many scars, but now he knew—he’d done it to himself. 


     “I don’t ‘ardly feel nothin’ anymore. When I was young, I did whatever I pleased—I gambled and twisted men’s minds to think I’d won when I ‘adn’t, I made people forget they’d seen me when I stole from ‘em, and I killed anyone who crossed me wrong. I used blood magic like it didn’t matter. But it matters.” Mason tilted his head slightly, and his gaze went distant, though he couldn’t quite manage to look sincere in his sorrow. “I remember lovin’ your mother. I remember when she was young and beautiful, and I would’ve done anything for ‘er. I did do anything for ‘er. Anything it took. An’at puts me ‘ere. That’s the worst of it, boy. I don’t feel it no more—but I remember what it was like.” 


     Warren folded his arms across his chest, more for a sense of security than out of disrespect. “Why are you telling me this?” 


     “Because if you’re anythin’ like me, it’ll come as natural to you as breathin’. Because you say you love ‘at woman, your wife. If you keep goin’ down this path, you’ll forget what that even means. But I can’t make your decisions for you. You’ll dig your own grave if you like and it’s nothin’ to do wiv me. But you will do summin for me.” 


     Warren looked up at him with a small frown. “What?” 


     “You’ll give me enough money to buy your mother a little cottage down by the lake,” he said, “an’ you won’t talk to her again. Not if you keep on wiv this. It’d kill ‘er to know what you’re about, and I’m not goin’ to let ‘er find out. She deserves better from both of us. I’ll sell the coaching house, and you’ll give me enough to pay for the rest. If you ever get your ‘ead right, you’ll be welcome. Until then, I don’t want to so much as ‘ear your name. You understand, boy?” 


     Warren laughed despite himself. “You want me to pay you off?” 


     “I want you to give your mother what she deserves. She’s a good woman, and she never did no wrong to you, and I won’t ‘ave you breakin’ ‘er ‘eart because of this greedy nonsense.” 


     “Fine,” Warren said immediately, and he moved to the cellar steps and gestured to the door to send his father out.  


     He led him to the study and wrote him out a check for more than enough for a decent house in Huntingdon, tearing it away from the book and offering it to the older man. Warren tugged it just out of reach when Mason held out his hand for it, and he said softly, “Don’t imagine that this means you know me, old man. I expect I won’t have to hear from you either, once this is done.” 


     “Have no worries on that front, boy,” Mason said, and he snatched the check from his son’s hand when it was offered again. 


       


     Warren would have been glad to send his parents off early after his agreement with his father, but his mother insisted on remaining and visiting the entire week. They were in and out of the house at all hours of the day at their whim, which made getting any work done outrageously difficult. He could only really trust them to stay away at night, and even that was after a long dinner and a late coffee. Finally he was forced to excuse himself from after-dinner cordials when he heard his TXM chime in his pocket, and he knew that the Travers were in the cellar. He had hoped that his parents would have been gone by the time they arrived, but he couldn’t risk leaving his guest in the cellar for very long. 


     He pecked Elizabeth on the cheek and promised to return shortly, then hurried through the hidden door to the cellar. 


     “Family troubles, boss?” Owen asked, chuckling at Warren’s glare. “One good thing about not ‘avin’ any parents, eh Si?” 


     “I wouldn’t trade it,” Simon said, and Warren gestured to them to drop the unconscious man by the circle he had drawn up earlier. “We may have the beginnings of a problem, Hayward,” he went on, dusting his hands of whatever dirt had been on the man’s clothes.  


     “What problem?” 


     “People are startin’ to keep shut in before it gets too late,” Owen said. “Too many people gone missin’.” 


     “Perhaps you should take a sabbatical,” Simon suggested. “Give people time to forget. Give the constable time to forget,” he added, and Warren frowned. 


     “Not yet,” Warren said after a moment. “Cast a wider net. We can slow down production if we have to. There are always people coming and going from the city, aren’t there?” 


     Owen laughed. “Aye; I’ve always wanted to be a highwayman eh?” He nudged Simon with his elbow. “I like the sound of that.” 


     “It’s an extra risk, Hayward,” Simon said. 


     “Then we’ll have to be extra careful.” He took his knife from the table and bent over the man, lifting his head by the back of his hood and spilling the blood from his throat over the circle. The men swayed against the shockwave, and then Owen let out a small sound of surprise and cleared his throat loudly. 


     Warren turned to see Elizabeth standing at the top of the cellar steps, watching him with wide eyes. He felt frozen. He must have forgotten to seal the door behind him in his hurry. 


     “Your parents have gone,” she said quietly, moving down the steps and leaning over to get a better look at the guilty scene. “Warren, what is this?” 


     “I can explain,” he said in a rush, and his mind raced for possible solutions. He hadn’t taken any blood from this one beforehand, so that wasn’t even an option. He couldn’t kill her. She was too important; too close to him. He dropped the knife to the floor and pushed Simon over to deal with the new golem, cautiously taking a few steps toward his wife while Owen scrambled to wrap up the body as though it wasn’t too late to hide it. 


     “I’m listening,” she said calmly, but her eyebrows were raised like a schoolmistress expecting an explanation from a naughty child. “What was that light? Is that man dead?” 


     “Well—yes, he’s dead.” He expected her to recoil, to run or cry, but she stood still, looking him in the face. “The light was that,” he said, gesturing over his shoulder to the golem as Simon walked it out from behind the partition. Warren sighed. “I’m going to tell you the truth, Elizabeth. I should have told you what you were getting into. The automatons I make—they aren’t mechanical. Well, they’re built of machinery, but the life...the life comes from life. By magic.” 


     “Magic,” she echoed, and she actually let out a small laugh. “Why not?” She tilted her head as she watched the golem walk into the side room for storage until delivery in the morning. “I suppose stranger things have happened. Are you a magician, Warren?” 


     “I am a witch, yes. And so is Simon, and so is Ben. There are many more of us, living secretly among the rest of you. I know this must be unbelievable to you—” 


     “Show me,” she interrupted him, and she folded her arms to look him up and down. “That flash of light could have been anything. Show me something to make me believe.” 


     “What—you’re serious?” She nodded sternly at him, so Warren let out a sigh and glanced around the room for something to use. He let out a small sound of realization, and he took his old leather case from the shelf. He opened it as he walked back to her, digging through the various pouches until he found the small, bumpy cylinder of rough stone he sought. It had runes etched around the edges, and he offered it to her for inspection. 


     Elizabeth picked up the stone tentatively. “What is this?” 


     “Easy proof,” Warren said, and he reached out to place his hand on hers over the stone in her palm. “This one’s an old favorite of mine. Mum actually used to scold me for using it on the village girls when I was a boy.” He spoke the words carved into the stone, and water began to drizzle over the both of them, gently falling from a vague place near the ceiling. 


     Elizabeth gave a bit of a start and peered skeptically up at the ceiling, reaching her hand up to wave around at it as though looking for the source. When she looked back at Warren, he lifted his hand from hers, and the remaining droplets fell around them into the small puddle at their feet. “Well,” she said with a short sigh, “I suppose that answers that, doesn’t it? I never would have thought you had it in you, Warren. Couldn’t have perhaps done it without ruining my hair, could you?” She handed Warren the rough stone and leaned around him to peer at Simon. “And you?” 


     Simon only held up a hand, producing a quick ball of flame in his palm without even the use of a token. Warren was still learning that sort of trick. Simon closed his hand to snuff out the flame and returned his hands to their relaxed position behind his back. 


     “I see,” she muttered, and Simon smirked faintly at her. “But not you?” 


     “Not I, missus,” Owen said with a shrug. “I’m perfectly ord’nary in all ways but one.” He winked his scarred eye at her, and she sighed and returned her attention to Warren. 


     “Is that what’s been going on this whole time, then?” 


     “You’re awfully calm about this, you know,” Warren said, glancing over his shoulder at the wrapped up body. “You realize I told you that man is dead, don’t you? That means that every golem that’s come out of here has been followed by a dead body.” 


     “Oh, Warren,” she said softly, “how many people could that possibly be?” 


     “What—how do you mean? Quite a few, actually, if you’ve been keeping count.” He almost felt offended at her lack of fear or disgust. 


     “My family owns coal mines, Warren. Coal mines are dangerous. Do you know how many men died in my mines last year? Almost a thousand. Last year, two hundred died in one collapse alone. You put out one of these machines per week? You haven’t even been doing this for a year yet. Death is a cost of business, dear; anyone who tells you otherwise is naive.” She chuckled at his stunned face and leaned in to peck his cheek. “Just don’t let the neighbors know. I won’t have scandal coming out of this house.” With that, she turned and went back up the stairs, leaving Warren in the cellar with the Travers and a dead body. 


     After a long silence, Warren turned to the twins and gave a small shrug. “Well, be careful, gentlemen; we don’t want the neighbors to find out.” 


     “I am goin’ to change that woman’s life,” Owen said with a distant smile, and he shook his head when Simon nudged him. They carried the body out together, and Warren stood alone for a moment before a short laugh came out of him, and he went up the steps and sealed the cellar door behind him. He had chosen the right woman to be a placeholder wife, at least. 


       


     Warren escorted his parents to the train station the following afternoon, quite happy to see the back of them. His mother hugged him and kissed his cheek with tears in her eyes, and his father shook his hand for the sake of his mother if nothing else. They exchanged a long glance before Mason turned to board the train, and Warren let out a slow sigh as he returned to the autocar. At least that was one less trouble on his mind.   


     Warren was grateful for a moment to be alone with Elizabeth as they rode home in the autocar. “I need to ask a favor of you,” he began, and a small smirk pulled at one corner of her lips. 


     “Only the one?” 


     “The most important one,” Warren said with a frown. “You mustn’t tell Ben about what you saw in the cellar.” 


     Elizabeth lifted one eyebrow at him. “Your beloved Inspector isn’t privy to your nightly doings? No, I suppose he wouldn’t be,” she said in response to Warren’s furrowed brow. “It’s rather the thing it’s his business to prevent, isn’t it? I’d say he’s a touch too soft-hearted to approve of your methods, in any case.” 


     “Then you won’t tell him?” 


     “Your relationship with Mr. Cartwright is none of my affair, Warren. What you tell him or don’t tell him has absolutely nothing to do with me. I’m keeping enough of your secrets that this one more shouldn’t be any burden.” 


     Warren released a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. “Thank you. You’re very right to think he wouldn’t approve.” 


     “I’m right about most things, I think you’ll find, dear.” He smiled faintly at her. 


     Ben was waiting for him when they arrived back at the house, ready to greet Warren with a kiss which went politely ignored by Elizabeth. 


     “Cam’s made supper,” Ben said as he lightly squeezed Warren’s hand. “Will you join us, Elizabeth?” 


     The woman stopped mid-stride and glanced skeptically over at Ben, but he only gave her a warm smile. “You are in a good mood, Mr. Cartwright. I’ll stay if I’m welcome.” 


     “Of course you’re welcome,” Warren said, and he shrugged off his jacket on his way to the dining room. He sat at the head of the table with Ben at his right side and Elizabeth at his left, and Cam served them the meal it had carefully prepared with its good friend the kitchen arm. 


     Ben and Elizabeth actually exchanged a few pleasantries, which was a bit of a surprise, but Ben did seem in a much better mood than he had been for weeks. Perhaps he had finally taken to heart his promise to trust in Warren’s decisions. No matter what the cause, it was a vast improvement over his sulking. He still scowled when the Travers appeared in the doorway, and he very pointedly did not invite them to join in the meal, but at least all of his bad mood was reserved for the twins instead of Warren. Warren began to see the man he knew before any of this started, smiling and teasing. It made him ever more sure that everything he had done had been worth the cost if it meant that Ben smiled beside him this way. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Twenty-Six 


       


     Ben found Warren in the study late one afternoon, the tall windows shut against the light snow falling on the estate lands outside Coventry. Warren had insisted that buying a country house was the proper thing to do, since he could hardly be expected to remain in a dusty, smog-ridden city like London for the entirety of his days without any relief. Ben had questioned the logic of spending so much time trying to get to London only to get away from it, but Warren waved him off and said that the occasional holiday would do them both good. 


     Ben could hardly disagree, since their time together had been steadily waning over the last few months. Warren had apparently had cause to leave the city fairly regularly—looking at estates and dealing with solicitors, he said, though Ben didn’t know why that would require such extended visits, or why the Travers would need to go with him to choose a country house. He didn’t like to be suspicious, but he wouldn’t have been qualified for his title as Inspector if the details hadn’t seemed odd to him.  


     All of the questioning and nosing around he had done on the Heolstran road had told him only that the Travers regularly came back with money to spend, which was no surprise to him. Thieves and killers they might be, but it seemed they could be trusted to be discreet, at least. Most people hardly seemed to know even the name of the gentleman the twins worked for, let alone what sort of work they did—which didn’t seem to be very much, really. If Warren felt safer having them around, he supposed he couldn’t blame him for wanting the security, but there hadn’t been any threat against him since the first break-in, and Simon had only made that problem worse by introducing Warren to real blood magic. 


     Ben felt uneasy about the issue as he looked at Warren now, leaned back in his seat with a book in his lap, a burning cigarette in the ashtray, and his elbow leaned on the arm of the chair as he stirred the spoon in his teacup without touching it. That was almost sign enough on its own. Magic without a grounding token, without at least speaking the words or concentrating, was rare, and Warren was still young to have mastered such things. There was something off about him as well, something that Ben couldn’t quite put his finger on—or perhaps that he didn’t want to. Warren had suggested that Ben take time away from work so that they might take this holiday together. They brought Cam along to help with meals and upkeep, but Warren had hired a couple of men in the village to tidy the place up after they left. It meant that the two of them could spend a few weeks without any worry of being peeked on, overheard, or interrupted. They had spent the time lounging in the sun, eating whatever they pleased, sleeping together and reading in the evenings. It should have been wonderful, but something didn’t feel right. Warren wasn’t the same. 


     Warren looked up when he noticed Ben in the doorway, but instead of the warm smile Ben expected and hoped for, he saw only the same dark blue eyes that had done nothing but stare at him for weeks. Ben went against every instinct he had by pretending he didn’t know the look. The stoic face, the blank mouth, the empty eyes. He hadn’t seen it often in his career, and for that he was grateful. It was the same face he recognized in Simon—the eyes of a maleficum. Everyone who performed blood magic ended up the same way if they let it get away from them.  


     His father had told him long ago that a man couldn’t do inhuman things without losing some of his humanity along the way, and blood magic was one of the most inhuman things Ben could think of. He told himself that no one had been hurt, that no one Warren had any cause to interact with had gone missing or been killed—so he at least wasn’t doing anything too dangerous. But that didn’t seem to matter when it came to him staying the bright, smiling young man that Ben had fallen in love with. 


     “Can we discuss something, love?” Ben asked as he took a seat beside him. “If I’m not interrupting.” 


     “You’re the reason we’re here, Ben,” Warren said, shutting his book and setting it aside. 


     “And I’m glad to be here,” he assured him. “It’s good that you’ve given yourself a rest. Do you know how long it ‘ad been since we even shared a meal together before we came ‘ere? You’ve done nothing but work and go to parties—also business, I know,” he added before Warren could correct him. “But that isn’t what I want to talk about. I want to talk about your eyes.” 


     A small smirk touched one corner of Warren’s lips. “I knew you were a romantic, but—” 


     “That isn’t what I mean and you know it,” Ben interrupted. “You told me that after Callaway, it was done. Said that would be the only time.” 


     Warren’s brow furrowed slightly. “You think I’m been doing blood magic?” 


     “I know you ‘ave. I’m not a fool, Warren.” 


     Warren considered the number of people whose opinions he had changed over the last few months—people who could have given away his secrets, who tried to overcharge him, or even those he simply didn’t like. He felt the weight of the flask in his jacket, the blood inside tainted with a few drops of a serum that kept it from rotting in his pocket. Having blood always at his fingertips had allowed him to cause more than one irritating guest at a dinner party to go red in the face and excuse himself, panting and dripping sweat as the blood heated in his veins. He was well used to the taste now, though he had been forced to develop a zealous habit of brushing his teeth and rinsing his mouth to keep Ben from noticing. 


     “I haven’t been hurting anyone,” he said easily, and Ben moved from his seat to kneel in front of him and clasp his hands. 


     “Don’t lie to me,” he whispered. “You can lie to everyone else in the damn world, but don’t you lie to me. I can see it in you. You’ve got to stop this, love. I told you I can’t overlook it.” 


     “Are you going to arrest me, Inspector? For blood magic? I didn’t realize it was a listed statute.” 


     “I’m serious!” Ben snapped, clenching Warren’s hands tightly. “You don’t know what you’re doing to yourself.” 


     “I know precisely what I’m doing. I think perhaps it’s you who doesn’t understand. This is above your pay grade, Inspector—your business is the cutpurses and the brawlers on the Heolstran road. Not someone of my calibre.” 


     “Your...calibre?” Ben released Warren’s hands and got to his feet. “You’re joking, right? Don’t you see what you’ve become? This is exactly what I warned you about, innit? It’s all gone to your ‘ead. The money, the parties.” 


     “Yes, it’s been awful for you, hasn’t it?” Warren stood to be closer to eye-level with him, his voice deadly calm. “The free lodging in my home, the holiday, the new clothes, the promotion. You’ve really hard it quite hard.” 


     “You didn’t get me that promotion,” Ben objected, and he felt his heart sink at the cold chuckle that came from Warren’s lips. 


     “Don’t be dull, pet,” he said with a mild sneer. “Do you honestly think that your predecessor really had such a serendipitous accident?” 


     “You didn’t,” Ben breathed. “Warren, the man will never walk again! A good man, and an honest Inspector! Why would you do this? I would have been promoted eventually!” 


     “And by my hand you have been promoted now!” Warren snarled, and Ben took a small step away from him. Warren hesitated, taking a quick, calming breath. “By my hand you could have anything in the world that you wanted, Ben. You have only to ask, and I shall make the very stars spell your name. You could be Chief Inspector within the week, or Commissioner within three months.” 


     “I don’t want what I ‘aven’t earned,” Ben said, his shoulders heavy as he looked at the unrecognizable person who had replaced the man he loved. “And you shouldn’t want to give it to me,” he pressed. “This isn’t what you wanted; can’t you see that? I thought you wanted us to live free and in peace. You’ve done that. You don’t ‘ave to keep on with this. You can’t keep on. If you really want to do something for me, Warren, you ‘ave to stop.” He moved close and put his hands on either side of his lover’s face, looking down into his eyes with desperation. “What I want is for you to quit. I want you to sell your last golem and come and live out your days here, with me, before you go so far there’s no pullin’ you back.” 


     Warren watched him with those achingly empty eyes, which narrowed just faintly as he took in the inspector’s words. “As simple as that,” he whispered, and Ben nodded and bent to touch his forehead to his. 


     “As simple as that. Who knows—maybe if you stop, you’ll get better. You don’t know ‘ow different you are,” Ben said softly, shutting his eyes as his breath mingled with Warren’s. “I don’t want this. I want what we ‘ad. I want who you were. I love who you were.” 


     Warren closed his eyes, his fingers reaching up to curl into Ben’s sleeves, and let out a slow sigh. Wasn’t this what he always said he was fighting for? Simply to be close to him, to be able to relax and love him in peace? Perhaps it could be that easy. He had almost endless money saved, as well as earning income from the investments he had made. They could live comfortably for the rest of their lives. Still, the thought passed through his mind that this one man might not be worth the trouble it would take to break down his entire business. 


     He clenched the fabric of Ben’s shirt, pushing the idea away. This was exactly what Ben was warning him about. It wasn’t just one man asking him. It was Ben. There was no point to any of this if Ben wasn’t happy. Simon had called blood magic insidious—if it could make Warren question himself when it came to loving Ben, then perhaps the cost was more real than Warren had imagined. Perhaps he wasn’t yet so far gone that he couldn’t be reminded of why he had started all of this. 


     “If it’s what you want,” he said at last, “I’ll do it. I’ll return to London to finish some business, and then I’ll move everything out here.” 


     “No more parties,” Ben added. “No more telephone calls and stumblin’ ‘ome drunk, and no more golems. No more blood magic.” 


     He hesitated, looking up into Ben’s forlorn face. “If that’s really what you want,” he said slowly. 


     Ben kissed him, and Warren found himself smiling faintly as the other man pulled away from him with a laugh. “Elizabeth can even come and stay with us, of course,” Ben said. “I imagine she’ll want to go back and forth, so you should probably keep the house in Belgrave Square.” 


     “Of course.” 


     “This is excellent, Warren,” Ben laughed, and he touched the redhead’s cheek and kissed him again. Even after everything, if Warren was still willing to give it up, then he wasn’t completely lost. “This is the promise you must keep, yes? No going back on it.” 


     “I won’t,” Warren promised, resting a hand on Ben’s chest. “As soon as everything’s settled, we’ll come back. Within the month.” 


     Ben smiled and reached up to squeeze Warren’s hand against his heart. “Within the month.” 


       


     At the end of the week, Ben and Warren were due to return home, so they rode on the train back to London—Ben a few seats away—and parted ways at the station to avoid being seen returning from a trip together. Warren’s afternoon held only the exquisite delight of returning to Belgrave Square earlier than expected, and thus catching Owen slinking out of Elizabeth’s room with a very satisfied grin and a wink, but Ben had work to do. 


     Ben returned to his station and endured the jeers and jealousy of his fellows at his near month-long sabbatical, and he found his desk loaded with the paperwork he so loathed. He almost wished he was still only a constable—even more so now that he knew that Warren had been the cause of his advancement. He didn’t know if he would ever be able to forgive that, not really—but at least Inspector Abbott was still alive. He had to take Warren’s word that he hadn’t been using his blood magic to actually hurt anyone beyond that. There were other uses that would be more useful to him in any case. 


     Ben shook his head and leaned his elbows on his desk with his hands in his hair. There was no rationalizing what Warren had done. He had tried the whole week after their conversation to justify it in his head, to make excuses, but there were none. No reason could be given for taking a man’s blood and twisting his thoughts to better suit you.  


     Still, Warren, for his part, had seemed to make an effort. He engaged Ben more during those last few days and spent less time staring through him when they spoke. There was hope for him yet, despite everything. There had to be. 


     Ben sat up with a start when he heard someone clear their throat in his doorway, and he looked up to see Mulryan holding his hat at the entrance of the office. Ben waved him inside, and the constable stood across the desk from him with a smile. 


     “You have a good trip, Inspector? Get all of your relaxing done?” 


     “Well enough,” Ben said as he leaned back in his creaking wooden chair. 


     “Ought to go away more often, you ought,” the constable said with a short laugh. 


     “Why’s that? I thought you’d miss me too much, Mulryan.” 


     “Desperately, sir,” the other man chuckled. “But while you were away, it’s been quieter around here than it has been in months. Not a single missing person. That’s unusual for a month spread in any case, but I suppose people have been locked up rather tightly these days.” 


     Ben’s brow furrowed as he looked up at the constable. “Not a single one?” 


     “Not a one,” Mulryan answered. “Seems whoever’s been snatching people’s done run off or gotten bored. Don’t worry though; I won’t have the boys entertaining thoughts that you’re bad luck.” 


     “I might just be,” Ben murmured, and he cleared his throat and sat straight in his chair. “Anything else?” 


     “No, sir; I’m off. Glad to see you back, sir.” The constable nodded at him and went about his way, leaving Ben to stare at the map of the city pinned up behind his desk. It wasn’t so unusual for there to be death and misfortune in the poor districts, but unfortunates and vagrants had gone missing at an alarming rate for months. No witnesses, no bodies, no nothing. Ben knew that in general if someone went missing like that, it was accountable by the presence of the Llewan if not by more mundane circumstances, but they had never taken people in numbers like this. Now it had stopped? 


     He had spent months trying to track down someone—anyone—who knew anything about the disappearances, and he wasn’t the only one working on it. There was nothing. Either great numbers of poor were up and leaving London with no trace, or someone needed a great number of bodies. 


     A cold chill went up Ben’s back, and he stood to lean his hand over Belgrave Square on the map. The thought had crossed his mind before, but he had ignored it. Warren told him he knew how to make golems without blood. He hadn’t had any reason to doubt that, and he had refused to. Everything was easily explained. It wasn’t strange in the slightest that Warren preferred to work alone, or that the Travers went out at all hours of the night. Warren still needed a workshop to do his magic, and it made sense that he would keep the entrance hidden from casual visitors.  


     Ben had rejected completely the idea that Warren was connected to the disappearances, but he couldn’t explain away the fact that they had mysteriously stopped while the two of them were away from the city. Or that the golems still seemed to take around a week to ship out, even though Cam built the husks much faster than that. “Keeping up demand,” Warren had told him when he’d questioned it. He had accepted that answer, too. There was simply no way that the missing people coincided with Warren’s work. Warren might not have ever been the gentlest soul, but he wasn’t a murderer. Still, doubt gnawed at Ben’s gut until he swore at himself and scoffed that it could easily be disproved. 


     He turned to push aside the papers on his desk, spilling them in a flutter onto the floor, and he searched the desk until he found the book he kept that listed every unexplained missing persons report. He scanned the pages and his calendar, desperate for something to quiet his unease, but the dates were clear—there had been no disappearances during any of Warren’s trips to the country to look at estates. 


     Ben dropped the book back to the desk and paced the office, tracking paperwork all over the floor. He couldn’t do this now. He couldn’t doubt Warren just when he had agreed to give it all up and live quietly with him. Not when they were so close to having everything they wanted. 


     He stopped and let out a soft sigh. He couldn’t go on not knowing for sure, either. 


     He scooped up his hat off the rack as he left the office and brushed by the questions raised from a few constables who saw the mess he left in his wake. He took a taxi to Belgrave Square and rang the bell at Warren’s house. Cam answered, as expected, and Ben watched him with suspicious eyes as he entered the parlor. If there was something going on, Cam must know about it. 


     “Is Warren at home? Elizabeth?” he asked the golem, and it shook its head as it shut the door. “Mrs. has gone to a salon. Warren Hayward took the twin men on an errand just now.” 


     “An errand,” Ben sighed. He turned the machine by its shoulders and looked into its blue lightbulb eyes. “I need to ask you something, Cam, and I need you to answer me true, do you understand?” 


     “Yes, Ben.” 


     “Do you know how Warren makes his golems?” 


     “Yes.” 


     “You’ve seen him do it?” 


     “Yes.” 


     “Can you tell me how?” The golem shook its head, and Ben frowned. “Why not?” 


     “I have been told to keep the secret.” 


     “From everyone, right? From the mundanes. But you can tell me.” 


     “I have been told to keep the secret especially from Ben.” 


     Ben let his hands drop from the golem’s shoulders, his brass hand scraping softly against the machine’s metal arm. “Why from me?” 


     “I cannot say.” 


     Ben stepped back from the golem and nodded slowly. “All right. Thanks, Cam.” He paused. “Could you fix us a cuppa? Been an ‘ell of a day already.” He thanked Cam as it moved toward the kitchen, and as soon as it was out of sight, he slipped quietly down the hall to the cellar entrance. It was hidden, of course, by a sliding bookcase locked in place with a spell. Ben tried a few of the anti-warding spells he knew before he hit on the right one, and the bookcase slid sideways to reveal the steps down into the cellar. 


     He took careful, quiet steps, listening for any sign that the workshop might be occupied, but there was nothing. At the foot of the stairs, he had to take the handkerchief from his pocket and put it to his mouth. The smell was sickening. The room smelled of dust and rot and dark magic, which always carried the stomach-turning sweetness of decaying flesh. Ben had been in his share of malefica dens through the years, and the stench always clung to the walls like a sickness. He never expected to encounter the scent in a house he almost called his own. The ward on the bookcase must have kept it from seeping into the rest of the house. There could be no doubt that blood magic had been done here. 


     He explored the cellar, scanning the shelves of supplies one might expect to find in any witch’s cupboard—incense, chalk, charcoal, various stones and tokens, dried herbs. Bits of chalk were scattered on a table at the far end of the room, and a circle had been sketched out on the stone floor in front of a wooden partition. Ben crouched to inspect the circle, reaching out to put his fingertips in the white dust. It wasn’t a summoning circle. There were similarities, but the markings around the outside edge were different than any he’d seen before. He hadn’t thought to get a good look at the ones Warren used early on, and he’d been too late to see the one that had taken Sir Bennett, but he had a sick feeling in his stomach that this was the very same. 


     Ben stood to look around the partition, where an empty golem lay on the table with a bloody knife beside it. Something caught his eye in the corner, and he bent to pick up a ragged lock of blonde hair, stained at one end as if it had been torn from the scalp. 


     “Warren, what have you done?” he whispered, and he dropped the hair and turned away from his grisly imaginings. At one end of the shelf lining the wall, a cabinet sat held shut with a latch, and the wood didn’t match that around it. It looked as if it had been recently installed. 


     With only a moment’s hesitation, Ben flipped the latch and let the cupboard doors fall open, revealing half a dozen rows of small jars and vials, each full to the brim with dark liquid. He took one from its place and removed the cork to smell the contents, and he dropped it with a snort, spilling the fluid over the floor. Blood. All of it was blood. The only blood magic Ben knew of required fresh blood directly from the victim—the impracticality of it being only reason it wasn’t a much more common crime. What would Warren possibly want with a store of the stuff? 


     Ben sunk to the floor, barely avoiding the pool of blood, and dropped his handkerchief to put his head in his hands. All of these things might still be explained away if he gave Warren the chance, but he knew the truth in his bones. His love was a maleficum and more than that—a killer. He tried to recall the number of golems Warren had sold, the number of poor souls who must have passed through the garden and lost their lives for his greed. He’d been blind, and it had cost the lives of dozens upon dozens of innocent people. He had to put an end to it. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Twenty-Seven 


       


     Warren allowed Owen time to clean himself up after he arrived at the house, which also gave him ample time to tease Elizabeth once she showed her red face through a small opening in the bedroom door. 


     “Know how to handle brutes like him, do you, Elizabeth? Been around worse?” he said dryly, and she swatted at his arm on her way past him. 


     “As I keep out of your business with Mr. Cartwright, I expect you will do me the same courtesy,” she said with a haughty lift of her chin as she sat straight-backed on the chaise, running her fingers through her loose hair. 


     “I need to talk to you about that, actually.” She glanced up at him with a lifted eyebrow. “We’re going to the country. Ben and I.” 


     “Rather a quick turnaround, isn’t it?” 


     “I mean for good.” He took a seat beside her and found it in himself to faintly smile. “I’m going to stop production of the golems—the automatons. We’ll live at the country house. You can visit if you like, of course, but I imagine you’d rather maintain the house here.” 


     Elizabeth gave a small sound of consideration, and after a moment, she reached out to pat Warren’s knee. “Good for you. I imagine that will make him quite happy. And me as well, honestly; the house is a bit crowded for my liking.” 


     “I don’t imagine I’ll need the Travers any longer,” Warren pondered, “but I hate to put them out with so little warning. Perhaps I’ll keep them on, and they can assist me when I have cause to come back to London.” He leaned in close to watch Elizabeth’s face with a conspiratorial eye. “I’m sure you could find a use for at least one of them in the meantime, couldn’t you?” 


     “Don’t make vulgar insinuations,” she said with a sniff. “Can I help with anything?” 


     “I don’t think so. I have a few outstanding orders yet that I’ll make good on, but mostly I’ll need to get rid of my excess stock and make apologies to everyone who won’t get one of my machines.” 


     “The trials of desirability,” Elizabeth sighed. “You’ll manage, I’m sure.” 


     Owen reappeared with a slightly damp shirt, and Warren stood to face him. 


     “Get your brother; we’ve a visit to make,” he said, and Owen gave him a quick salute and shouted down the hallway for Simon.  


     “I don’t expect I’ll be at home when you get back,” Elizabeth noted, keeping her eyes purposely away from Owen. “I’m expected at Lady Blackwell’s. Do keep me informed of your progress, though, and let me know if I can be of any use.” She stood and moved back toward her bedroom, turning to glance at Warren over her shoulder. “Not that I’m so anxious to get rid of you,” she added kindly. “But I think it will be good for both of you. Mr. Cartwright has bluster, but his tender nature is hardly suited to the city.” 


     Warren smiled faintly. “I agree. Thank you, Elizabeth.” He tilted his head at the Travers as they arrived in the parlor, and he whistled to Cam on their way out the front door. 


     Dusk was only just beginning to fall over London as the three men rode toward the river. 


     “I ‘ear that right, boss?” Owen asked. “You givin’ up the family business?” 


     “Yes,” Warren said quietly. “I’ll still keep you boys on if you like. I’m sure I’ll have business in the city occasionally, and apparently Elizabeth would miss you.” 


     “She would,” Owen agreed solemnly. “So where are we visitin’ now?” 


     “The Llewan,” Warren said. “I owe them a favor, apparently, and I should tell them not to expect many more gifts from us.” 


     “Why now?” Simon asked, and Warren let out a short sigh. 


     “Because Ben asked. Because it’s what I should have done a long while ago. You were right about the blood magic, Simon. My father was right. I won’t lose Ben because of it.” 


     The Irishman seemed to accept that answer, and they rode in silence until they reached the now too-familiar warehouse. Warren opened the door for them, and Simon lit the way through the dark tunnels to the wide entry of the den.  


     The blackness of the lair soaked up the light from Simon’s flame, giving only the barest hint of what lay inside. Warren waited at the arch with folded arms for the elder to appear, slinking and shuffling his way out of the crawling darkness until his wrinkled face was illuminated. 


     “You’ve returned to us in person, Hayward,” he rasped with a slow chortle. “To what do we owe the pleasure? Come to learn a few more tricks?” 


     “This is the end,” Warren said simply. “There will be two or three others, and then no more. I’ve come to tell you that I’ll do your favor for you now or not at all. I’m leaving London.” 


     The old man scowled at him, and he straightened up his hunched back as well as he could to look Warren in the face. “The end,” he muttered, squinting as he looked into Warren’s eyes. “No. Not yet.” 


     Warren lifted an eyebrow at the man as he scuttled away. “Not yet? I’m telling you to collect your debt or forego it; there is no negotiation here.” 


     “We choose when to collect,” the old man spit, “and you are not yet ready.” A hissing whisper sounded from the darkness, and the elder turned his head to listen. “We do not leave the city,” he added after a moment. “Perhaps some is better than none at all.” He whispered and mumbled, seeming to converse with the very dark itself, and then he turned to Warren with a conciliatory grin. “We accept, Hayward,” he murmured, and he offered his hand to the younger man. 


     Warren didn’t move, keeping his arms safely crossed in front of him. “You think to get a grip on my pulse, cur? Tell me the price of the gifts I have given you.” 


     The elder hissed at him with angry droplets of spittle spilling out over his chin, yellow teeth clenched and bared in a snarl. “We did not train up a witch to see him walk away,” he growled, and both twins moved closer to Warren as the darkness shifted ominously in front of them. 


     The blackness of the den seemed to move en masse, and Warren caught a glimpse of sickly pale limbs coming toward them when Simon pushed him aside, flames pouring from his mouth in a long breath and spilling like liquid over the floor between them and the Llewan. The sound the creatures made was hideous; they shrieked and cried while they attempted to escape the flames burning their ragged cloaks. A few managed to get by, and Warren could hear Owen’s sound of disgust as he was forced to grab one of the sickly men around the neck to keep him from reaching his employer. 


     The elder had his eyes on Warren, who scowled behind his guards. The old man reached out his hand and beckoned Warren closer, forcing him to take a step forward. “You made an oath, Hayward,” he rasped in almost singsong teasing. “You are bound to submit.” 


     “Submit?” Warren answered through gritted teeth, fighting the pull the elder had on his blood. He could feel it, drawing him forward by his very veins. He ground his heels into the stone floor and snapped, “Brec,” teetering forward as though his strings had been cut. The look of panic on the elder’s face made him pause, but he could feel fury in his chest—the first thing he’d felt with any depth in a long while. He hadn’t done all of this just so that some flea-ridden creature in a sewer could tell him to submit. 


     The flask in his jacket pocket felt heavy. He had made a promise to Ben—but it wouldn’t be the first promise he had broken. He took the flask and uncapped the lid, spilling only a drop of precious blood down his chin as he emptied the container and dropped it to the dusty ground. 


     “Come here,” he snarled, and he reached out a hand toward the elder, tugging him closer without touching him. The old man’s feet dragged on the stone floor, scraping and scuffing as he attempted to pull out of the invisible grip. When he drew near enough, Warren reached out and snatched up his wrist, feeling the blood pump through the Llewan’s veins with a rhythm that was like a sweet song to him. The old man went limp in his grip, and Warren could feel the pale flesh heating quickly under his hand.  


     “You thought me a meal, did you?” he whispered softly. “Teach me your ways, let me grow strong, and then devour me like all the rest?” Warren leaned down close to the old man’s blotchy, twitching face, and he said in a low voice, “You miscalculated.” 


     Warren took hold of the man’s throat and pulled until the wrinkled skin broke, spilling blood over his hand in burning rivers. The smell of it almost made him lose his senses, but it wasn’t until he lifted his bloody fingertips to his lips that his world went dim. Ahead of him, the Travers were building a small pile of burned or beaten bodies, but the sound of the brawl was muffled to him. Everything seemed darker and yet more clear, even the blackness of the inner den. The blood had never been like this before.  


     He let the old man’s body drop to the floor and crouched over him without thinking, letting the blood pour into his cupped hands and tasting it greedily. It ran hot over his tongue and pulsed through him like electricity. The elder weakly clutched at Warren’s shirt for his last few breaths, but his hand went slack as his blood soaked into the sand on the floor. Warren touched the red stain with longing he’d never felt, and as he lifted his hand, droplets rose up from under his palm as though drawn by his will, forming a shifting sphere of red in the air. He watched it with held breath, holding his hand still to support it until he heard one of the twins shout at him, and all the sounds of the tunnel came rushing back over him. He could hear the roar of flames and the sparking thud of fists on flesh, the screeching and the shouting of the Llewan as they attempted to claw past the Irishmen to get to their elder. 


     With a shuddering breath, Warren drew the blood nearer to him, and as it coursed down his throat, he felt heat in his veins that he could barely stand. His stained hands trembled as he rose, and as he stepped over to the twins, the Llewan in front of him seemed to quiet. He brushed the Travers apart with a gentle touch and stood in front of them. These skittering, crawling creatures had left marks upon his men and threatened his own life. He could feel them in front of him, each one of their trembling heartbeats thudding in his ears. Eight of them left—no, ten. 


     Warren reached out a hand and the Llewan scattered, but he could pull them just as easily as if he held their strings. He drew them back from the dark corners of the den and forced them to the floor in front of him. He could see clearly in the dim light given off by the few bodies whose cloaks still burned, and he looked down into the faces of the wretches before him. He recognized the woman whom the elder had claimed as his daughter and drew her to her feet, watching her dirty face as she struggled against the force of his will. 


     “Listen to me,” he said softly, his voice low and cold, and the woman glanced at him and away as though afraid to meet his eyes. “Your elder is dead, and the debt you claim I owe is paid with your lives, do you understand?” 


     She nodded because he allowed it, and she chewed nervously at a cut on her lower lip, probably where Owen had caught her in the mouth during the scuffle. Warren’s eyes went immediately to the red droplet on her lips, and the woman trembled as he leaned in close to her, frozen in place as he slowly licked away the precious blood. He looked down into her wide grey eyes, a breath away from her, and he let her fall to the ground. 


     “You can lead these people,” he told her, “and you will continue as you have been. But I expect that if I call for you, you will answer, and that these men will be safe here by my command. Am I clear?” 


     “Yes,” she hissed softly, cowering against the filthy bodies of her fellows. 


     Warren turned away and gestured to the twins to follow him. He could sense their hesitation, but they walked with him through the tunnels, a small flame in Simon’s palm for light, until they reached the empty warehouse. The outside world seemed bright to Warren now, and he flinched as Owen pushed open the door and they stepped into the moonlight. 


     The twins paused at the door, both of them watching their employer with curious eyes. Blood covered Warren’s face and hands, tiny rivers beginning to dry on his cheeks and chin. He looked up at them with cold, empty eyes, as though he hadn’t just moved people with a gesture and taken over a centuries-old blood cult. 


     “You’ve, uh,” Owen started quietly as he tapped his own chin, “you’ve got red on you.” 


     “Thank you,” Warren answered dryly, taking the handkerchief from his pocket and beginning to wipe the blood from his face. 


     “What now?” Simon asked, glancing over his shoulder to check for passers-by. 


     “Now nothing,” Warren said. “We carry on as planned. Tomorrow I’ll make some calls, and we’ll begin to prepare for the move. This is finished.” 


     The brothers exchanged a brief look, but Warren simply brushed by them on his way back to the autocar, scrubbing at the bloodstains on his chin as he went. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Twenty-Eight 


       


     Ben paced the parlor floor, Cam peeping in at him from the doorway to the dining room. Ben caught sight of him and came to a stop, sighing and urging him inside. 


     “I wasn’t able to keep the secret, was I?” the golem said in its quiet, tinny voice as it stepped into the room. “The cellar door has been opened.” 


     “It’s not your fault, Cam. Warren shouldn’t ‘ave asked you to keep this secret from me. He shouldn’t ‘ave ‘ad cause to keep it himself.” He dropped down onto the sofa, glancing up at the golem as it approached him. “Tell me plain. Has Warren been killing people to make his golems?” 


     The machine hesitated, its aperture eyes shifting halfway closed as though it was weighing its loyalties. “Yes,” it said at last. “The twin men find them and bring them here, and Warren Hayward does the magic.” 


     Ben laughed, but it was a hollow sound, and he ran his good hand over his face and shook his head. “Of course they ‘ave been. Bloody bodyguards—I knew better than that. I’ve been a damn fool, Cam.” 


     The golem stood beside him and reached out to touch his shoulder, two brass limbs separated only by the fabric of Ben’s shirt. “I don’t think you have been a fool.” Ben paused at being addressed as ‘you’ rather than by name, but he stayed silent. “I see you,” the golem said. “You and Warren Hayward both. You disagree, and you argue, but you stay. You are sad, and you are angry, but you stay. I will never know love, but I understand what it means because I know you.” 


     Ben watched the machine with a furrowed brow. “When you open that set of ‘inges, you’ve a lot to say, ‘aven’t you?” 


     “Warren Hayward does not ask me for my opinions, but I have them.” 


     “You know it’s wrong, don’t you? What he’s been doing? Do you understand that killing people is wrong?” 


     “He is not killing them,” the golem said easily. “He is putting them in a new body.” 


     Ben shook his head. “You aren’t Sir Bennett. You’re you. You said so yourself. There’s no excuse for what ‘e’s done. I know you don’t understand, but Warren’s been asking you to help ‘im keep an awful, awful secret.” 


     The front door opened, and Ben got to his feet, taking a shaky breath as three sets of footsteps sounded in the hall. Warren didn’t smile at him as they entered, but Ben was used to that by now. 


     “Leave us be, Cam. And you boys get out of it,” Ben said to the twins, gesturing down the hall. When they hesitated, he snapped, “Get out of it or I’ll put you out.” They didn’t move until Warren waved them away, and Ben watched the hall until he heard their bedroom door click shut. Cam lingered a moment before disappearing into the kitchen. 


     “You’re awfully sour for someone who’s about to get everything he wants,” Warren said as he approached, but Ben snatched the redhead’s wrist tightly in his brass hand before he could touch his chest.  


     “I’m going to give you one chance to tell me the truth, Warren,” he said softly, looking down into the other man’s questioning face. A pit formed in his stomach as he noticed a bloodstain on Warren’s shirt collar. He was on an errand, Cam had said. He felt sick thinking of what sort of errand it had been. “Tell me how you’ve been making your golems,” he said at last. Warren glanced at Cam with an accusing scowl, but Ben touched his chin to force him to hold his gaze. “Don’t look at ‘im; it’s not ‘is fault. Tell me.” 


     “You don’t want to hear it, Ben. Not really.” 


     “I suspect I don’t,” he murmured. “But I ‘ave to.” 


     Warren sighed, but it wasn’t regret. He seemed almost as though he was being made to answer the questions of an irritating child. “It’s a life for a life. It always has been. You must have known.” 


     Ben released him, taking a small step back. “I think I decided not to know it. Not lettin’ me into the workshop, hiring the Travers—all the disappearances—” 


     “You can keep pretending,” Warren suggested. “I’m going to quit, remember? I only have two or three more orders—” 


     “Two or three more murders, Warren! For God’s sake! Listen to yourself!" 


     “You can forgive the blood magic, Callaway, your inspector—and this is where you draw your line? You have profited endlessly from what I’ve done,” Warren said in a voice much too calm for Ben’s liking. “And you will continue to do so. Everything that I’ve done has been for you.” 


     “You never should’ve started this,” Ben answered, shaking his head. “You should’ve sent Wakefield away, told ‘im you didn’t know anything about Sir Bennett’s experiments.” 


     “And still live in that house, with Mrs. Burnham watching our every move, waiting to ruin us? Scrape by on your earnings, hoping no one realized Sir Bennett had died? I’ve suffered too, Ben; I’ve done things I never thought I would. Don’t you understand what I’ve sacrificed to give you what you want?” 


     “Human lives,” Ben said with desperation in his voice. “People, Warren. People who never did no wrong by you, who died because you were too greedy to be grateful for what you ‘ad.”  


     “Greedy?” Warren closed the space between them, looking up into the inspector’s face. “Every step of the way I have been met with trials. Everywhere I turned there were threats to our safety—threats to our freedom. Threats to you. What I’ve done is made it safe for us. If I am to be accused of greed, then I am greedy, but it is for your sake that these things have been done. They had to be done.” 


     “How can you say that?” Ben shook his head, almost laughing out a sigh. “I would rather be in prison than ‘ave this on my ‘ead. Don’t tell me all these people died for me. It was your doin’. I never would’ve stood for it if I’d known.” He frowned, searching Warren’s face for any sign of regret or remorse and finding nothing but blank, dark eyes staring back at him. “Why couldn’t you ‘ave just been happy? Why couldn’t you be happy with what you ‘ad?” 


     “What did I have, Ben? What did I have besides a master who treated me poorly and a life of servitude ahead of me?” 


     “You ‘ad me!” Ben snapped, his voice breaking. He took a deep breath, putting his hands to the sides of his head as he turned away and moved to the far end of the room. When he composed himself, he let his arms drop and looked back to Warren with resignation on his face. “Do you know that you ‘aven’t said you loved me since this started? Not since before Sir Bennett. You say you’ve done all of this for me, but do you even care for me anymore?” 


     Warren hesitated, but he tried not to let his uncertainty show on his face. “Of course I do,” he said after too long a pause, and Ben shook his head and dropped his gaze to the floor. “Ben, all of this will have been for nothing if you give up now. We’re at the end! We’ve done it! Don’t you see that?” 


     “We are at the end,” Ben whispered, looking back up to Warren’s face with his jaw set. “You know what I ‘ave to do. I can’t let this go on.” 


     “What are you suggesting, pet?” Warren tilted his head as he watched the inspector clench his brass fist. “Are you going to take me in?” 


     “You know I ‘ave to.” He reached his hand out to the other man, but his heart was barely in it when he spoke the word, “Heald.” Warren stood still as the light sparked from the other man’s brass palm, and Ben faltered before twisting his hand in an attempt to bring his former lover to his knees. Warren remained standing, watching the inspector with an almost pitying look. 


     “You’ll have to do better than that,” he said gently, and he held out a hand, pulling Ben to him in an instant and letting him drop to his feet in front of him. Ben panted, his limbs aching as though Warren had moved him by the blood in his veins. 


     “Have any other tricks up your sleeve, Inspector?” When Ben opened his mouth to speak again, Warren pushed him away without touching him, sending him tumbling back over the coffee table with a crash. “We really could forget all this, you know,” he offered as Ben pulled himself to his feet. “We could live peacefully in the country, just like you wanted.” 


     “Not with you,” Ben growled, watching the other man warily. The Travers appeared in the doorway, drawn by the noise, but Ben kept his eyes on Warren. “Look at what you’ve become. What’s the blood in the cellar for, Warren? You’ve taken to the unnatural.” 


     “I’ve taken the steps necessary to give you the life you asked for.” 


     “The life you asked for.” Ben stretched his hand out again and snapped, “Claene,” the corresponding mark on his hand giving off a bright light for just an instant. 


     Warren swayed on the spot, half doubling over and putting a hand to his stomach as he retched. Blood spilled out of his mouth and onto the floor, causing the twins to rush to his side, but Ben silenced them with a quick word and dropped them to the floor. Warren looked up at him with bloodstained fingers covering his mouth, and he pulled his hand away slowly, a panicked look crossing his face as he drew the bloody fingers back into his mouth in an attempt to regain the lost blood. 


     Ben stood frozen to the spot, horror thudding through him almost as quickly as revulsion. The cupboard full of blood made sense to him now. Warren had been drinking it. He felt sick thinking of all the times Warren must have kissed him with the taste of some poor soul's blood barely gone from his mouth. “Look at yourself,” he whispered, his heart in his stomach. "The man you were is completely gone, isn't he?"  


     "The man I was?" Warren echoed, droplets of blood falling from his chin to the small puddle on the floor. "The man I was never dreamed of the power I have now. You can't know, Ben. This is freedom like we never imagined. I thought it would be the money that saved us, but it's not money at all—it's power. I can teach you. Nothing would ever be able to touch you." 


     "Teach me to drink blood? To kill innocent people for my own gain? You're sick, Warren. Touched. You ‘ave to come in. I’d prefer you did it willingly.” 


     “You don’t understand,” Warren said with a cool chuckle that broke Ben’s heart. “You think I did all of this so that you could march me to prison? I would grant any boon you asked of me, Ben, except that.” 


     “Unwillingly it is,” Ben answered with stern resignation in his voice, and he tried again to bring the other man to heel with a word. 


     Warren snarled at him, not moving from his place despite Ben’s pull. “You would rather do this than come with me? Rather than get everything you ever wanted.” 


     Ben took a single, steadying breath. “I would rather die than take another thing from you,” he murmured. He grit his teeth and heaved with all his might, and Warren stumbled forward, glaring across the parlor at him as he balanced himself. 


     Warren growled and lifted Ben from the ground with a gesture, tugging the inspector back to him and twisting him in the air while he fought the invisible grip. He drew Ben near to him with his back to the floor and his limbs held spread eagle, watching the sweat begin to bead on the other man’s forehead. 


     “I would have been your slave, Ben,” Warren whispered. Ben caught sight of a glint of metal over Warren’s shoulder, and then the redhead crumpled to the floor, releasing Ben from his hold and causing him to drop suddenly onto his back. 


     Ben heard the Travers shifting across the room and swore, though he supposed he could forgive himself the disruption in focus. He touched the back of his head and flinched, but he paused when he saw Cam standing over him with an offered hand. He accepted it and pulled to his feet, glancing between the recovering brothers and Warren’s unconscious body. 


     “Why didn’t I think to just knock him out?” Ben said with an empty smile. 


     “I have no blood to control,” Cam pointed out. “Also, I believe Warren Hayward was too distracted to hear me approach.” 


     Ben looked over at the twins as they seemed to clear their heads. “Coming to your master’s defense, lads?” he sneered. “I must say I’m in no mood.” When they only watched him in silence, he returned his attention to Cam. “Will you ‘elp me take ‘im in?” 


     “No,” the golem said simply. “You must go.” 


     “Go? I can’t just go,” Ben objected, gesturing to Warren’s limp form. “He’s a killer, Cam.” 


     “I know. He would have killed you.” The machine tilted its head as it looked up at the inspector. “I do not want this, and neither would Warren Hayward. He has lost himself, but he would regret killing you.” Ben’s face softened slightly, and he looked across at the twins with a questioning lift of his brow. 


     “He wouldn’t want us after ye, I don’t think,” Owen said after a moment, rubbing at the wide strip of hair on his head. “If you wanted to save it fer another day eh?” Simon nodded his agreement, and Ben sighed and looked back to the golem at his side. 


     “I can’t let him be.” 


     “Warren Hayward is stronger than you. He could have changed your mind.” 


     “Instead he was going to kill me? Don’t do me no favors.” 


     “You did say you would rather die.” 


     Ben hesitated. He was exhausted. This afternoon, he had been contemplating the quiet life he would have with Warren in the country. A tense one at first, perhaps, until Warren recovered from the blood magic, but a free one. But there was no recovering from this. Not from drinking blood, from—whatever else he had done to himself to be able to do the things Ben had seen today. Even if he got Warren to the station, who knew what he might do when we woke up? He couldn’t risk anymore lives, and Cam was right. He hadn’t the strength to do the deed himself—neither his magic nor his heart. 


     “Why not come with me, Cam?” he asked. “You can’t want to stay here with him.” 


     “Warren Hayward is my master. I must stay. But you are my friend. So you must go now,” the golem pressed. “Perhaps someday he will be better. But not today.” 


     Ben took a last glance at Warren’s body on the floor, bloodstained and moving only with shallow breath, and he briefly touched Cam’s shoulder and went to the front door. It wasn’t over, but today was not the day.




  




  

    

 


       


       


     Chapter Twenty-Nine 


       


     In the autumn of 1891, Warren stood on the small, makeshift platform that had been erected at the entrance to a massive brick building. He wore a tailored black suit with long tails and a dark grey overcoat, the silver chain of his pocket watch glinting in the light as he checked the time. He tucked the watch back into the pocket of his grey waistcoat and glanced around at the gathering, feeling the weight of the flask in his pocket as he buttoned his coat. 


     Cam and Elizabeth stood off to the side with two other men in dress attire, and a large group of laborers filled the space between the platform and the building. The Travers stood on the ground at the front of the platform, ensuring that the gathered press kept a polite distance. Warren passed by a dark cloth covering something easily seven feet tall, the edge of the sheet fluttering slightly in the light breeze. Flashbulbs went off at the base of the platform, and Warren could hear the whirring of a few cinematographs capturing his movement as he approached the standing microphone at the front of the platform. He flinched very slightly against the light of the dreary day and paused to remove a pair of darkly tinted pince nez from his waistcoat pocket, settling them on his nose. 


     “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” he began. “I’m very pleased that you’ve come to celebrate the opening of this factory with me. With the help of the fine gentlemen you see here—as well as my lovely wife—I believe this factory can be the spearhead of a revolution in labor forces and worker safety. I’m sure that all of you are familiar with my automatons, and some of you may even have one in your home. My personal service line has shown that it is possible to create intelligent, self-motivated servants without sacrificing loyalty for awareness. Today, I would like to go a step further.” 


     He gestured back to Elizabeth and the men lined along the edge of the platform. “Coal mines are the foundation of modern society. Without fuel, every luxury—and every necessity—that we enjoy today would be impossible. But the human cost is high, and I for one would rather see far fewer families ruined by the loss of men simply wishing to provide for them. To that end, I am proud to introduce the zero-two line, available beginning this winter.”  


     At Warren’s signal, Cam tugged on one end of the cloth covering the new golem, and it slipped free to reveal the machine’s massive body, built of polished iron and fastened with thick bolts. The square on its chest glowed blue, as did the line that took the place of eyes on its mouthless face. The golem took a heavy step forward, rattling the platform, and stood still to allow the multitude of camera flashes to capture its likeness. 


     “Good afternoon,” it said in a rumbling voice that seemed to echo within its metal shape. The effect was a bit alarming without the humanizing motion of a mouth, but the golem bowed with grace seemingly disproportionate to its bulky form, and the applause from the surrounding press increased. 


     “This line is built to withstand the hard labor of a coal mine,” Warren said, touching the machine’s gleaming arm. “They will be able to dig deeper, build faster, and haul heavier loads than the strongest human worker. Each unit will come equipped with first aid knowledge so that they may help their human fellows in the event of an injury, as well as an internal methane detector to prevent workers from entering dangerous areas. It is my sincere hope that these machines will improve the efficiency of our mines, increase their output, and keep its workers safer.” 


     A new round of applause was soon replaced by raised hands and shouts, and Warren pointed out one of the men near the base of the platform. “John Platt, Fulham and Hammersmith Chronicle, Mr. Hayward,” the man called. “Do you mean to replace the workers themselves with your automatons? What good will they do the working man if he loses his employment because of them?” 


     “Absolutely not,” Warren answered immediately. “The zero-two line exists to supplement the worker, not replace him. In addition, I’ve already employed fifty workers at my factory here in London, and I expect that number only to grow. My automatons are intelligent, and they can be taught any number of skills, but only a man has the insight and intuition to judge a situation in the moment. I have no interest in putting good men out of work, and I believe the human element is necessary in any business.” 


     He gestured to one of the other shouting men, who addressed himself as “Phillip Palmer, South London Press.” When Warren nodded, the man went on, “Mr. Hayward, if the zero-two line proves a success, have you any plans to expand into other industries? Can we expect to see automatons manning shops or driving taxis in London? Perhaps even military applications?” 


     Warren raised a hand against the murmur that went through the crowd. “Thankfully, we are at present enjoying a time of peace,” he said, “but that is not to say that this will always be the case. I have been in early talks regarding the future safety and protection of Her Majesty’s empire, but I am not at liberty to say any more than this.” 


     More shouts sounded from the gathering, and Warren answered questions about the golem’s specifications, the state of the factory, how many machines he expected to ship before the year was out, and a number of other boring things. There would be no shortage of bodies to power his golems now. Elizabeth’s mines in Virginia lost plenty of workers every year to accident or disease—an accepted number that could be reasonably inflated without suspicion—and the men that his golems did inevitably displace would find themselves one of the poor unfortunates that went unmissed. Whether men stayed employed in the mines or not, there would always be bodies, either from England or America.  


     Simon knew the ritual and could pass it on to a limited number of trustworthy witches who didn’t mind working as butchers, and the factory had been placed strategically above an entrance to the den of the Llewan. Any questioning or investigation that might be done could easily be turned aside by Warren himself, either by money or magic. 


     The only obstacle in his path stood at the back of the crowd with folded arms, watching him with familiar hazel eyes. Ben had been like a ghost ever since their parting last winter—Warren saw him like a shadow out of the corner of his eye, seemingly everywhere he went. He kept waiting for the other man to make his move, but so far it hadn’t come. It was of little concern to him—he didn’t consider Ben a threat so much as a troubling reminder that he didn’t need. 


     He caught Ben’s eyes from across the chattering group of reporters, but the inspector’s face was hard and unforgiving as he leaned in to whisper to a man beside him. He knew that Ben was only waiting until the moment he thought Warren was vulnerable—even a single moment when he could be overpowered. There was very little chance of being able to set the blame for the continued disappearances at his feet without also revealing his use of magic to the world, which Ben simply couldn’t do. He would either look like a madman, or the truth would finally be revealed to the modern world. The chaos that would follow the latter outcome was not something Ben would be willing to risk, so his only remaining option was to take justice into his own hands. 


     Warren had heard through some quiet questioning that Ben was one of the most active inspectors in London—constantly on the street with his constables and on his own. He was looking for gaps in Warren’s security, lapses in judgment or consideration. Surely he hoped that with the opening of this new factory, he would be able to find some hole in Warren’s plan, but there could be none now. He was too focused, his mind too clear. He would no longer suffer the fear of discovery or the anxiety that came with the risk of maintaining a love like they had. He took his pleasure now where and when he desired, at a hotel or in one of Wakefield’s rooms during one of his many parties, and he did so without fear. Nothing could touch him now. 


     When Warren looked into Ben’s eyes, he saw a man desperate, driven to obsession by misplaced guilt. He knew that the inspector would never leave his shadow until one or the other of them was dead. Watching him now, Warren felt nothing of the love he had known in years past for the gentle man who glared at him with such bitterness. He felt nothing at all. He couldn’t feel the familiar patter his heart used to make when Ben entered a room or the exhilaration when Ben caught him in his arms and kissed him. He would never know again the warm touch of the inspector’s hand on his cheek, the sight of him smiling when he first woke up, or the sound of his voice muffled around a mouthful of stolen chocolate biscuits. 


     But he remembered. 


       


       


       


     *** 


       


     Thanks so much for reading my book! I hope you enjoyed it. If you did, please consider leaving a glowing review at the retailer of your choice, and make sure to check out the rest of my work! 
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