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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The fingers of Rayne’s mechanical hand entwined with Victor’s. There were more people than usual on the unpaved streets of Londinium as they were later than usual. Rayne was finding it harder to get moving in the morning. 
 
    Victor must have sensed she was feeling better as he spoke into their so far silent walk to work, “Why don’t you move in? You spend most of your time at my house, anyway. It isn’t like you have to worry about your reputation.” 
 
    Last month her godfather and leader of the Metropolitan police had let slip that the brands running along her mechanical arm and over most of her body, a brand mirrored on Victor, meant she was married to him. Binding them together with some kind of dragon science that she didn’t bother to understand. So far the interest had been entirely around the dragon’s job as the scientist for the Scotland Yard rather than her relationship with him. 
 
    It had been selfish of her to enjoy spending time with Victor with no fear of her reputation but at the same time not having the pressure from others to stop work and produce children. 
 
    Her hand tightened around Victor’s. Careful that she didn’t press too hard as her mechanical hand didn’t have complete feedback it usually had. She blamed stress for it playing up. With her brother back in town and now schooled in how to care for the limb it would be easier for her to get it adjusted. 
 
    She mulled over his suggestion that she move in with him. “I should.” 
 
    His steps faltered and forced her to come to a stop or have her arm tugged out of his grasp. “You want to move in?” His voice turning high pitched in his excitement. 
 
    She felt bad that she had made him wait so long for her to make a full commitment. “I always wanted to. But I was scared that if I did, you would make me stop working.” 
 
    He snorted at the concept. She knew him enough now to know that he wouldn’t do anything she didn’t want to do. It had taken a long time for her to trust him with her whole life and not just her body. Society was littered with examples of where women were reduced to mere decorations. That life would slowly kill her. 
 
    Victor tugged her closer and placed his other hand on her waist. “Would I be pushing you if I asked for a date?” She leant forward and kissed his cheek. Blushing with embarrassment that she showed him affection in public, she turned and started for work again. Victor grinned and skipped to keep up with her. 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” She would have to find the time first. Fields had kept her busy at work by giving her new case right after they solved a case. She hadn’t decided if that meant he had accepted her or if he was trying to get her to quit. When she had first started work at the Yard, Fields had been very standoffish. It was only when he discovered she was a decent shot that he had thawed towards her. But it didn’t mean he truly accepted her at work. 
 
    Victor dropped her hand at the door to open it for her. He gave a flourish to guide her in and she grinned at him as she passed him into Scotland Yard. One benefit of the cat being let out of the bag about her relationship with Victor was his now blatant show of affection for her. 
 
    A whistle had her steps stuttering. She refused to look around to who would be so rude but she felt the heat warm her cheeks. Larkin waiting by the stairs frowned so he must have seen who had whistled. 
 
    She assured him, “It is nothing.” 
 
    “It isn’t nothing.” He didn’t elaborate, so she assumed it had something to do with the recent rumours. They neither made sense nor had any logic to them. Some assumed that her marriage to Victor was the only reason they still allowed her to work in the male-dominated workplace. While others spoke of her as if she were some floosy who would canoodle with anyone at the police station. She shook her head. This wasn’t the only issue that had arisen because of the rumours. Maybe she should wait for the rumours to settle before she moved into Victor’s house. She didn’t want to add anything to the mill. 
 
    She glanced back at Victor. He grinned at her and she knew she couldn’t put it off much longer as it would hurt him and that was the last thing she wanted. Stuff their sensibilities and she would just live with the fallout. 
 
    When Victor went off to his lab, she headed for her office. It was small and set aside from all the others. She had assumed when her godfather had given her the room that he was separating her from the others. Then she had seen it as a signal she wasn’t good enough. Since the rumours and the leers, she decided her godfather had done it for her safety. 
 
    Larkin was certainly for her safety. The week they had assigned him to her, two bobbies had been attacked and murdered on the streets of Londinium. She counted him as her best friend as they had worked together as a team for years. Whatever issues he had with working with a woman he had shelved. 
 
    Larkin poured himself a cup of tea from the tea trolley. Rayne rarely saw the maid who brought the constant supply of hot water but she appreciated it. Larkin offered her a cup and she thanked him before she went to her desk. There were already files on her desk. Fields certainly wanted to keep her busy or maybe he just wanted to get her out of the office. She knew she disrupted the others, not that she cared that they couldn’t remain professional but she recognised that Fields’ way of dealing with it was to give her work instead of sending her home. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    The bell tinkling above the door made Everett raise his head sharply. Whacking his head on the counter he was under as he was searching for an errant bolt. Rubbing the back of his head he angled out of the space to see who had entered his store. 
 
    A ghost in an emerald pinstriped skirt and cream blouse stood in the light from the store windows. He recoiled, knocking a half-constructed hand off the table behind him. The ghost leaned on a single brass and mahogany crutch tucked under her arm. Skin as pale as a frosty field, her wavy hair reigned free in the same absence of colour as her skin. A pair of green-tinted glasses hid her eyes. 
 
    She tilted her head to one side at his reaction. “Are you Ancaster?” Her plain tone lacked the ethereal nature of a ghost which left Everett with only one explanation for her appearance. 
 
    Albino. 
 
    He’d only heard of albino’s. Mostly from his younger sister who was training to be a doctor. The only other mention he’d seen of albinos was for fairs. 
 
    “Sorry Miss, you surprised me.” He dusted off his shirt, hoping nothing from under the counter still clung to him. He offered his hand. “I’m Ancaster.” She took his hand. Even the briefest of touches had palpitations interrupting his heart. Flustered, Everett asked, “Are you here for a prosthetic?” Laughing, he ran a hand through his hair. “Of course, you are here for a prosthetic.” Everett waved a hand to a stool tucked under the table. He dragged it out and dusted it off with his hand. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow high enough that it peeked over the top of the tinted glasses. As she drew closer, he took in her ageless beauty though he judged her to be younger than himself. She tucked her crutch against the counter and lifted herself onto the stool. He pulled another stool from under the counter and positioned himself across from her. 
 
    With slate and chalk in hand, he asked, “What are you looking for? Limb-wise I mean.” 
 
    She smoothed her hands over her skirt. “Aren’t you going to ask whether I can afford it?” 
 
    He flapped the hand with the chalk to dismiss the issue of payment. As the son of a Duke, he didn’t have to worry about his store closing if he gave away a limb or two. “We can figure out cost once you’ve told me what you need.” Nibbling on her lip in hesitation, she revealed the wound by gathering up handfuls of material and lifting the hem of her skirt to uncover her amputated foot. 
 
    Everett speculated the reason for the injury. “Not frostbite. Not unless you enjoy climbing mountains.” He flashed her a grin, hoping she would welcome the humour. The glasses hid the intense gaze she levelled at him but he felt it all the same. “Sorry, I’m a bit rusty at this.” 
 
    “At what, Mister Ancaster?” Amusement laced her words. 
 
    “Flirting.” He blushed. The generous storefront windows suffused the room in light. Drawing sheer edges along her face, highlighting her sharp cheekbones. 
 
    Changing the subject, he asked, “Can I touch your leg?” 
 
    She tipped her head slightly to show her acquiescence. He kept his hands clinical as he studied the wound since she had not indicated she would appreciate a more intimate touch. The deformed stump was flattened at the end so she could still use it. The healed skin showed the wound had happened sometime before. 
 
    “They knew what they were doing when they took this off.” 
 
    She disagreed. “They used an axe.” 
 
    Horrified his hands stilled on her leg. He imagined a chef separating a chicken with neat and precise movements. Shaking loose of his thoughts he checked her calf further up. Well-formed muscles indicated she was using the limb regularly. Atrophy would have made her adjustment to an artificial limb a toilsome journey. 
 
    He propped her calf on his knee and gathered up his measuring tape, taking notes as he worked. 
 
    Her voice interrupted his process. “Do you flirt with all your clients, Mister Ancaster?” 
 
    “Hardly. Most of the people who come through here are veterans. Grizzled is a compliment.” His forearm brushed accidentally against her leg as he retrieved a jar of clay mixture to make a cast of her limb. The touch had heat warming the back of his neck. 
 
    “You still haven’t asked if I can afford this?” her wistful tone gave away her wish for the limb. He studied her; he hadn’t lost a limb but his sister had and he knew the things that were easy when whole became impossible when something was missing. 
 
    “I’d rather know what your name is.” The silence had Everett lifting his head from his notes. She removed her glasses to reveal the stormy sea of her eyes. 
 
    “Medea.” Her voice traced over his skin, sending his hairs to stand up. The intimacy of her name without accoutrements excited him. He gave her a smile and said, “I’m Everett.” 
 
    He turned his attention back to why she was here. A new foot. After applying a judicious amount of lard, he set the clay over the limb; making her shiver. He muttered an apology. Wet and clammy, he doubted the clay felt very pleasant against her skin. He worked the clay so it would press up close to her stump. Wrapping the two-part frame around it with the care of delivering a new baby. Easing it off so the clay kept its shape he set it aside on the table and made sure it was far enough from the edge that he wouldn’t have to worry about knocking it off the edge. 
 
    A horse with bells, on the street, drew their attention to the storefront. Both tilted their heads to watch it pass. Everett ignored it and picked up his grease pencil. Medea’s reaction to the everyday occurrence had her scuttling for her crutch. Once on her foot, she gave a hurried apology before she dashed for the door. 
 
    The words he needed to make her stay wrestled on his throat and never reached his tongue. By the time he figured out what to say she was gone. A memory as ephemeral as the ghost he had first mistaken her for. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Everett plastered himself to the wall to avoid being bowled over by his sister as she stormed out of the lab in Scotland Yard. She didn’t even glance his way as she used her mechanical arm to slam him into the wall. He raised his eyebrows as he watched her storm off towards her office. 
 
    He turned back to where she had come from and decided he would investigate that way first before trying to confront Rayne. Inside the lab he found Victor, the dragon, cleaning up some broken glass. He didn’t look like a dragon with his head down and in his human form. His clothes were similar to what Everett was wearing and about a season out of date. The tails of his coat curled on the floor as Victor crouched. It was when he looked up that his identity was revealed. His gold eyes glittered with his alienness. Dragons could change into their feral form which would make Sir George envious for a good tussle. 
 
    Everett indicated the doorway where his sister had gone and asked, “Why is my sister going ballistic?” 
 
    Victor returned to his task as he answered, “She’s pregnant and everyone at work is acting strange.” 
 
    Everett leaned heavily on the doorframe as his legs went weak. His sister had written that she was technically married but still living at home. He hadn’t realised things had gotten serious between the dragon and her that a baby was now on the cards. Also, it didn’t help that he still saw her as his annoying big sister rather than a possible mother. 
 
    He recovered and rubbed a hand over his face. It seemed it was inevitable for everyone to grow up he would have to change his perception of his sisters. But he put that aside to analyse later. “I thought women are happy to be pregnant.” He had thought Rayne would be pleased to have a baby. They had often spoken about families and what it would be like. They had both insisted they wouldn’t be as manipulative as their mother. 
 
    Victor finished cleaning by dumping the contents of the tray into a bin sitting at the end of the table. “You have obviously not met your sister. Apparently, babies mean the total destruction to her career and her dreams and everything that makes her, her all because of some parasite growing inside of her.” 
 
    Everett winced as he could almost hear Rayne throwing those accusations around. Rayne was not shy about sharing her opinion but it didn’t mean Victor had to suffer because others had wrong ideas. 
 
    “She’ll come around,” Everett said with more hope than he felt. But then his sister was pragmatic. After losing her hand as a child, instead of wallowing in her loss, she had used her tragedy to forge her own path. He knew she would have hated marrying some vapid lord and being nothing but a flower to decorate his home. 
 
    She would eventually come around to being a mother. She was already pregnant and there was little she could do about that so she would find some way to be alright with it. Though he wondered if it had more to do with what people thought of her relationship with the dragon than with the actual pregnancy that worried her. 
 
    His sister could also be very irrational when it came to what others said. She had often been called Lady Golden Hand by her peers. She hated it as she had always heard the derision in the moniker and she still bristled over the name. Everett was never sure why she cared so much what the ton thought of her. 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow. “She must as the baby will be here in a couple of months.” 
 
    Everett asked, “I thought dragons can control when they have children.” 
 
    Victor leaned against one of the tables. His shoulders drooped. “Yeah, and we discussed children. She wants them, the issue is with work. Last week one of the peelers on the floor mentioned that the only reason they favoured her was because she did favours for the men.” 
 
    Everett winced and rubbed the back of his neck. He knew his sister would not have been amused by that. Her godfather, Charles, had been the one to get her the job but he hadn’t given her any favours after that. That was if you didn’t count Larkin who Charles had set as her bodyguard and partner. Any accolades Rayne earned was with diligence and hard work. Anyone who knew her at all knew she didn’t need or want any favours from others. It wouldn’t be the first time she had to weather the rumour mill. 
 
    To distract himself from the fact he was soon to be an uncle he wandered down the aisle made by the tables. They had set the lab up to deal with different aspects of science and anything that might be needed. Chemicals in jars lined shelves along the wall. Weird contraptions that supported glass tubes in claws sat on the benches. He stopped at some jars that held some gruesome artefacts pickled and staring back at him. He couldn’t imagine why the dragon would need them. 
 
    Everett turned and asked, “So what are you going to do about my sister?” 
 
    Victor didn’t hesitate before he answered, “Help her move into my place.” A grin split the dragons face and teeth flashed. That was probably a good idea. Lady Ancaster’s manipulations often stifled Rayne. She should have moved out when she first decided to stay married to Victor. Everett had the whole story from Katherine when he had returned home. Rayne had definitely left some things out of her letters. 
 
    Rayne had married Victor to access his abilities to heal when they were confronted by a murderous Peeler set on killing them both and framing Victor for the deaths. Katherine had gone into much detail about the dragon divorce customs and the fact that Rayne could have broken the arrangement at any time. 
 
    Everett had always thought Rayne would get married, though probably not to a dragon, as she needed that connection with others. Katherine wouldn’t have understood that as she was most happy when she was by herself. Rayne always sought out company. When Society and the ton had rejected her because she was one hand short, she had forged her own place in the workplace. She wasn’t about the walk away lightly. Everett was well aware of her stubbornness. Moving in with Victor would help her feel connected to him at least. 
 
    “She’ll probably need me like a packhorse.” Glancing at the open door of the lab it mused out loud, “You think she has calmed down enough to remember we had a lunch date?” 
 
    “Most likely. Rayne doesn’t hold a grudge for very long.” Victor was already turning back to his work so clearly thought the conversation was over. There were so many things in Victor that reminded Everett of Katherine. He knew that was probably one of the things that drew Rayne to the dragon. 
 
    Everett wandered out and back down the corridor to her office. 
 
    Rayne sat with her arms on the table and her head lowered. He glanced around but Larkin wasn’t around. Since the detective had married, he had learned to read Rayne and her moods better—that was according to Rayne. His absence was clear evidence that he had grown more adept at handling women. Everett though didn’t have the luxury of just ignoring her bad humour and sat down in the seat meant for witnesses and clients. 
 
    He studied the top of her head before he broke the silence. “Don’t let Mom name it, no matter what it is.” 
 
    Rayne’s head shot up though he was almost sure she had known he was there. She wrinkled her nose and said, “What is wrong with our names?” 
 
    “They are boring. You are married to a dragon and the kid will be part dragon. He should have an awesome name. Something worthy of a dragon hybrid.” He leaned back in the chair and was tempted to put his feet up on the desk but he doubted his sister would be pleased about it. 
 
    She frowned and said distractedly, “You shouldn’t use cant. Mother would be appalled.” 
 
    Everett offered her a roguish smile. “But she isn’t here and I’d bet you’ve heard way worse in your job.” As a police detective, she would have seen things no lady should have seen. Why Society and the ton were so preoccupied with the seeming of perfection rather than dealing with reality was beyond Everett. He had never understood others in his social strata. The fourth time he had been sent down from school, he hadn’t missed his fellow classmates and it had made it easier for him to go to the continent to train to make mechanical limbs. He had trained with the woman who had made Rayne’s hand; a mixture of dragon technology and human innovation. 
 
    She waved him off and said, “Sorry that you had to come all this way but I really don’t feel like going out to lunch.” 
 
    “But Rules is your favourite. Where else will we go and mock the dandies and pompous authors?” 
 
    A smile cracked her lips so he knew he was getting through. 
 
    “I promise we won’t speak about you moving into your husband’s home or the fact you are about to expel a parasitic life-form.” He softened his words with a wide grin. 
 
    She sneered at him as she gave a sarcastic, “Har di har har.” But she rose to her feet so she would go out with him after all. 
 
    He jumped to his feet and clapped his hands pleased that he had brought her out of her slump. She eyed him suspiciously and asked, “You seem overly jolly. Has the shop been doing well?” 
 
    His thoughts went back to the woman he had met earlier in the day at his store. He turned and headed for the door so his sister wouldn’t see the faint blush touching his cheeks. 
 
    “I had an interesting client today.” She had been in his mind since she had left. He wasn’t sure how he could explain her allure to his sister. Absently he said, “She was an albino.” 
 
    “She?” Trust his sister to pick on his feelings rather than the interesting titbit of her pigment mutation. At least dissecting his love life would take her mind off the issues with the men at the Yard and her pregnancy. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Rayne sighed as she propped her feet up on Victor’s calves. He raised an eyebrow. She knew better than to try to hide something from him. She still tried and gave him a flirtatious smile. That only had his eyebrow rise a little higher and for mirth to brighten his eyes. 
 
    She chuckled and said, “Why do I bother? Obviously, anything close to being feminine is only suspicious to you.” 
 
    He helped tug off her boots and let them clunk to the ground by the couch. “You are feminine.” She snorted at the thought but didn’t complain when he pushed up her skirts so he could dig in a thumb to the sore muscles of her legs. 
 
    She let a moan of pleasure roll up her throat. “You are the only one who thinks I’m feminine. Wait, I’m wrong. The others at work think I’m feminine enough to use my wiles to manipulate men to my will.” 
 
    His touch turned more sensual. “I wouldn’t go so far to say you have wiles.” 
 
    She chuckled and placed a hand over her eyes before the chuckle could become hysterical. So far her godfather had made no comments about the rumours going around work but she knew they would force him to deal with it, eventually. 
 
    She had thought once she had announced she was married, the rumours would die but it had only gotten worse because now they saw her as a woman. She had no idea what they thought she was before that. Maybe some ape creature that could speak in rudimentary sentences. They had certainly treated her as less than human. She speculated that the change in attitude was because they saw her as a desirable woman for the very first time. 
 
    Victor’s hand stilled on her leg and she looked up from behind her hands. 
 
    He frowned at her and she waved his concern away before she said, “It should blow over.” 
 
    She hoped it would. Maybe it wouldn’t matter. Once the baby came along, everyone would expect her to stay at home. She wasn’t someone who wished to be attached to a child on her hip but she also wanted a child. Someone who came from her. She couldn’t explain why she wanted children and yet wasn’t enamoured by the idea of child-raising. 
 
    At least she was part of a class that could afford nannies. Though she wondered what kind of nanny they could hire to deal with a human-dragon hybrid. She knew their child would throw up some challenges. Victor gave her a leg a squeeze communicating with her he understood her concerns. 
 
    Tears pricked her eyes as she said, “I love you.” It wasn’t easy to say as it had been a long road to untangle her emotions regarding the dragon. 
 
    “No longer mad at me for getting you pregnant?” His hand slipped up higher on her leg. 
 
    “I wasn’t mad at you. We talked about it. We made a choice. That isn’t why I was upset today. I was upset because Fields suggested that to stop the rumours I should just go home and pop out children. I haven’t even told anyone I’m pregnant. What are they going to think when they know?” She at least now knew the workload wasn’t to keep her away from the others but to put so much pressure on her she buckled. Fields had no idea who he was dealing with if he thought work would make her run. 
 
    “Do you want me to beat him up?” Victor was many things but violent wasn’t one of them. 
 
    “You are just offering because you feel emasculated at work.” She teased as she knew Victor had no regard whatsoever for human opinions. He only discussed this with her because it bothered her. 
 
    She jumped as his hand grew even bolder. “Not anymore since everyone now knows I put bacon in the drawer.” She whipped the pillow out from behind her back and flicked it at him. Laughing, he lifted an arm and the pillow bounced off him harmlessly. 
 
    “You know I will take this as permission to tell everyone you are carrying my baby.” 
 
    She frowned and asked, “What makes you so proud? That you can procreate or that you’ve convinced me to procreate with you.” 
 
    His grin swallowed his face. “The latter.” 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Medea hopped off the moving tram and stumbled as she struggled to get her crutch into position under her. Others stared at her but no one offered to help her. Not in this neighbourhood in any case. She wouldn’t have taken any help even if they had offered. The only people who would approach her would be the kind to push her over and rob her. As a cripple, she was too much of a temptation to the opportunists of Londinium’s streets. 
 
    Once she found her stride, she headed for her small home above a store. Painted signs spelled out the types of stores facing the street. Bakers and butchers for the most part. Alleyways led to courtyards where homes and workshops nestled amongst the industrious element of the area. The trade centric streets meant there weren’t many people who lived in the district. Which was the reason Medea had chosen the place in the first place as the small community made her feel safer. Everyone knew each other and could vouch for each other. 
 
    A stranger would be obvious. It was impossible to hide amongst a crowd so instead, she went for places where she would be noticed and made one of them. Connections could be powerful, though they were also dangerous. But she hadn’t been bothered in some time. It was this illusion of safety that had her stepping into Ancaster’s store in the first place. 
 
    She felt a little foolish that she had rushed out of Ancaster’s store before she had settled on details for her new foot. With added mobility, she could escape. Worse she had been skittish in front of the handsome young man. A blush warmed her cheeks as she remembered her visit to the store. It wasn’t often that a man flirted with her. They had ridiculed most of her life for her looks. Desire wasn’t really what she expected. 
 
    When she was sought after it was because of her novelty. None of those experiences had been a delight for her so it was interesting to have someone want her merely because she was a woman. 
 
    Her owner in the new world had hidden her from visitors in case others thought she was accidentally working the fields. Her paleness had people mistaking her for a landowner or a freeman. But that had been when she was a child and before Cayman had found her. As a child, she thought the greatest thing to fear in the world was to draw the attention of the overseer but she had been wrong. 
 
    The baker from the store across from her place came out onto the street when she passed. “Hey Medea, you able to look after the baby tonight?” The baker’s strong Roshian accent made him difficult to understand. He brushed flour off his white coat nervously. Medea had been asked a few times to look after his baby while he went to visit his wife in the hospital so the request didn’t surprise her. 
 
    She flashed him a smile. “Of course, Nikolai. I’ll pop round in an hour or so.” Nikolai always gave her a loaf of bread for her efforts and she had limited funds so she prized every morsel. Besides Nikolai had coal for his fire. She had run out three days ago and hadn’t been able to afford any more. The nights weren’t freezing but the autumn air was definitely turning chilly. 
 
    She had a few things to do before she went over so she excused herself and quickly made her way up the stairs. Her thoughts were still on Ancaster as she brought her crutch around to make her way up the short flight of stairs. If she had been as cautious as she usually was, she would have noticed the basket before she kicked it over. 
 
    The basket skittered across the wooden planks before it toppled on its side. The cloth on the top flittered away in the breeze. A decapitated sparrow rolled out. Her hand went out to hold her up against the door. Her crutch fell to the ground from her numb grip. Shaking she reached down to pick up the bird. Light in weight it was cool in her hand. A note inside the basket was carefully folded and tucked in the bottom. She put aside the bird to pick up the note. The crinkle of the paper deafened her as she unfolded it. 
 
    Written in fresh ink there was only one phrase, “My fortune.” 
 
    Sweat beaded on her palms and the paper fluttered out of her limp grip. She didn’t even open the door to her small apartment. She grabbed her crutch and backpedalled off the landing and down the stairs. 
 
    As she passed by the bakery, she heard Nikolai calling for her but she couldn’t risk being anywhere near him or his child. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Everett struggled to keep up with Katherine. At sixteen she was nimble enough to duck amongst the crowd outside the circus tents without getting entangled with people. Everett wasn’t so lucky and gave up on apologising to people as they glared at him for contacting them. 
 
    “Why did I agree to this again?” He skipped aside as a bearded lady squeezed past him. He stared after her. She had all the curves of a woman but a beard he would have been jealous of in his school years. They arranged the tents in rows to create streets and alleyways that funnelled the visitors towards the main tents and attractions. 
 
    Katherine didn’t turn as she answered, “Because you love me.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure why Katherine was even interested in the circus. Obsessed with books and science she rarely wandered out of the house for other forms of entertainment. He grumbled as someone shoved an elbow into his ribs. Skipping aside he almost stepped too close to a cage that held a large cat. It growled at him and he kept his eye on the creature as he backed up. 
 
    He turned and realised he had lost his sister in the crowd. Spinning around he looked for her. Someone grabbed his arm and dragged him to the side. He was about to pull away when he recognised that it was Katherine. 
 
    She pulled him into a tent. The sudden darkness inside took a while for his eyes to adjust. Once he did, he recoiled from the macabre scene. Rows of jars filled with amber liquid held grotesque and very dead creatures. He stumbled back on the sawdust strewn floor. 
 
    His sister, on the other hand, was close to the jars of creatures. Her nose almost pressed up against the glass as she studied the contents. Inside the large jar was a creature from a nightmare. A hairy body and head but instead of legs it had fins. The liquid, it was suspended in, plastered its features into an unnatural mask. 
 
    It solved one mystery. His sister had come to see these preserved mysteries though he doubted they would be a mystery for long, by the look on his sister’s face. 
 
    Katherine snorted. “I can see the stitches.” She turned and pointed with an accusing finger. “Who would believe this thing is real? Whoever did this must be a man as the stitches are as big as train tracks. Any mother would be appalled if her daughter was this unskilled with a needle.” 
 
    He leaned in, though he didn’t particularly like looking at the creature. Katherine said, “You’ve gone green. Who would have thought you had a weak stomach? You’ve been in a war zone. Surely you’ve seen worse than this. This is sanitary even.” She waved to indicate the jars. Even with them sealed shut he could smell the liquid they had preserved them in and it turned his stomach. He hadn’t enjoyed his time on the battlefield. The smell there had been worse than the stringent smell of the preservation fluid but the scene in front of him reminded him too much of his time as an assistant to his mentor at various battles. 
 
    “I didn’t see bits of people in a jar.” Even as he said it, he knew his sister would point out the obvious flaw in his rebuttal. He’d blame his nausea for his lack of forethought. 
 
    “This isn’t a person. That is a monkey.” 
 
    “A monkey?” He had been on the continent but most of the animals there were similar to what they could find on the island they lived on. He’d only heard stories and seen drawings of monkeys. Studying the creature he moved closer so he could make out the monkey features. 
 
    A closer view showed the stitches his sister had pointed out. They were mostly hidden in the fur but the little black stitches were too precise to blend in completely. He wouldn’t have called them crude but then he couldn’t sew at all and his mechanical skills were more about gears than stitches and thread. 
 
    Katherine answered, “A capuchin, I think. Anything bigger wouldn’t be able to attach to the fish. Ghastly.” She moved on to the next one which showed a cow foetus with two heads. The yellow liquid was murky so the features looked obscured. He stopped to stare at it. Wondering if it had lived at all with the two heads. He dreaded what other creatures might have had two heads and survived their journey into life. 
 
    Katherine gasped and he turned to see her studying another jar. This one was twice the size of the others and held a small child with the limbs of a squid. 
 
    He asked as he stared at the closed eyes of the child. “Is that real?” 
 
    “Depends what you mean by real. Some beast has taken this child and desecrated the body.” 
 
    “Haven’t you desecrated bodies?” He thought back to the body they had swapped out for Victor’s when the government was going to hang him for a crime he hadn’t committed. That one had been well desecrated by the end of the prison break. Even before they had set it on fire Katherine had used it to explore the organs in a human. It had certainly directed her more to a medical field than her other scientific explorations. He thought his father had been pleased she had finally settled on one field as he was going bankrupt sourcing new books. 
 
    Her tone showed her rancour for what they had done to the child in the jar. “Not a child. Besides, that was to save a life, this is merely to entertain people.” The child disturbed him himself. Not because it had been used by someone to sell tickets but rather because they could not put the child to rest. Even the body they had used to save Victor had been buried. There was no rest for this child. He wondered if the child’s spirit lingered. His hair shivered as goose bumps travelled across the back of his neck. 
 
    Katherine grabbed his arm and said, “I’m going to go talk to someone about this.” Lecture more like it. 
 
    He pulled his arm free. Her voice promised her conviction to bring justice to the child and pity to anyone in her sights. He’d been dragged along with his sister’s crusades before. Usually, he was blamed for any fallout and he had learned his lesson. “I’ll wait here for you.” 
 
    Katherine huffed and with stiff arms, she stormed off to look for whoever ran the show. He didn’t stay in the tent as the grotesque jars chased him out. Outside he watched animals in cages atop wagons while he waited for his sister to eviscerate some poor person. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    A basket sat on the step and Everett slowed his steps when he approached his shop. He glanced around to see if there was anyone about. The streets remained empty. It was early as he liked to work while the streets were quiet. Later he would have clients visiting and he hated to be interrupted when he was starting a new project. 
 
    The basket couldn’t have been there for long, despite the decent street it wasn’t clear of all criminal types or just children who would take advantage of an unattended basket. Using his cane, he gave the basket a judicious knock. There was something heavy inside as it didn’t budge much at his nudge. 
 
    He peeled back the kerchief set on top with the tip of the cane and recoiled at what he discovered. He had seen limbs before detached from their rightful place but usually, that was because he had been assisting in the amputation. His career mostly dealt with the limbs long past the gruesome stage. 
 
    Recovering, he leaned over to have a closer look. He covered his mouth and nose with his hand as the stench wrinkled the insides of his nose hairs. Bile rose in his throat and he had to look away to retain his breakfast. Once his stomach settled, he took another gander. 
 
    There was no blood in the basket so however the limb had gotten into the basket it hadn’t been in the heat of the moment of amputation or possibly it was after the victim had died. Using his cane, he determined that it was the left hand. Sinister indeed. 
 
    Awkwardly he placed the cover back over the basket. He had containers inside that would better deal with the odour and he would need to do that in order to get it to the Scotland Yard. No matter how the limb had arrived on his doorstep he doubted it was innocent. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Everett tightened his hold on the ceramic container. It wasn’t ideal for keeping in the smell but unfortunately, it was the only thing he had that could fit the limb and came with a lid. He had switched the long metal pins that had been in the container into a tray. Picking up his steps he kept the lid in place, at least he would soon be divested of the pungent item. 
 
    Victor approached Scotland Yard as Everett mounted the steps outside. Holding the door open for Everett he said, “I know humans are not keen on bathing but I thought your family were a little more enlightened.” 
 
    Everett motioned to the container with a wiggle of his elbow and said, “It isn’t me. I’ve got something for my sister.” 
 
    “I’m sure she won’t appreciate what you have there.” Everett eyed Victor. As a dragon, he would surely know exactly what he had in the container. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Victor wrinkled his nose. “Okay, maybe the mystery but not the smell.” 
 
    Victor let the door close behind them and said, “Bring it up to my lab first. I’ll put it into something more likely to keep its odiferous nature from permeating the whole Yard.” 
 
    People wrinkled their noses as he passed. Outside the breeze had dispelled the rotting flesh smell or maybe it was because these people were familiar with it that they all watched Everett as he followed Victor up to the stairs to his lab. 
 
    A brutish peeler stepped into the corridor. He frowned at the two of them. Victor smiled and the man’s demeanour softened. “You must be Everett.” 
 
    Victor threw his arm over Everett’s shoulders and he had to juggle to keep the dismembered limb in its container. A wave of smell engulfed them and he couldn’t help screwing up his face. Victor seemed oblivious as he said, “Yes, this is my brother-in-law.” 
 
    This must be his sister’s partner. He had left for the continent before he could meet any of Rayne’s work colleagues. Though he knew of him from his letters exchanged with his sister. Larkin’s face went blank as he said, “Announcing as many times as possible your connection to the Lady isn’t going to change people’s minds around here.” 
 
    Victor said, “I disagree. Familiarity will breed fondness.” 
 
    Larkin shrugged. Rayne bumped into Larkin’s back and pushed past him. “What is with the standing around? Oh, Everett. What do you have there?” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose so clearly, the smell had moved out of his proximity. “A mystery.” 
 
    Victor patted Everett’s back before he removed his arm. “I’m about to put it into something better. Come along Everett it looks like your sister is a tad busy.” 
 
    Rayne frowned. “I’d look into it but we have a new case. A missing girl. It’s time-sensitive but I swear I’ll get to your case once we’re done.” He waved away his sister’s excuse. He knew when he had come there was a chance she wouldn’t be able to help him. 
 
    “Go. Save that girl.” 
 
    His sister winced. “I’ll try.” 
 
    Everett frowned. He hadn’t meant to put more pressure on her. She didn’t have an easy job. He knew it was literally life and death. That would keep most people awake at night but Rayne had always been driven to help others. 
 
    Even he had been infected by her drive because despite the terrible conditions she still seemed happy. He hoped he could find his own peace by helping people. Stepping aside he let Rayne and Larkin pass. Rayne reached out to squeeze Victor’s hand before she left. 
 
    Now alone with Victor in the corridor, he asked, “Something smell-proof?” 
 
    Victor chuckled. “Right this way.” 
 
    Others in the corridor backpedalled out of the way of the smell as they made their way. Victor only laughed and said, “The Collectors would have a field day with these guys. Weak stomachs.” 
 
    Everett decided not to reveal he had lost his own meal when he had transferred the hand from the basket to the container. He also wondered if the dragon had the same smelling abilities as a human or some trick to shunt it away from his nose. Everett wouldn’t be surprised if the dragon was just all bravado. 
 
    He knew this was true when Victor passed him a mask and donned one himself so they could relocate the body part to a more air-tight container. Victor also had a fan that sucked the air out of the roof with a rattling drone. Most likely to deal with any miasma that came off dangerous evidence. 
 
    Everett eyed the fan in the wall and said, “I can make you one that is quieter.” His mask muffled his words. Victor used some metal tools to make the transfer. Lifting the hand with some skill he dropped it onto a tray. 
 
    He finished moving the hand before he answered, “I’d be grateful for that. I’m more a chemical man than a gadget man.” 
 
    Everett frowned. He had always assumed dragons were technologically advanced compared to humans. He had never pondered that they might have specialisations. Playing with chemicals and cutting up bodies was certainly a hobby he had never heard of any other dragon taking up and he had been on the continent where there were more dragons. 
 
    Known for their ability to manipulate matter, dragons used it to travel from their home planet to Earth. The logistics of it all was beyond Everett though Katherine had tried to explain it to him once. That science alone was beyond his own comprehension. 
 
    With the mask on Everett braved the hand as Victor laid it out on a tray to examine. He hoped the rotting juices didn’t seep into the wood if the tray tipped. He had never noticed strong smells in Victor’s lab and glanced back at the fan. Maybe something stronger would be valued with overly smelly victims or evidence. He doubted the Yard discovered all bodies in a timely manner so there had to be some victims that came across Victor’s table that would be in a state of rot. 
 
    “So do you think it is murder?” Everett asked the question he really wanted answered when he had found the hand on his doorstep. 
 
    Victor tilted the hand up with weirdly shaped tongs and said, “I have no idea without the rest of the body.” 
 
    “Dragons are supposed to be magical.” 
 
    Victor snorted. Everett knew dragons weren’t magic but most humans thought the abilities of dragons to shape-shift and keep things in another dimension was indeed magic. Victor’s abilities in chemistry were even more basic than most dragons who mostly dealt with science at the tiniest levels. 
 
    Victor put the hand down and tapped the severed end with the tip of the tongs. “It might be a murder victim or it might not. It looks like whoever took off the limb used medical tools. So at least they knew what they were doing. There is a scar here.” He used the tool to point to a knotted piece of flesh. It was hard to see as the skin had bloated. 
 
    Everett frowned. He had thought someone was reaching out to him to help solve a murder and it could just be a lost limb through medical intervention. He should have thought of that when it had been left on his doorstep. But there was still the chance it was a murder victim and that chance though slim was true he would see if he could find them. 
 
    “You think Rayne will be able to follow it up?” Victor glanced towards the doorway to where Rayne had rushed off with Larkin. He didn’t answer but he didn’t need to. If Rayne’s boss was going to make her prove herself all over again, she would be too busy to see to a missing limb case when she had to chase down real live people. 
 
    “You could always try the hospitals. See if anyone is missing a hand from a patient. At the very least you should find out if you are looking for a live person or a dead one.” 
 
    Everett would feel terrible if he had a clue to a murder and had done nothing. With his sister too busy he would follow it up himself. He knew the others at the Yard would brush him off. Youth had its downsides and as he was barely out of school, he didn’t think the grizzled men would welcome him dropping a rotting hand on their desk. They might even accuse him of getting a client to drop off the hand just so he could stir up trouble. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Medea pressed herself into the shadows. She knew just how many shadows she needed to hide her pale form. The street smelled like human waste and it had her breathing shallowly. This was only temporary as she had to make sure the witch doctor wasn’t following her and sometimes that meant moving through areas that were repugnant. 
 
    She wasn’t even sure how he had found her in the first place and she wondered if he has some special powers to be able to see her movements even when he wasn’t in the city. Maybe it was some spirit ancestor that guided his steps. 
 
    She wished one of her own ancestors would step in to protect her. Unfortunately, she didn’t think her ancestors had time for her. There were too many of her people in need of some intervention for her problems to warrant any special attention. She shifted out of her hiding spot and moved into the next alleyway. 
 
    She went still when she heard a noise and tucked herself behind a barrel. A large man with a leather trench coat, one she mostly saw in the New World, dragged a small girl with pale blonde hair. She was dressed in a pale blue dress that was too good for this area of town. With wide eyes, she looked petrified. 
 
    Medea stood before she had any thought. The man turned her way and sneered. “Ain’t it my lucky day. Two birds. And one right by the door of where I have to deliver the other.” 
 
    Medea glanced up at the building. White-washed walls more grey than white from smoke and wear. She could barely make out the oak beams in the older building. The windows were lit even though it was early in the morning. Laughter from women and the grunts of men had Medea wrinkling her nose. There was no way she would allow this man to sell that girl to a brothel. 
 
    The man’s eyes took her in and rested on her crutch. “Easy.” 
 
    Hopefully her disability would fool him. She moved closer, her free hand slipping into her pocket. The man shoved the girl behind a barrel and growled for her to stay put. The girl crouched into a ball, tucking her head down between her legs. At least she wouldn’t see what was about to happen. The girl had already been through enough this night. Assured the girl wouldn’t run he turned his focus on her. He flicked his coat out and she wondered if he carried a gun. They banned handguns in the city, only police and nobility could get permits. Something to do with dragons and the prevalence of duels in the last decade that had forced the government’s hand. But this man didn’t look like a law-abiding citizen so the gun was not out of the question. 
 
    She moved towards him. Closer, he would most likely try to subdue her instead of using the gun if he had one. Even if he didn’t care about the laws, he wouldn’t be keen to whip out his gun. She was also banking on him not wanting to put any bullet holes in her. It would reduce the price he could get for her. He would never have underestimated her if she were a man. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes as she took in the alleyway. Light from the entertaining women above bathed the alley walls with lopsided squares. Pallets and other detritus were shoved up on one wall. Easy for someone to stumble in if they didn’t pay attention. There were no people about who would see them though she could hear some men singing a bawdy tune on another street. 
 
    A window opened above as sound and light floated down to them. The man ignored it and a smile touched her lips. “I’m not going to be an easy payday,” she warned the man. 
 
    “What are you going to do? Beat me with your crutch?” He’d be so lucky. He took a step forward just as the woman above emptied out a bucket of who knew what. The smell certainly gave her some idea. Obviously, they had already filled their sewer pit in the basement if they were throwing that out the window. The man stumbled backwards and swore as he wiped his face. Flicking off liquid from the tips of his fingers. 
 
    She took the opportunity of his distraction to close the space. With her free hand, she shoved the small blade she had palmed into his side between two ribs. He grunted and shoved her away. His hand went to his side and pulled away covered in blood. He stumbled against the wall. 
 
    Medea didn’t waste any time, in case the man recovered before she could escape, though she had aimed to pierce his lung she wasn’t sure the blade had been long enough to do the damage she wanted. She leant over to the girl and motioned for her to follow. The girl reached out and caught her hand. Medea shuffled awkwardly as the girl attempted to merge herself with Medea’s legs. She swung the crutch out and hopped along onto the more populated streets. 
 
    The man groaned so Medea shuffled quicker. Placing her hand on the girl’s head to give her some assurance, the girl’s grasp transferred to Medea’s skirts. 
 
    The door opened at the back of the alley and a woman stepped out. She yelled, “Hey, come back here.” 
 
    Ignoring the woman, Medea left the alleyway and made her way out of the neighbourhood as fast as she could. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Navigating the hospitals was tiresome. Especially as Everett couldn’t abandon his shop to spend days hitting each of the local hospitals. Instead, he had to make time at his lunch break and seek out at least one helpful person in one hospital at a time. St Andrews didn’t have a helpful person so he had wandered around for over an hour. 
 
    He was about to give up on finding anyone who could help him when he walked into a teaching lecture room. Several doctors leaned over to watch the doctor working in a sunken room. Dark wood panelling lined the walls and would be good at hiding bloodstains. The floor was covered in sawdust that was clumped and dark with the evidence of a long autopsy. 
 
    The doctor droned as he pointed out different elements inside the body. He knew if Katherine were here, she would have a comment or two. Because of her gender and age, they had never allowed her to attend one of these teaching classes. 
 
    It surprised Everett to see the assistant was a woman. Silver peppered her hair and blood-splattered her apron. When she stepped aside to move the innards of the man on the table to a tray, he could see the doctor that was droning on. 
 
    He also had silver in his hair but very few wrinkles and his hands moved like that of a younger man. His voice was clear as he spoke to his students, though his tone was bored. He had probably given this particular lecture a hundred times. 
 
    Everett had seen a dissection before. He’d even been dragooned into being the assistant a few times by one of the doctors he had studied with on the continent. He could tell that this one was almost done. Waiting, he leaned on the railing along with the other students. 
 
    When the students finally dissipated Everett called down, “Doctor a moment of your time.” 
 
    The doctor glanced up and frowned up at him. “You aren’t one of my students.” 
 
    “No, I make prosthetics. I have a question for you.” He made his way to the gate that led to a short set of stairs so he was on the same level as the doctor. 
 
    “Prosthetics? What would you need a doctor for?” Everett had actually needed a lot of study with doctors so the aggravated tone was unwarranted. It was an attitude Everett was familiar with though. When he had been working with the saw doctors, they had cared more about keeping people alive rather than the quality of life that person might have afterwards. Everett had often argued for something in the middle where a saved joint could make all the difference when it came to mobility. He’d even been kicked out of a medical tent for his arguments. In that particular case, there had been other medical tents to work in so he had merely moved on to work with someone else. 
 
    Everett ignored the doctor’s tone and asked, “Has there been a hand amputated recently? Say two or three weeks ago?” He made the guess at the age of the limb mostly based on its odours nature. 
 
    The doctor frowned but said, “Why do you ask?” 
 
    Considering all the others he had asked all answered ‘no’ quickly he knew he had found the right place. Amputations weren’t nearly as common in the city when there weren’t cannons to wreak havoc. “Well, someone left a hand on my doorstep. Not in the best condition.” 
 
    “I doubt it would have been. We don’t use any preserving here. How did it end up on your doorstep? Were they being ironic?” 
 
    Everett hadn’t even thought about his career choice being the motivation for the limb being left at his doorstep. The doctor motioned to his female assistant without waiting for Everett to answer him. “Honey, who deals with the waste?” 
 
    The woman had already cleaned up a bit and was no longer wearing her apron. She pushed back some of her wispy grey hair as she answered, “The hospital has a contract with the Collectors. They work with the Scotland Yard, so very proper.” Indeed. 
 
    Everett frowned and hoped he hadn’t just spent all his time searching out the hospitals to only discover someone had accidentally knocked a basket of body parts off a cart on the way to the Scotland Yard. His store wasn’t directly between the hospital and the Yard but it also wasn’t far off course. 
 
    The doctor went about covering up the body. He had clearly finished with this conversation as well as the autopsy. 
 
    The woman reached out and touched his arm, making him stop. Her eyes softened. “You are Ancaster?” She glanced behind her but her husband had gone off into another room to clean up. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes, surprised the woman recognised him. He had only been in Londinium a few months after a few years on the continent. He didn’t think his own parents even recognised him much after his long absence. 
 
    “You make the clockwork limbs for people. Some of our patients have them. They are beautiful.” Her cheeks flushed red and her voice dropped. 
 
    He hadn’t realised his reputation had spread so quickly. But then again this was a hospital and if he wanted to find the highest concentration of his clients in one place, it was likely here. He offered a warm smile at her compliment and said, “I make small clockwork automatons as well, Ma’am. I’ll bring one around. Maybe you can tell me more about how the hospital disposes of their waste.” 
 
    He winced at the word waste. It was what the term the doctor had used but it seemed a little cold to him. Those limbs had belonged to people and had once filled an essential part of their lives. He had seen the mangled leftovers from an amputation and it had always worried him it was so easy to discard something that had once been part of a human being. 
 
    The woman beamed. “I’m Margaret Carthart and I would love that. My husband always takes a break for lunch so I’ll be free around noon tomorrow. When you come in I can tell you more then.” 
 
    Everett glanced up but Doctor Carthart hadn’t returned from cleaning up. He supposed Margaret’s age was right for the doctor but he had never heard of a husband and wife team working together in a hospital. He wondered if she was just his assistant or as qualified as her husband. For women to have the same recognition as men in professional careers was an uphill battle. Particularly in England which fought the hold of the Wyvern Empire. 
 
    In the Empire, women who had academic skills were considered of worth though a rarity. It was the clash between what dragons saw as worth and the human society that wanted women to be at home looking after children so the next generation could survive. That survival still rode the human race hard despite the peace between dragons and humans. 
 
    He’d make sure to bring her something sophisticated. She would probably recognise the value of it. He doubted she got much recognition here at the hospital. Or from her husband. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    The bell above the door rang as the door opened. Everett looked up and blinked through the magnifying glasses he had perched on his nose. He wiped his hand on a cloth and removed the glasses so he could take in whoever had entered his store. 
 
    An old man with dark skin stood in the doorway. He was dressed in a linen shirt and suit but had a necklace of teeth and a furry-leathery thing that Everett couldn’t place. But he would guess it was something from an animal. The man carried a staff that had a round end the size of a fist and he tapped his way forward into the store. 
 
    His steps rattled. There was something strapped around the man’s ankle but Everett wasn’t sure what it was. The dark man leaned forward on the smooth wooden head of the walking stick. The shaft cut with geometric designs. 
 
    The man growled in a hoarse whisper as he spoke, sending the hairs on the back of Everett’s neck to attention. “Are you a man who makes limbs for people?” Since he’d filled the store with examples of mechanical limbs, Everett nodded his head though wondered why the man asked. Everett didn’t think he was here to avail himself of his talents. Despite the walking stick, it was more an affectation than for need. 
 
    Everett ran a hand through his hair to make sure he didn’t have tufts sticking out the side because of the glasses he had been wearing or his tendency to run his hands through his locks. When he was sure he was moderately presentable, he approached the man. He waved to the display on the front desk that had a sample of his work. He had an intricate hand that he had spent some extra time to etch designs into the metal. There was also a foot that was only half made to demonstrate how the innards worked. 
 
    “I make clockwork limbs to help people more able to get around.” 
 
    The man narrowed his eyes showing the deep wrinkles by his eyes. “Then she will come here.” 
 
    Everett frowned at the weird phrasing but on the chance the man was here for someone else he kept his thoughts to himself. He pointed to the hand and said, “The dragon technology allows a person to articulate the digits with a thought.” He moved one finger to show that it was flexible. 
 
    The man cracked the end of his walking stick on the ground. The things woven near the man’s hand at the head of the stick clacked against each other. He pointed the end towards Everett and said, “A ghost will come here. I want you to chase them away or your ancestors will haunt you.” 
 
    Everett went still. Surely the man wasn’t talking about Medea. Everett might have mistaken her for a ghost for a moment but albino was a hereditary condition. Victor had given him more insight and explained that two parents could carry the blueprints of an albino without being albino themselves. He wasn’t sure how blueprints were passed down but he had grown up in the country. He knew that selecting certain characteristics in an animal could guarantee it for the next. He knew that whatever caused Medea’s albinism had nothing to do with mysticism and more about who her parents were. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes and studied the man. Why would the man want him to chase away Medea? 
 
    “I don’t believe in ghosts.” Everett jumped back as the large round end of the stick swiped where his head was. It came to a stop right in front of his nose. He wondered if the man intended to hit him or not but the growling voice made his stomach flip. “Death. I see death in your eyes. The ghost has already infected you.” 
 
    Everett didn’t think Medea had done anything except reluctantly accept his flirting. But even if she was someone nefarious, he would still give her a limb. No one deserved to be less than they could be. 
 
    The old man stepped forward with the walking stick still raised, forcing Everett to take a step back. His legs came up against the cabinet where he stored miscellaneous gears. Everett slapped the stick aside and said, “Get out of here, old man. I’m not going to put up with your threats.” He squared his shoulders. Everett was taller than the other man and he hoped that was enough to intimidate the man as he didn’t have any weapon at hand. The stick looked menacing as it was and he didn’t doubt it could do some damage if wielded as a weapon. 
 
    The man flipped the stick and cracked the narrow end against the floor. Everett eyed the stick warily as the man had moved faster than expected. Maybe the man hadn’t meant to hit him after all. But he intended to threaten Everett. 
 
    Clicking his tongue in some intelligible word, the old man spun on his heels and left. Everett eyed him suspiciously and wondered if he would see the man again. He wondered if he would see Medea again. 
 
    If this man was around threatening her as well, he doubted the half-completed foot would ever be used. It explained why she had dashed out of his store the other day and not because she was running away from his inept flirting. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Rayne kept her hand close to the baton on her waist. This neighbourhood made both her and Larkin nervous. She knew Larkin was nervous as his hand was on his gun instead of his baton. She preferred the small weapon to a gun as it was less final in its results. But she could understand Larkin’s concern. There had been two peelers killed here just last week. The residents here didn’t welcome any outside interference. Unfortunately, it was also the place they sold young girls to brothels. It had taken two days to track down which neighbourhood they had taken the girl to. It now meant risking their lives to check the streets on the off chance of spotting the girl. 
 
    Larkin asked, “Do you want a girl or a boy?” 
 
    It took her a moment to realise he was talking about her own child rather than the child they were looking for. “Can we talk about anything else except my pregnancy?” She didn’t glance at Larkin as she spoke but kept her eyes alert on their surroundings. 
 
    “It will soon be the talk of the Yard. I just thought you’d like to get it out there.” 
 
    She knew he had an ulterior motive. “You know I’m pregnant. Victor has been announcing it from the top of Londinium Tower.” 
 
    “He’s excited.” 
 
    She was supposed to be as well. When they had first spoken about having a child she had thought when it happened, she would be excited but now she was worried about what all the men at work would think. Larkin had already expressed that he thought her bonkers not to embrace her marriage and all that entailed but that might have to do with the fact that he recently married and in that blissful stage that had always annoyed her with others. He had been sharing his views for months so she didn’t need to see his expression to know he was eyeing her with some confusion. 
 
    Every time she thought she could just be normal and live in married bliss with Victor something would happen at work. The latest had been the rumour she had been sleeping with her godfather. Victor had done his best to show that he was a possessive dragon and wouldn’t let anyone else have her but it made her angry that the men at the Yard only believed the word of a man. She had worked with some of them for five years and they still thought her a wanton. 
 
    She couldn’t even blame them as the ton was no different. The moment she had started her job at the Yard she had been considered tainted because of it. Her mechanical hand had only been one thing to ostracise her but the moment she worked with men she was a tramp. She couldn’t understand their reasoning. Just because she was around men didn’t mean she was jumping into random beds. 
 
    Most of the men she worked with were uncouth brutes. They were the muscle from Bow Street or the watchmen and even the ones who had common sense and the wherewithal to solve complicated cases were more likely to look down at her as merely ‘that woman’ who had invaded their space. It was only recently that they had started to proposition her. A development she could have done without. 
 
    She had thought with the announcement of her pregnancy the men would have backed off but the propositions had increased as they realised she wasn’t at risk of falling pregnant. Cads. 
 
    She knew the moment she allowed herself to be excited about the baby there would be a new rumour that it was her godfather’s and not Victor’s at all. Or possibly some other weird speculation. She couldn’t go there. She couldn’t risk her heart. But she also feared if she heard something like that, she would lose her temper with her colleagues. 
 
    Rayne snapped out her hand and caught a pickpocket who had sauntered up behind them. She raised an eyebrow at the small urchin who couldn’t be any older than ten or so but age was difficult to tell when malnourishment meant he could be small for his age. The boy winced as her mechanical hand tightened on his wrist. 
 
    She tried to pull back but the fingers weren’t listening to her. She used her other hand to pry her fingers free. The urchin saw her distraction with her hand as his chance to escape and tried to dash for it, but Larkin despite his size was not slow. He caught the boy up by the back of his coat. There was tearing of cloth but it held and the boy’s feet dangled beneath him. 
 
    Larkin asked, “What should we do with him? Gallows? Or should we just take one of his hands?” She knew he was joking. He had more of a soft spot for children than she did. But she also knew he was playing a role. It was better to scare the child into thinking he was in danger of mutilation. Hopefully they wouldn’t see him again. 
 
    Rayne narrowed her eyes and brought her face closer to the boy. “He is a small fry. Wouldn’t be much point would there. Not like we would have others at the shop saying we were brave to bring in such a scrawny critter.” 
 
    The boy wriggled and the material of his coat tore a little more as the boy flailed his arms and legs around. Larkin shifted his grip so he now held him up by one arm. “We could just lop off the hand here and take that back. No one would need to know he was such a small one.” 
 
    Larkin whipped out a knife with his free hand and brought it close enough to the young thief’s eyes that all he could see was the wicked blade. The thief trembled and yelped, “I won’t do nuffin again. Trust me.” 
 
    Rayne tilted her head sideways as she studied the boy. She wished she could take him in but the boy wasn’t ready to take any charity. Hopefully they could scare him from going after toffs at the very least. They were the kind to ask for the most vicious of justice. “Aw, let him go. I wouldn’t want to carry around a bloody limb anyway. It will stain my uniform. Your missus also would complain about getting blood out of your uniform and you know she has a real sharp tongue when she wants to.” Larkin’s wife was sweetness personified but it wasn’t unusual to use her to scare people into behaving. 
 
    “Argh. Wouldn’t want that.” Larkin shrugged and sheathed his blade. Once he let go of the boy, he scrambled and ran for the safety of one alleyway. Rayne frowned when she saw the flash of yellow hair. Though there were those who had blonde hair in this neighbourhood most of them were dulled by grease and soot. It was the other person who caught her attention. The pale skin and fair hair were distinct. 
 
    Rayne was just about to investigate when a child dashed out of the alley. The small girl slammed into her legs. Her pale yellow hair matched the description of the missing child. Her clinging grasp was more an indication of the child’s identity. This neighbourhood didn’t see police as the hero. Rayne’s eyes stayed on the alleyway though and she glimpsed the pale woman again. She checked on the child before ducking back into the shadows of the alleyway. 
 
    Larkin reached out and steadied Rayne otherwise she would have hit the ground and since this place didn’t have someone to collect the waste left by horses, it was the last place she wanted to spend any time horizontal. 
 
    Rayne put aside her concerns for the strange woman to reassure the child. At least they could now leave the dangerous part of the city. Her hand shook a little as she patted the girl’s shoulder. She didn’t want to contemplate the future this girl would have been facing if that albino woman hadn’t saved the girl. Even with their resources, the girl would have disappeared into the brothels and they wouldn’t have been able to save her. 
 
    Patting the girl’s head her hand seized up and shuddered before it went back to its smooth function. Larkin asked, “What happened with your hand?” Rayne shook her head. Now wasn’t the time to discuss it. 
 
    Larkin frowned at her so she reassured him and said, “I’ll get my brother to look at it.” 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Everett stepped back to admire his work. The arm gleamed with its polished brass covering that he had etched with curlicues. There was no reason not to be stylish when you were short a limb. The man clenched his hand and flexed his fingers. The gears whirred but otherwise worked as planned. 
 
    Martin wiggled his shoulder, stretching out tight muscles though he didn’t have any muscles in that arm anymore. “I didn’t think I could do that again.” Everett knew some of his clients spoke of phantom pains but he hadn’t realised some could want a phantom stretch. 
 
    With the consult almost finished Everett offered the coat to Martin which he had taken off for Everett to fit the arm. Martin thanked him and added, “When that doctor had me strapped down I didn’t think I’d get back to normal, you know. Thanks for this, doc.” 
 
    Martin tugged at his lapel. Joy glowing on his face at the simple activity that was now possible because he had both arms back. He smoothed his hands over the coat. Everett could understand him savouring the abilities the arm now afforded him. It was that joy in the man’s face that drove Everett to continue in his career. 
 
    Everett waved off the title and said, “I’m not a doctor. But what is this about a doctor strapping you down?” He had worked with doctors before and he couldn’t think of a time where strapping someone down was essential. Maybe the doctor had been on his own. He had held some down to help with an operation but they could do damage to a patient if they were strapped down. Sometimes a patient had to be held down but that was when the patient hadn’t been sedated. Opium was in common use amongst doctors. It was safer than dealing with a flailing patient even if the side effects weren’t always pleasant. 
 
    Martin picked up his bag from the floor and looped it over his head as he spoke, “Ah, I don’t think I told you how it happened when I came in last time. The doctor who did this to me was supposed to fix a broken bone. Just set it you know. I’ve had broken bones before. I know when it is a bad break and this wasn’t one of those. He drugged me and strapped me to the table to stop me from running before he hacked off the arm.” Martin illustrated his words with a chop of his new mechanical hand. 
 
    Everett shuddered at the image the man created and he wondered if the hand that had been left on his doorstep hadn’t been the one from the hospital and instead was from a backroom clinic. He had heard of a few operating in shady areas of the city. 
 
    The bell over the door heralded a visitor. A smile split his lips as Rayne entered with Larkin behind her. It was rare for her to drag her partner with her to anything that didn’t have to do with her work but his workplace was close to Scotland Yard. Everett patted Martin’s arm and said, “Come in next week. By then we should know if there are any issues or not.” 
 
    Martin glanced between him and his sister before he left. Rayne asked, “Another happy customer?” 
 
    “The only kind I like.” He let a genuine smile touch his lips. He had missed his sister while he had been overseas and when he had been at school. Though not the closest in age they had a close bond out of all his siblings. It was the loss of her hand. He had been sick and the whole family were rushing to a doctor when the carriage had crashed. She had lost her hand. 
 
    He felt responsible so as he had sat by her sickbed to keep her company. Seeing how she had taken on the world despite her lack had grown his respect for his older sister. 
 
    Rayne rubbed her mechanical hand on her other arm in a nervous action. “Sorry about the other day. I didn’t mean to blow you off.” He had almost forgotten about the random limb left on his doorstep. He was sure he could find the answer to the mystery soon so he had shelved it in his mind. 
 
    It was his sister that couldn’t put a mystery down while he was more interested in what he could do for others to improve their lives. He was more worried about the albino woman Medea. She hadn’t come back for the limb he was building her. But he didn’t blame her if she was running away from the creepy man who had threatened him. He wondered if he should mention the man to Rayne but she had enough on her plate already. 
 
    Everett waved off her apology. “Not a problem. But what brings you here?” He glanced at Larkin who lurked silently, this was no casual visit. 
 
    “We were wondering if you still had that body part.” 
 
    He frowned. There was no good reason his sister would want the hand and also be lugging Larkin around at the same time. “No, I left it with Victor.” The smell alone would have chased away all his customers. “What do you want it for?” Maybe he was wrong and it was from a murder victim rather than a medical misadventure. 
 
    Rayne made a frustrated face by wrinkling up her nose to the side before she sighed. “We have a case of cannibalism and we were wondering if your bit of evidence was part of all that. Some construction workers found chewed on body parts dumped at their site. Human teeth marks. I’ll check in with Victor, he’ll know if someone has been munching on it.” 
 
    Rayne turned to leave but paused and said, “I saw your albino girl the other day. She was in Seven Dials. Not sure what she was doing there except that she was saving a young girl.” 
 
    “Medea? You saw Medea?” Hope rose in him. 
 
    “I assume it was your girl. I can’t think of many albinos in the city let alone one who was using a crutch. But you promise me if you go looking for her you take someone to watch your back. Seven Dials is not a place to go in alone.” 
 
    He crossed his heart with his fingers and said, “I promise.” Though he had no idea who he would take. He didn’t have many friends and most of them lived in foreign climes. He doubted Rayne would appreciate him taking their younger sister though she would probably be perfectly safe. She had a way of staying out of trouble. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Everett pushed the magnifying glass aside and leaned back to loosen sore muscles. The gears of the toes were exposed but mostly formed. He still had to put in the springs that would make the toes return to position. The bell above the door warned him he was no longer alone in his workshop. 
 
    It was the creepy man with the stick. Everett could hardly believe the man would dare to return after he had threatened him the last time. 
 
    Pushing his stool backward, Everett rose to his feet. “You again. I thought I told you to get lost.” 
 
    His voice cracked with vehemence. “The girl who came in here. The roho, the ghost.” The last was spoken in a sneer. 
 
    The sparkle in the man’s eyes as he spoke wasn’t a look of pride for Medea but rather of lust. The hatred in the African man’s voice had Everett growling. 
 
    The dark man continued, “The woman is mine. You leave her to me.” His hand caressed the top of his walking stick. The motion had Everett shuddering with revulsion. 
 
    “She came to me. I didn’t seek her out.” Everett crossed his arms across his chest. He wasn’t sure why the man had returned but he seemed sure that Medea had visited while before he had been testing Everett. He also wouldn’t reveal that Medea had left in a hurry and he doubted she would return regardless of what he wished. 
 
    Madness lit the man’s eyes. “You will not make her one of your contraptions.” A statement rather than a suggestion. Everett had never been very good at taking orders. 
 
    Everett’s fists tightened against his forearms. His voice iced with steel, “I’m already making it.” 
 
    Anger stiffened the man’s muscles and the image of an old frail man disappeared in a flash. 
 
    With malice, the man raised his stick, transforming it from an ordinary item to a weapon. In a fluid motion, the man struck Everett. Ducking reflexively it glanced off his head. 
 
    Everett staggered back against the counter. Risking another blow he turned his back on the old African man to search for a weapon. The counter, unusually clear, only yielded a soldering iron. Hardly a weapon to counter the reach of the walking stick. The stick smashed down on the almost completed foot he was making for Medea. Gears and metal spun off in several directions. 
 
    When Everett turned, there was no attacker. The old man had dissipated like a fog on a summer morning. 
 
    Turning to the ruined foot Everett picked up a now severed toe. The hard end of the stick had done more damage to the foot than it had done to his head so it was more likely the man hadn’t intended to kill him, merely get him out of the way. 
 
    He turned the toe over in his hand. Though damaged it wasn’t destroyed. Everett took his seat again and rubbed at the spot on his head where the man had contacted. A lump had risen under his hair and he winced as his hand found the exact spot. He rolled his shoulders. They were still stiff from being hunched over and despite the exercise the weird man had given him it hadn’t dissipated. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    The visits to the other hospitals had uncovered nothing so the link between St Andrews and the Collectors was all he had. He hadn’t been to the bowels of the Yard before so he wandered aimlessly in his search for the Collectors and their headquarters. Poking his head into the different rooms he eventually found a room cooler than all the others. They stacked blocks of ice up against the wall and metal bins lined the far wall. 
 
    Two men worked to clean the room. The younger of the men was folding bloodied sheets haphazardly. The older one, who was moping the floor with a dirty mop, spotted Everett and stopped to ask, “What can we do for you, My Lord?” 
 
    Since they wouldn’t be aware that he was a duke’s son he frowned at the honorific. The younger man said, “He’s no lord.” He ran his eyes over Everett which had him automatically straightening his spine. 
 
    The older man frowned and said, “Don’t mind him, sir.” 
 
    Everett shrugged it off, he wasn’t one to care about what honorific they used for him. He actually preferred it when people were unaware of his father’s rank. “I had a hand left on my doorstep a week ago and St Andrews said they had one pass through there and that you good fellows were the ones to dispose of it.” 
 
    The old man said, “We do take care of the waste from the hospital but I don’t remember a hand. They don’t do many amputations there.” He glanced at the younger man who just shrugged though there was a fierce flush to his cheeks which implied anger. 
 
    Everett tipped his head to the older man and said, “Thank you for answering my questions.” He eyed the other man carefully. There was something the younger man wasn’t saying but Everett didn’t have any power to make him answer. He might get Victor to ask the man more pointed questions and see if he could get something from the belligerent man. If that didn’t work then he would sic Rayne on the man. That would get answers. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Medea tugged her coat closer around her. She had traded a necklace for it. It hadn’t had sentimental value instead she kept it for situations like this where she needed help when she escaped. She had been forced to move again as there had been another dead bird on her windowsill. This time it had its head but she couldn’t risk the witch doctor finding her. She had moved deeper into the vile areas of Londinium. 
 
    A wheelbarrow rattled as it went from a wooden walkway to the dirt road. Medea ducked out of view even though she was already hidden by the shadows. It didn’t matter if it was the witch doctor or not. It was late at night and no one was safe at this hour. Even the ladies who entertained men had already found their beds. 
 
    The wheelbarrow rolled past her and her hiding place in the deep doorway of a derelict church. Her spine stiffened at the sight that passed by. A man dressed in black, his face hidden by a mask and hood, casually carried the body of a man. The body was soot-covered and small. Most likely a man who cleaned chimneys. His lifeless eyes stared at the starless sky. Blood dripped from his fingers so the man was only recently deceased. Bite marks curved like a sickle went up the arm. 
 
    The wheelbarrow and its gruesome contents turned a corner. She came out of her hiding place and quietly made her way to the corner. Keeping her body hidden by the corner of the building she took a peek. The man turned down another corner. This time to a dead-end alley that went into a courtyard. About half a dozen families would live in the courtyard but she didn’t think any of them were at risk from the man with the wheelbarrow. He already had his victim. 
 
    She took note of the courtyard name and returned to her doorway bed. Tomorrow she would leave a note with the constables to search for the man. It was too late for the man in the wheelbarrow. 
 
    She didn’t sleep after that so it was early when she stretched out and rubbed the back of her neck with one hand. She had procured a short-term job at a factory. Normally she wouldn’t risk it but she desperately needed the coin. 
 
    One advantage of waking early was that she could get to the front of the line of one of the charity kitchens that was run by one of the society ladies. There were already a few souls like herself that probably slept on the streets and were woken early. They kept their eyes off her and she returned the favour. 
 
    Someone called her name and her head shot up, worried it was Cayman, only he had always called her ghost or made reference to the magic her body could perform him. He believed she could bring him untold wealth. He had never used her name. 
 
    Ancaster, the man from the artificial limb store ran towards her. He didn’t seem to care that running was mostly done by young boys and those fleeing policemen. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and then must have realised how familiar the hug was as he jumped back. A blush ran up his neck to his cheeks. “When that man came to the shop to threaten you I wondered if he had gotten to you.” 
 
    She caught his arm to steady herself. “Man? What man?” 
 
    “Some African man with a stick. He called you a ghost and said he would send my ancestors to haunt me if I helped you. He nearly split open my head though when he tried to break your foot.” 
 
    “You are making me a foot?” Her voice was incredulous even to her ears. She couldn’t believe that someone would bother with her. 
 
    “Of course, wasn’t that why you came to my store?” She shook her head. She had no money. Less now than she had then. She had only walked in because of curiosity rather than because she had the means to purchase a limb to replace the foot that had been taken from her. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to make it.” She frowned. There was no way she could get the foot anyway. If the witch doctor was haunting the store and threatening Ancaster, he would watch out for her. Not that this neighbourhood was any safer. 
 
    “You need to be careful of Cayman. He is dangerous.” 
 
    He put a hand to his head and rubbed his hair as he answered, “I’m well aware of that.” 
 
    She glanced around and spotted a dandy strolling down the street with his hands still in his pockets. “You didn’t come alone did you?” 
 
    Ancaster glanced around and said, “I brought Victor.” She frowned at the dandy. He hadn’t tried to keep up with Ancaster so as a bodyguard he was already lacking. He didn’t look particularly dangerous in his burnt orange coat and purple embroidered waistcoat. 
 
    He winked at her and said to Ancaster, “I see you found your girl.” 
 
    Her frown deepened. Ancaster must have realised she was concerned about his abilities as he said, “Victor is a dragon. He might not look it but he can toast anyone who thinks about attacking me. But you can’t be safe here.” 
 
    She waved him off and said, “I’ve been in more dangerous places. But you can’t be here. If the witch doctor knows that you know me he might follow you.” 
 
    Victor said, “No one followed us. Not unless they can fly.” She eyed the dragon. She noticed the golden eyes now that they had revealed his identity. 
 
    “He has spirits that can find anyone anywhere.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow. She waved off his scepticism and turned back to Ancaster. “You need to leave. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Where will I find you when I finish making your foot?” 
 
    She shook her head. Fear shivered through her blood that Ancaster, an innocent, would be dragged into the horror that was her life. “I can’t afford any of your wares.” 
 
    “No cost.” 
 
    She studied his eyes. There was no deception, only earnest serenity. She didn’t come across altruistic people often but she wouldn’t be alive except for the few she had come across. “Okay.” 
 
    Victor said, “You can use my wall.” 
 
    Ancaster turned and frowned so she wasn’t the only one confused by the dragon. “I have a wall in a public garden in Culpeper. There are several bricks that are loose and you can hide a message behind them. I think the third one along from the rose and six rows up is still free.” 
 
    Ancaster asked, “What?” 
 
    “You won’t be the only ones using the wall. I have several groups that use the wall. Usually for a cost. I make sure the messages go to the right people. There was the whole scandal of the wool manufacturers getting the letter meant for the coal industry. They almost torched one of their factories by accident over that debacle.” 
 
    She had no idea what he was talking about. She glanced at Ancaster and he looked as confused as her. “You mean you run a postal service for spies.” 
 
    A smile split the dragon’s face. “I wonder if I could advertise it like that.” He waved it off and answered his own speculation, “Silly you can’t advertise a secret service to spies. Darn, that would have been an interesting flier. Yes, third one along from the rose and six rows up. Leave something there and I’ll make sure the boy gets it.” 
 
    She hesitated. She had learned her letters when she had looked after her master’s children and the tutor hadn’t cared if she was present or not. Spirits would be able to follow her even to a secret wall like the dragon described but with a mechanical foot she would be better able to hide and to travel. She could get work in places that weren’t also in the same neighbourhood as cannibals. 
 
    “I’ll leave you a message. But you must go now.” He caught her hand and placed a few pounds in it. She hadn’t seen many pound notes in her lifetime and he handed them over as if they were the change in his pocket. He squeezed her hand. Probably anticipating the protest. She bit her tongue though. With this money, she could buy herself shelter and protection. 
 
    She slipped the money away and then hurried to rejoin the line going into breakfast. She glanced back to see Victor pulling Everett away. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Everett frowned at the bird. Without a head, they nailed it to his door. He poked it with a finger. It was still warm with the life it had recently lost. He glanced around looking for whoever had left it there. The street was empty. 
 
    He scratched his chin as he contemplated the threat. It was a threat. More so than the limbs left on his doorstep. If he guessed who had left it, he would say it was the African man. The dead animal fit with his motif. 
 
    He opened the door to his shop and went inside for a tool that could pry off the nail and the bird. He didn’t think any of his clients would appreciate the addition to his door. 
 
    He dropped the bird into a box. He was planning to head to the Scotland Yard to install the new fan for Victor and he could show his sister the bird. He doubted there was much she could do but she would be upset if he didn’t share this with her. 
 
    He burdened himself with tools and the new fan and had to juggle the box with the dead bird. Victor was waiting for him when he arrived at the Yard. His sister was nowhere to be seen and even before he could call out a greeting to the dragon Victor said, “She is out arresting someone. She should be back by the time you are done.” 
 
    Everett chuckled. “How do you do as well, Brother?” 
 
    Victor snorted. “Whatever.” 
 
    He frowned at the usually happy-go-lucky dragon. “Things not so happy at home?” 
 
    Victor shrugged one shoulder. “Fields is being difficult. The men are getting worse.” 
 
    Everett glanced around at some of the constables who went about their work in clumps with heads bowed together. There weren’t many who hung around the Yard as most of them were out on patrol. None looked like the cads his sister said they often were. Unfortunately he was also aware that his experience was often different from the reality that was his sister’s. 
 
    “Well, let’s install this new fan then.” 
 
    Victor grunted. Everett could understand the dragon’s frustration as there wasn’t much anyone could do about hidebound men. Victor as a dragon worked with the government in Londinium and other British towns to try update laws to be fairer to everyone. His work at the Yard was more about spending time with his wife than his true mission. 
 
    It took longer than expected to install the fan as neither of them knew where a ladder was stored in the building and they were forced to check every storage closet in the building. It didn’t help that Victor had been accurate of his own abilities about mechanical things. He called every tool a thingamajig and by the end even Everett was calling them by that term just to speed up the process. 
 
    A commotion drew their attention outside. Everett rushed down the ladder and followed Victor outside to the stairs. He gasped as he saw a tall man, well over six foot with muscles that bulged and filled out his coat. Rayne had the man’s arm yanked up at an awkward angle behind his back. Larkin held a gun on the man but otherwise didn’t interfere. 
 
    The large man tried to wriggle free but Rayne pulled up his arm and the large man went to his knees in pain. His face twisted up in agony. Rayne came close to the man’s ear and whispered to him. 
 
    Victor said, “Isn’t she amazing?” 
 
    Everett glanced at the dragon. He adored his sister. He couldn’t understand his sister’s reluctance to hitch her wagon to the dragon. 
 
    Fields had also come out at the commotion. “What is the meaning of—” his voice petered off as he took in the scene. He frowned at Rayne and Everett couldn’t help his own smile. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Ancaster tightened his hands on the box as he passed by a large group leaving the hospital. It would not do for them to knock the box and break the delicate mechanism inside. It wasn’t one he had specifically made but rather one of the display pieces he had made for his window. He thought Margaret would value the small dancing puppets. He had more sophisticated but none as whimsical. 
 
    He didn’t know why he thought the doctor’s wife and assistant would rather have whimsy in her life but maybe it was more of a reflection of his own need for whimsy. 
 
    Earlier that day he had stopped at the wall in the garden to leave a message. He had stayed around for a while to see if Medea would wander by but the chance of them both being at the wall at the same time was slim. 
 
    This time the nurses guided him to a different part of the hospital by his request to find Margaret. She was working by herself in a supply closest and he stopped wondering if he should interrupt her. 
 
    She must have heard him approach as she spun on her heels. “Oh, Ancaster. You are early. The patient isn’t even here yet.” At his last visit he’d been able to convince her to set up a meeting with the woman who had her hand amputated. It meant he could bring the clockwork creation as he had forgotten it the last time. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what he wanted to uncover speaking to the woman whose hand had ended up on his doorstep. 
 
    He shrugged and offered the box. “I thought I’d bring this over and then beg for a guide. This hospital is like a maze. I’ve already gotten lost twice.” She took the box gingerly. Opening it her face lit as her eyes widened. 
 
    “It is beautiful.” She giggled as she pulled it out and got a better look at the puppets. Punch and Judy bowed and dipped in an elaborate dance. One dodging swings and swipes of the cloth-covered hands of the other. She stopped the key on the side and the two puppets swayed to a stop in the middle of a dip and miss. 
 
    Her eyes turned sombre and he wondered if he had offended her after all. She placed it back in the box and said, “Let me take you to the patient’s room. My husband should be there with her. I hope you have a strong stomach as she has come in to have her dressings replaced.” 
 
    He’d seen his fair share of open and festering wounds but there was a reason he made fake limbs instead of becoming a doctor. But he needed to make sure the woman was the one that belonged with the hand. He was fairly sure it was an accident the limb had landed on his doorstep. But he’d rather be sure than let some maniac get away because he hadn’t done his due diligence. 
 
    Doctor Carthart was already with the woman when they arrived in the ward where they were changing her dressings. She chatted warmly with the doctor who worked without speaking. 
 
    Margaret said, “Doctor, that young man from the other day wants to have a word with Mrs Evans.” 
 
    The doctor nodded without looking up from his work. Everett wasn’t sure if he was like that because he was dedicated to his work or because he just didn’t like dealing with people. Everett smiled at the woman. She was a heavyset woman and had muscles that rivalled some of the strongest pugilists that he knew. 
 
    “Ma’am. Is it alright if I ask a few questions?” 
 
    The woman frowned at Everett. 
 
    Margaret came to his rescue and vouched for him. “He makes prosthetics. Mechanical limbs. He might be able to replace your hand.” 
 
    The woman looked at him speculatively. “Something that could do the delicate work I was doing before?” 
 
    “Maybe, what did you do before?” 
 
    “I worked in the weaving factories. Need to be quick to handle the machines.” Now the injury made sense. She had probably come afoul of the machines herself. 
 
    “I can certainly help with that. You could even get a hand specific to your needs.” 
 
    That must have intrigued the woman as she nodded her head. “Ask your questions then.” 
 
    “Is there anything about your hand that was amputated that would make it recognisable from others?” He couldn’t tell if the skin tone was the same. The limb had been separated long enough that it was pale with blood loss while the woman had a healthy tone. 
 
    “There was a pretty good scar on the palm. Got it when I was a girl and fighting with my brother. It is shaped a bit like a crescent moon.” He had seen the scar though it was less shaped like a crescent from the bloated flesh but now in his mind there was no doubt that the hand belonged to her. 
 
    He wasn’t sure why he was a little disappointed that there wasn’t a murder to solve. He knew it wasn’t his career or even his vocation to chase down killers but he admired his sister and maybe he was disappointed that he couldn’t be like her. 
 
    “That is all I really wanted to know. If you want that hand you can visit my store, Ancaster’s mechanical limbs.” He offered her a card. Much like the ones he used when he called on people but this one was for his store. 
 
    The doctor said, “Now if you don’t mind I have work to finish here.” Margaret apologised and took Everett’s hand. 
 
    Once outside she said, “Sorry for my husband. He gets annoyed with people who call themselves doctors when they aren’t trained.” 
 
    Everett frowned. “I’m not a doctor.” 
 
    Margaret waved it off. “It isn’t really you he is upset with. There are two men who visit the hospital often to fit the people with wooden limbs. Far inferior to your own mechanical contraptions. They do have the audacity to call themselves doctors. I’m afraid you remind him of them.” 
 
    She tapped the top of the box with the automaton and said, “Thank you for this. I don’t think I have anything this nice. I will treasure it.” 
 
    He flushed, surprised at the compliment. “Thank you for guiding me around and now seeing me out. I know you must be busy working with your husband.” 
 
    She flushed. “I’m no doctor myself. I merely assist.” He had seen how efficient she had been at the dissection. She might not be a doctor but she was as skilled as any practitioner he had seen. 
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short, Margaret. Even if your husband can’t see what assets you are, I’m sure the patients you help certainly do.” Her reply was with her head bowed and was barely a whisper that he couldn’t make out her words. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Everett dropped into the seat usually reserved for weeping victims and the desperate. He propped his feet on the desk. Rayne glared at his feet until he sheepishly dropped them and made sure he had left no marks. “I should be able to have a look into your mysterious hand. That cannibal we were looking for was caught. A tip led Larkin and me to his very home.” 
 
    He waved it off. “Don’t worry. I found the owner of the hand. She is alive and kicking so I don’t think we have to rush.” They both looked toward the door when Larkin stormed through. 
 
    A little breathless he said, “We have another case. Some malarkey about it being magic.” 
 
    Rayne growled. “You don’t think it is someone trying to pin it on Victor again?” She shoved away from her desk and rummaged through her drawers to gather her baton and gear. Larkin shook his head. Everett raised an eyebrow as he watched her slip her baton in her belt. 
 
    The people of Londinium had a low opinion of dragons and their abilities. When Victor had returned to town after years of being away there had been a mob outside his house and he had eventually been framed for the murder of his wife. The mob had been convinced Victor had magical powers and that was why he could cover his murderous ways. 
 
    “Who knows? There isn’t a mark on the man. Come on, White Place is on the edge of our jurisdiction.” Rayne glanced to him but he waved her off. He was an adult and could see himself out. 
 
    She brushed her hand on his shoulder as she made her way past him. He had planned to have lunch with his sister but now that he was free he made his way over to the wall. The wall where he had left a note for Medea. 
 
    He glanced around but there wasn’t anyone around as he pulled the brick free. His heart jumped as he saw the small folded piece of paper. He opened the note to see the small and lopsided letters. They were like the letters of a child but better than his own when he was a kid. 
 
    He’d been more interested in getting his point across than learning the fine art of penmanship. It was only when his mother had threatened him with a week strapped to a chair practising nothing but his letters he had put in the effort to improve. Until this moment he hadn’t even wondered if Medea could write or not. He flushed at his narrow-mindedness. 
 
    His family was unusual in that his parents had encouraged education in the whole household. Including the servants. He knew most of his class actively discouraged education in the lower classes. 
 
    He shook off his own classist attitude to read the note. Though her sentences were simple she made herself clear as she explained some of her situation. Helpfully she also explained that she had learned her letters while looking after her master’s children. At the end she warned him about the witch doctor and his power over spirits. 
 
    He frowned at his. He didn’t believe in spirits but he knew there was more in the universe than most people understood. Maybe the witch doctor had other powers much like the ones the dragons used. 
 
    With that in mind, he penned his own note. Warning her about the strange death at White Place. He folded it and slipped it into the space behind the brick. He wished he could speak to her in person but he also respected her fear of the witch doctor. He was violent enough to cut off her foot Everett didn’t doubt he was violent enough to kill someone. It was intent alone that had stopped the man from cracking open his head when he had gone to attack the foot he was making for Medea. 
 
    Rubbing the back of his neck Everett headed for his shop where he could put the finishing touches to Medea’s foot. It was one of his best works. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Everett winced as Victor banged together some tin basins as he shoved them into a cabinet. Everett had hoped to see his sister but she was still out on a case. Victor had been his next stop but now he regretted it. 
 
    Slamming the door Victor growled. “It isn’t like it could have been me.” Everett raised an eyebrow and pointed to some of his chemicals that were slowly boiling under a Bunsen burner. 
 
    “That isn’t magic or even dangerous. Well, not dangerous in that amount. You’d have to drink about a gallon before you killed yourself on that gunk.” 
 
    The ominous gunk made a loud plop and both of them jumped. Victor went to turn down the Bunsen burner. 
 
    Everett asked, “Is it possible for humans to have powers like dragons.” 
 
    Victor shrugged. “I suppose it is possible. After all, we developed our powers naturally but we are a significantly older race than humans.” 
 
    He tipped his hand to demonstrate it could go either way. “But we’ve been mixing our blood with yours for almost a thousand years. I’m sure there are some humans out there with just a touch of dragon blood that can do some interesting things. Things different to what we can do.” 
 
    “What about controlling ghosts?” Everett wasn’t sure about ghosts but there were many in the city who were convinced. There were even those who would willingly take money to speak to those ghosts. Some even came away from those interviews with closure while others were only upset by it. 
 
    Victor snorted. “Not because I don’t think spirits are real. There are plenty people in Londinium who would chase me down with pitchforks if I didn’t believe in spirits.” 
 
    Everett teased and said, “I thought you already had a mob chase you with pitchforks.” 
 
    Two years before they had framed the dragon for the murder of his wife and her lover. A mob had attacked him and given him over to authorities. Though he didn’t think there had been anyone literally with a pitchfork. 
 
    Victor gave him an enigmatic look that implied he wasn’t impressed with Everett’s attempt at levity. “But I don’t think there is anyone that has the power to control spirits.” 
 
    Victor went over to a large blackboard and searched around for a piece of chalk. Once he found one he drew circles and lines on the board. “There is a part of the human being that isn’t completely here in this plane. Bits and pieces are between the planes but there is something that joins all of this together. When dragons came here, we had to wait for someone who was dying and pick up the bits and pieces that were in the between and wait for the thing holding it all together to let go.” 
 
    Everett had no idea how the circles and lines represented the bits and pieces that were in between. He had heard about this from his younger sister and his father who were fascinated with dragons. “We knew that we couldn’t do anything with the bits and pieces until that energy was no longer there. But energy doesn’t just go away. It transforms.” 
 
    Everett asked, “So you say spirits are merely energy leftover from people living.” 
 
    Victor wiped his chalk coated hands on his coat. “That is a simplistic way to say that. It is more that the energy becomes something more. It is what keeps the universe together. See this beaker here. It has the energy but weaker and simpler. If I break the beaker that energy will still be there but with humans it is different. Instead of just sitting there being a broken thing it becomes something new.” 
 
    He shrugged off his explanation and said, “But whatever it is, it is stronger than any living person. There is no way there is someone who can control them even if they have dragon blood.” 
 
    Curious, Everett changed the subject. “What do you think your kid will be like?” 
 
    “Kid? Child? Your mother would be disappointed at the cant.” Everett sniffed. It was only Rayne that they worried about when it came to her language as they were sure that her exposure to the lesser beings would corrupt her in some way. 
 
    Everett was waiting for his parents to realise that his clients were also from that lower class and that he was also at risk of being corrupted. When Victor didn’t answer straight away Everett asked, “You aren’t worried, are you?” 
 
    “No, no your sister will be fine. I’ll make sure she’ll be fine.” Everett hadn’t seen a dragon heal someone else with their powers but he had heard of it before. He wasn’t sure how it worked but it eased his mind that Victor could keep his sister safe during childbirth. Medical knowledge might have improved but there was still a risk when it came to bringing the next generation into the world. 
 
    Victor continued, “I’m worried about what your sister is feeling. Rayne still isn’t pleased with being pregnant.” She hadn’t spoken to Everett yet about the baby but he had assumed it was because she was focused on her work rather than an intentional avoidance of the topic. 
 
    “You want me to talk to her?” Even as Everett said it he dreaded the conversation. He had avoided thinking of his sister as being desired by others and he knew that no matter how he approached this conversation he would have to come to terms with that fact of life. 
 
    Victor shook his head. “She’ll tell me eventually.” 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Medea was glad for the almost full moon as she picked her way amongst the flowers towards the wall where hopefully a letter waited for her. A rustle to the side had her go still. When no one appeared she let out a breath and made her way to the end of the path. 
 
    The moon was behind a building so it shadowed the wall. She had to feel her way, counting the bricks as she made her way to the hidden cache. The sound of the brick scraping as she pulled it out was overly loud in the quiet garden. Her heart beating fast in her chest she waited to hear if anyone was approaching before she slipped her hand into the cavity. She pulled out the folded paper. 
 
    The brick proved stubborn going back in. Once replaced she didn’t bother to see if there was anyone around and made her way out of the garden. Her hand tightened around the note. 
 
    She waited until she was under one of the gas street lamps two blocks from the garden before she took out the letter to read it. When she read about the mysterious death, she worried that the witch doctor was gaining power by killing people. He had done that back when he had first caught her. 
 
    She had been born a slave in the cotton fields of the new world. Her owner though had been appalled by her paleness. There was talk of freeing slaves and the hint that the black slaves could somehow harbour the ability to change their skin colour horrified the man. 
 
    So as a child she had worked exclusively in the nursery with the children. It was easy to hide her away when children were meant to be tucked away. The master’s children had treated her more like an odd pet. But it had afforded her some safety. 
 
    A storm changed everything. It had swept away the whole farm. Including the shed where the slaves slept. She had managed to climb a tree and was rescued in the morning. The family who had taken her in were good people. They spoke about helping her get to states that had no slavery. But one man they had rescued the same day had watched her. 
 
    They didn’t know he was a murderer. 
 
    Their spirits did now as he had put poison in their meal and killed them while they slept. She wouldn’t have escaped the witch doctor either if it hadn’t been an act of the gods. A fire had allowed her to run at the hostel they had been staying at shortly after he had cut off her foot. He must have thought he’d crippled her but she had fought through the pain to get away from him. 
 
    With her history riding her hard she made her way to the address Everett had mentioned. There was no harm in checking it out. There were no lights on in the home. Considering the lateness of the hour and the deaths in the house she wasn’t surprised. 
 
    She threw her crutch over the brick fence and then using a springing hop she pulled herself up over the lip of the fence. She landed in a crouch on the other side. Her face almost planting into a small bush. Righting herself she frowned at the bush. 
 
    It had spear-shaped leaves. There weren’t any flowers on the plant as it was too late in the season but the leaves themselves held a familiar smell. A hint of apricot but faded. She picked some of the leaves. Waxy against her touch she shoved some into a pocket to study when she had decent light. 
 
    But she already had an idea of what kind of plant it was. Her heart skipped in fear. She knew this poison. It was the same one that Cayman had placed in the meal that had killed the people who had rescued her from the floodwaters. Was this Cayman? 
 
    She felt around and found her crutch. She wasn’t sure what she expected to find at the home but she went over to the windows. It must be a good neighbourhood as there were clean windows lined along the back wall of the house. The back door had a simple latch. They didn’t expect people to scale the wall. Definitely a good neighbourhood. 
 
    The house was dead silent and she doubted anyone was there at all. She wandered the rooms but there was nothing that spoke of the witch doctor. No signs he had taken anything from the people. The smell of sickness was in the house. Not the witch doctor’s usual tactics. His poisons worked with no signs. Whoever had cleaned up had tried to cover the smell of vomit but they hadn’t been successful. 
 
    She stopped, the light of the moon slanted through a window. There was a large tapestry on the wall. It was of a dragon and surrounded by arcane symbols. Was this why people thought it was magic? Her hand went to the pocket with the leaves. Could it be something as simple as an accidental poisoning? 
 
    There had been no sign Cayman had a hand in this. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Rayne stepped into Fields’ office. Sitting behind his desk he frowned at a piece of paper that must have killed his dog for the glare it received. She cleared her throat when he didn’t acknowledge her entrance. 
 
    He glanced up and asked, “What do you want Ancaster? I’m busy.” 
 
    “You know you can hire someone to do the paperwork for you.” 
 
    “Are you here to annoy me or do you have a reason to be wasting my time?” 
 
    She hesitated but ploughed forward with her plan. “I want to ask what you think of my work.” 
 
    He frowned at her though the expression was more confusion than the hatred he had been showing the paper. It wasn’t the kind of question she usually asked. She was used to keeping her head down but if she wanted to have respect and the life she deserved she would have to stand up for herself. And not to her godfather. 
 
    “Your work is fine.” That was high praise from Fields. 
 
    “So you don’t think I’m incompetent.” 
 
    “No, you get the job done. Seriously Ancaster get to the point, you know I hate it when you talk around the subject.” 
 
    “I want you to sort out your men.” 
 
    His hands tightened into fists as his voice rose. “My men! How dare you?” 
 
    “I am a good officer and yet you allow the men here to ruin my good name.” 
 
    “I don’t allow anything.” His voice lowered to a growl. 
 
    “So you are saying you don’t have control over the men under your command.” 
 
    “Of course I do.” He rose to his feet. His fists clenched on the surface of his desk. 
 
    “Then you can make them stop.” She raised a single eyebrow. Her chin raised as he was a lot taller than her. 
 
    Fields crowded her, his papers forgotten on the table. His face twisted with his emotions and she could see he wanted to say something as his lips twisted with his unsaid words. 
 
    Before he could yell she pulled some leaves out of her pocket and said, “I solved the murder from yesterday. No magic. Just a jealous wife and poison.” 
 
    Fields sputtered. When he did nothing she placed the leaves on the table. “You might want to start a reference manual on poisons. I only discovered this one because of a tip. I don’t have an affinity for plants.” 
 
    She patted the leaves and flashed Fields a smile before she left. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Everett frowned as he approached his shop after a short lunch break. There was a wheelbarrow on his doorstep. A white sheet with the name of St Andrews inked into a line down the side covered the contents of the barrow. 
 
    His steps faltered as he worried that he knew what was inside. The last time something had been left on his doorstep it had contained a hand. This was significantly bigger than a basket and the sheet implied that the wheelbarrow was filled to the top. The smell had him stopping a few feet away. He steeled himself to check even though the odour had already confirmed what was inside. 
 
    He had worked on a battlefield for six weeks. He had thought then that was the most horrifying thing he would ever behold but he thought this would be close. At least then they had quickly disposed of the ruined body parts. He steeled himself and breathed through his clenched teeth. 
 
    Using the tip of his walking stick he flicked up the edge of the sheet. Even that small glimpse had his gorge rising. Feet and hands of multiple people were haphazardly piled up with no respect to their previous state. He recoiled. 
 
    This was worse than the hand. There was no way this had been done by accident. Someone was leaving him a message. 
 
    The sound of running feet had him spinning on the spot. Two peelers were headed toward him, full tilt with batons raised. He dropped his stick and held his hands out. The two men barrelled into him and took him to the ground. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Everett struggled to rub at the itch on his cheekbone as they had tied his hands behind him. It was probably for the better as he was pretty sure they had left a bruise when they had tackled him to the ground. Any moving would have been painful. 
 
    He wiggled his nose to see if that could somehow deal with the itch only inches on his cheek. He winced as he shifted a little too much to the side as he tried to scratch the itch with his shoulder. Nothing was broken. He had broken a rib when he had gotten into a fight with some of the boys at school. This didn’t feel anything like that. More it was a twinge as a muscle complained about him moving. There weren’t any other injuries as he hadn’t fought their arrest. 
 
    He wished though he could get a message to Rayne or Victor. If he didn’t get to a hot tub soon that twinge would turn vicious. 
 
    The peeler who had arrested him took a seat opposite him. “Where did you get the body parts?” The sneer that came with the question implied the peeler thought he had cut them all up himself and loaded them onto the wheelbarrow to sit outside his own store. 
 
    Everett frowned in confusion that someone could be that idiotic. 
 
    “They aren’t mine. Surely you don’t think I’m responsible? I just arrived. I was out for lunch.” Everett couldn’t imagine how someone had managed to wheel that through streets with people walking around without someone seeing them. 
 
    “But you own that store. Maybe you were trying to create new clients by cutting off parts of people.” 
 
    Everett frowned at their ridiculous logic. “I am the son of a duke if you are implying I am somehow in need of wealth I can assure you that I don’t need a cash flow to improve my bank account. My mechanical limbs are luxury items. I couldn’t fit limbs for all the people who need them even if I wanted to.” 
 
    The peeler narrowed his eyes, clearly unconvinced. Everett shifted in his seat, trying to figure out a way to argue his way out of this. He could call on his father but he doubted the peeler would allow him to send a message any time soon. 
 
    The door opened and they both turned. Rayne shoved her way in. In that moment she was the most glorious thing he had ever seen. “Why are you interrogating my brother?” An avenging Valkyrie dressed in a dark navy blue wool coat and brass buttons, alike but so different from her colleagues; their own blue coats weren’t cut as sharp to their frames. More like the uniform they were supposed to resemble than the tailored clothes his sister wore. 
 
    The peeler staggered to his feet at Rayne’s entrance. Everett couldn’t help the smile on his lips. He had always wondered what the other peelers thought of his sister. Clearly fear and awe were at the top. Though Victor had implied that the reaction of the men to his sister was beyond complicated. 
 
    “He had a wheelbarrow of body parts, there could be bodies.” The peeler pointed an accusing finger in Everett’s direction. 
 
    Rayne waved aside the accusation. “Not unless someone died of old age in the meantime. Those body parts come from St Andrews. I mean the sheet on top should have made that clear. Untie him thank you.” 
 
    She was a shark. The man hesitated for a moment then came over to untie his hands. 
 
    Everett rubbed his shoulder and didn’t rush to get to his feet. He finally scratched the itch on his cheek. Giving his sister a grin he said, “Don’t feel so bad. She scares the bejeebus out of me as well.” 
 
    Rayne asked, “I take it you received another gift? If Larkin hadn’t heard in the rumour mill you were being interrogated you could have been in there for hours. Why didn’t you use dad’s name?” He shot her a look. 
 
    She winced. “Alright that was a stupid question.” They had discussed years ago that they wanted to be considered for their own merits rather than being born into nobility. They couldn’t escape that completely but there were some things they decided were just too far. Calling on their dad when they were in trouble was the top of the list. 
 
    Though that didn’t always mean their father’s title didn’t make things easier. If he hadn’t been a duke’s son they have never would’ve allowed him to apprentice with one of the best clockwork tinkers in the world. Or when he had gotten into trouble while at school, the dean had been all too aware that he was the son of a duke and allowed him more leeway than say a son of a knight. Even though both paid the same amount of tuition. 
 
    Everett had seen the unfairness in his preferential treatment but there was little he could do to change the blood in his veins without insulting his parents. They at least supported their children when they came up with cockamamie career choices like clockwork maker and peeler. 
 
    Once they left the interrogation room he started for the lower rooms. Rayne asked, “Where are you going? I thought you’d want to get out of here.” She motioned towards the closet set of doors leading outside of Scotland Yard. 
 
    “I have to check on something.” He knew the sheet was from the hospital but he had also seen the Collectors folding up similar sheets when he had questioned them about their collection habits. Rayne asked, “Check on something with Larkin or check on something with your one-handed sister?” 
 
    He glanced back at her. “Something wrong with your hand? You haven’t let me have a look at it since I got back.” 
 
    She wagged her head. “I’ve been having some trouble with judging the pressure.” He stopped and asked for her hand by offering his own. She sighed and placed her mechanical hand in his. 
 
    He wrapped her fingers around his fingers and said, “Squeeze gently.” He frowned as some of the fingers squeezed more than the others. 
 
    He patted the hand. “Yeah that needs some work. We can head to my shop later.” But he was determined to check out his hunch first. 
 
    He heard voices before they arrived at the cooled room in the basement of the Yard. Rayne caught his arm to stop him but he had already come to a standstill. 
 
    The surly younger Collector snapped, “That is not nearly enough. You said you’d pay me ten pounds.” 
 
    The voice that replied was familiar with a strong accent. “You said you had the albino. These are not from the albino.” 
 
    “How can you tell? They are white, isn’t that good enough?” 
 
    Everett’s heart thumped heavily. They couldn’t be talking about Medea. But even the thought of her cut up and put into a wheelbarrow had him shaking. Everett glanced at Rayne when she started to move. She pulled her gun out of the holster. 
 
    His heart jumped into his throat at the thought of his sister risking her life. But she did it all the time so he stepped aside and let her pass him in the corridor. He didn’t stay there though and followed close on her heels. 
 
    The witch doctor was in the room with the Collector. They had a collection of hands and feet on a table. A familiar basket sat to the side. It was the same kind that had been left on his doorstep. 
 
    Rayne said, “Hands where I can see them.” The witch doctor went for his walking stick leaning against the table with the macabre display of limbs. Rayne kicked out and knocked it over before the witch doctor could get his hands around it. 
 
    The Collector rushed Rayne but she managed to sidestep him and away from the Collectors lunge. Everett shoved the Collector to the side as he passed by Rayne. With his head still lowered for the charge he ran headfirst into the wall on the other side of the corridor. He crumpled to the ground. 
 
    Everett assumed Rayne could deal with the witch doctor so he threw himself on the Collector. Awkwardly Everett pulled the Collector’s arms behind him and pinned him to the ground. He was still stunned from running into the wall so it wasn’t a difficult task. 
 
    Rayne threw him some rope that slapped Everett on the side of his head. Once he had secured the man he turned to help Rayne. She still held her gun on the witch doctor who glared at her. 
 
    Everett asked, “Do you have any more rope?” She offered him some more and he approached the witch doctor. 
 
    Snarling, the witch doctor’s teeth gleamed in contrast to his dark skin. “This is not the end garoo. I will still get your roho.” When Everett caught the man’s arms to tie him up, he used just a little more force than was needed. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    St Andrews was much quieter at night. He wasn’t even sure if Margaret would still be there but at least he could leave a message. He knew she would like to know the outcome of the case of the hand left on his doorstep. 
 
    No one was around to tell him otherwise so he wandered around. A helpful nurse pointed him in the right direction when he asked where Margaret was. Apparently he’d been right to assume she would work late. 
 
    The corridors were eerie with their silence. Light leaked from some of the rooms and nurses moved around silently in rings of candlelight. The further he went into the hospital the quieter it grew. 
 
    The screaming cracked the dark silence. Picking up his pace he pushed to the open door at the end of the corridor. He came to a halt at the scene. Margaret, in a leather apron, was pressed against the wall. A hand over her mouth. Doctor Carthart wrestled with a person on a table. A table with leather straps. 
 
    The doctor yelled, “Get the chloroform. Now, you daft woman.” 
 
    Everett glanced around and grabbed a tray holding surgical tools and swung it. The tray connected with the doctor’s head who stumbled away from the patient. 
 
    The man on the table surged up and rolled off away from the doctor. Ignoring the patient the doctor picked up a scalpel and sliced at Everett, catching him on the arm. The line of fire from the blade had him recoiling. 
 
    The doctor took advantage of Everett’s distraction and grabbed Margaret. He placed the scalpel against her throat and said, “Back away or I’ll slit her throat.” 
 
    Margaret shook so hard that the scalpel cut into her skin and blood soon soaked her collar. The patient knocked over a tray as he dragged himself to his feet with the aid of the table. The doctor glanced in the patient’s direction and Everett took his chance and rushed the doctor. 
 
    The doctor flinched and shoved his wife into Everett’s path. Everett caught Margaret. Staggering back he tightened his arms around her. Blood cascaded over his arm in an alarming splash. The Doctor must have knicked her when he pushed her away. Twisting her around, he pressed his hand against her neck. She was shaking and wrapped her arms around him. 
 
    The patient now standing mumbled, “He is getting away.” But Everett couldn’t take his hand away from Margaret’s throat otherwise she would bleed to death before he could chase the doctor halfway across the hospital. 
 
    Everett called out, “Get help. She is bleeding out.” 
 
    The patient frowned and said, “She was in it.” From what he had seen when he had first entered the room he wasn’t sure Margaret had been a willing participant in the doctor’s crazed practices. She certainly didn’t deserve to have her life end because of it. The patient stumbled out of the room. Hopefully to find some help. 
 
    When nurses and other doctors rushed into the room, he knew the patient at least had made the more righteous choice even if it didn’t appeal to his need for justice. The doctors and nurses took over from holding down on the wound and he stumbled back. He didn’t wait to see if Margaret would be alright and went through the door where the doctor has escaped. 
 
    The corridors were a maze but eventually led to a door that opened to an alley behind the hospital. Everett stared at the streets lit by lamplight and knew there was no way to catch up to him now. Exhausted more from his emotions than the running through the corridors he returned to Margaret. 
 
    The doctors had taken her to a room to recover. She slept with a bandage around her throat. Everett took a seat next to her bed. When no one mentioned that he should move on he closed his eyes and dozed off by her side. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Everett woke up as he slid off the chair. His knees hit the cold floor with a hard thunk. He snorted and rubbed his face. His back and arm were numb from his awkward position in the chair. Margaret groaned and opened her eyes. They didn’t focus on him but then he was still on his knees and he doubted she was even aware he was there. 
 
    He groaned as he used the chair to get to his feet. He went to the wall and turned the gas light up. Margaret blinked and turned her head towards him. She moved her lips to say something but no sound came out. 
 
    There was a pitcher of water by the bed and he poured her a cup. Helping her to sit up he helped her to drink. Her voice when she spoke was a soft rasp. “Thank you.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You almost died. I didn’t do anything but spook the doctor into attacking you.” 
 
    She reached out and caught his hand. She squeezed to show she didn’t blame him for the attack. He pulled the chair closer and held her hand. “I’ve heard stories about a doctor forcing amputations on people. Was it your husband? I thought it was some backroom clinic. Your husband is a respected doctor at a good hospital.” 
 
    She nodded. “A few years.” It took her a moment to get the words out and when she continued it was barely in a whisper that had him leaning forward. “He gets paid for certain limbs. I don’t—” She coughed and by the time she got her breath back she was pale. He helped her to take another sip of the water. 
 
    “He was a mean bastard.” Everett tightened his hand over hers. He frowned. He wasn’t naïve about life. For women, it was hard to leave their husbands. It didn’t help that the doctor was abusive. No man that could hold a blade to his wife’s throat would hold her in high regard. He couldn’t imagine the fear and abuse over the years. 
 
    He turned over her arm but there weren’t any bruises. A sly smile touched Margaret’s lips. “He’d never hurt me where it would show. He was too smart for that.” 
 
    He didn’t want to keep her talking for too long but he had to ask, “Do you know where he has gone?” 
 
    She shook her head. “He would go somewhere sometimes but he would usually lock me in the house.” 
 
    Her eyes filled with tears. “I’m so sorry that I sent the Collector to leave things at your place. I knew your sister was a policewoman and the Collector thought I was threatening you on behalf of my husband. I wish I had the strength to come to you and tell you what he really was doing.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s alright. We now know he is dangerous and what he has been doing. We will stop him and you will be safe here.” He wondered how many people the doctor had mutilated in the name of money. He also wondered if the hospital had been aware. 
 
    His first stop was to his house where he sent one of his parent’s footmen to stand watch over Margaret. 
 
      
 
    __ 
 
      
 
    Everett lifted the crystal up to the light from the window illuminated it. Rayne lounged in one of the more comfortable couches he had in the main shop area for people waiting to be fitted with a limb. She wasn’t attached to her hand and instead she was playing with one of his windup toys with her one good hand as her mechanical hand was in pieces on his workbench. 
 
    When he had first seen Rayne’s hand he had been mystified by how the crystals could work to send information from the arm to the fingers. Now he knew there was a kind of brain inside the crystals that worked along set paths. He even knew how to make his own. And he just might have to make one as this crystal had a crack through it. A bare scratch through the crystal but deep in its core. This was what was disrupting the sensors and sending the wrong messages. 
 
    He could do something to help in the meantime as it would take a while to grow a new crystal that could replace this one. 
 
    He jumped when Rayne placed the mechanical toy next to his elbow. He had been so absorbed in his work that he hadn’t even noticed her moving from the couch. 
 
    She asked, “Is it that bad?” He frowned for a moment taking his mind out of his work and bringing it back to communicating in human languages. 
 
    “Yeah, I must make you a new sensor crystal and that will take a few days. How did you manage this?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t treat my hand with all that much care. It is me.” 
 
    He tilted his head and studied her. “You don’t think of yourself less because you’ve lost your hand. When did that change?” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose and said, “Just about when you left. I realised I was using the loss as a reason to keep people away. Don’t give me that look. I didn’t take that long to figure it out that you should pity me.” He chuckled at her look and turned back to the hand. He put back everything except the cracked crystal. There was something he could use to give it some stability in the meantime. As he worked he told her about Margaret. 
 
    Rayne shrugged. “Not surprising. It wouldn’t have taken much to keep her quiet. Actually paying the Collector was a good idea. He couldn’t leave it at the Yard either. We would have just complained about them not doing their jobs. Leaving it at your place certainly got my attention.” He stopped and lifted an eyebrow in her direction. 
 
    She lifted her hand in defence. “What? I would have got to it if I wasn’t so busy. Which reminds me. Did you thank your White Lady for her help?” 
 
    “Yeah. I must find her and tell her the witch doctor is in prison and she doesn’t have to worry about him.” He injected a liquid into the crack. He pulled back the needle to look at the repair. It was only because he was still wearing his eye device that he could see the small crack. He pushed aside his magnifying glasses and pulled the rest of the hand closer so he could replace the crystal. 
 
    Rayne shrugged and said, “She might be better off using the time to run. He isn’t going to be in prison for long. The only thing we could pin him with was buying body parts and that only has a couple of months.” 
 
    He closed the casing on the hand and passed it back to her. “I’ll find some way to keep her safe. It isn’t right that she has to be running away just because she is different.” 
 
    Rayne went still. “I might have an idea about that. Don’t count on it as they can be fickle but there is someone I might be able to call on to sort him out?” 
 
    Any kind of hope that Medea could live a life without fear was to be celebrated. Especially if she spent that freedom with him. “Thank you. I would love any help I can get.” 
 
    He had clearly not hidden his feelings for Medea as his sister cocked an eye in his direction and asked, “So you really like her. Even though you have spent little time with her.” 
 
    “I don’t know what it is. We have been writing to each other. And I hope one day we will be able to spend actual time together.” 
 
    Rayne picked the mechanical hand and went behind a screen to attach it. “I think mom will freak when she finds out.” 
 
    “Why? She doesn’t care about class.” He raised his voice so she could hear him on the other side of the store. 
 
    “Oh, not about the class. She might be albino but she is also from Africa.” She came out from behind the screen tugging on her coat. 
 
    “Mom won’t care about that.” Though as he said that he wasn’t so sure. She had certainly pushed Rayne to marry Victor when the dragon had come calling. Dragons though were the most sought after match. Though there was no slavery in the Empire, unlike the new world. There weren’t many who were from Africa living in the empire either. He knew in some parts of the empire there was more of a mix but not in the islands. 
 
    “She might when the children aren’t perfectly pale. Victor tells me that any offspring will be a mixture of you and her. That what makes her pale will most likely not pass onto your children.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” He had always been fascinated with Africa ever since his tutor moved there. Even before that they had read about the culture and the wildlife together. He had also marched with the groups that were protesting the slavery of Medea’s people in the New World. 
 
    Rayne looked up from buttoning up the last button. “People will look at you if you ever go out. They will accuse her of cuckolding you.” 
 
    He growled. “She would never do anything like that.” 
 
    “I know that. You don’t have to get angry with me. I’m just telling you what it will be like.” He put away his tools as he thought. He knew his sister was right. He had watched how they had treated her for years like she was something less and imperfect because she had lost a hand. A hand she had lost because of him. Not that he had done it on purpose but if he hadn’t been sick, they wouldn’t have been in that carriage in a storm and they wouldn’t have crashed. Rayne wouldn’t have crushed her hand needing the amputation. 
 
    She had learned to ignore their opinion. He would just have to do the same. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Rayne lowered her head close to Victor’s back as the wind whipped her hair around. Wincing as she pulled out some strands that caught in the fine gaps in the articulated hand. She had pinned it back but the long flight had done its toll on the coif. She would have been blinded if it hadn’t been for the goggles she had thrown on along with a thick fur coat. This wasn’t her first flight with Victor and not even their longest. 
 
    The castle where Lala and Harlen lived sat deep in the side of a mountain just over the strait. A few years ago Lala and Harlen had come to Londinuim to sort out the dragon problem there. Only to find it was a human who was stirring up things. As fixers for the Wyvern Empire they were often sent into tricky situations. 
 
    Victor changed direction and she risked looking over his side to see where they were. She could see the castle with the occasional spire that poked out of the top of the stone. There were no roads to the castle and it was only accessible by air. It was part of the protections that was needed as the leader of the dragons also lived there. She had never met him and she hoped she never did as he sounded intimidating. 
 
    She tightened her grip on the saddle horn as Victor landed. It didn’t help as she was shoved forward by the sudden stop. She slammed her cheek into the warm scales of Victor’s back. Shaking her head she gathered herself to slide off his back. She landed in a crouch as her legs were jelly. Stumbling to her feet she unlatched the strap that held on the saddle. It clunked to the ground as she couldn’t move fast enough to catch it. Blue light flashed and she raised her arm just in time to save her sight. The saddle also disappeared which meant he had stored it away somewhere between. She still didn’t know how the dragons’ magic worked. Just that as long as they owned something they had some connection to it which allowed them to control its matter. Where it went was still a mystery. Victor had explained but only her sister Katherine actually understood. 
 
    Victor slipped an arm around her waist and helped her to stand. She leaned on him but her legs were getting used to being on solid ground again. A servant approached them with a slight bow. She left Victor to speak as they would listen to him in this bastion of dragoness. 
 
    “Please take us to Harlen.” 
 
    The servant frowned and said, “Prince Harlen is not in residence. If it is to do with his work, maybe his daughter Charani could be of assistance.” 
 
    “Daughter?” Lately because of her own pregnancy she had become more fascinated by the progeny of dragons. Rayne wondered if this daughter was a half-dragon hybrid like her own child would be. 
 
    Victor nodded and said, “I heard she was a dragon hunter so she should be able to help us.” Then definitely not a dragon hybrid. Dragon hunters were humans that had something special about them that allowed them to tell a dragon from a human in any circumstance. They were stronger and faster than most humans. But that hadn’t helped them after the treaty when they were hunted down by the dragons with no allies amongst the humans to keep them safe. 
 
    She had no idea how a dragon hunter could end up as the child of a dragon but since she knew Lala was a dragon hunter it could be her child from another relationship. 
 
    She hoped the daughter could help but she hadn’t been sure she would have been able to convince Harlen and Lala and she knew them. This unknown person only added in uncertainty. They followed the servant through the winding corridors deep into the mountain. 
 
    The servant knocked on a door and announced, “A dragon and his mate to see your father, lady Charani.” The servant didn’t even wait for an answer but stepped out of the doorway and walked away. 
 
    Rayne looked at his retreating back and asked, “What would we do if she isn’t even in there?” There was no way Rayne could find her way back through the maze of corridors without a guide. Victor flashed her a grin before he opened the door. Where were his manners or were the rules different when it came to dealing with other dragons? Victor was the only dragon in Londinium so neither of them dealt with other dragons often. 
 
    A large man stood before them. Clearly, he had come to answer the door. He frowned down at them but it didn’t hide the colour of his eyes. They were a ruby red. This was definitely not a human but the only dragons she knew with red eyes were the Roshian dragons and by all accounts, they had been hunted down to the last one and exterminated. Apparently the news of their demise was exaggerated. Victor offered a smile. 
 
    “Charani?” 
 
    Rayne rushed forward and pushed Victor back. This couldn’t be Charani as Charani was a girl’s name. This dragon was no woman. “Sorry sir. Just ignore Victor he likes to be perverse. We are here to see Charani.” 
 
    The Roshian dragon called over his shoulder, “Sweetheart.” A small woman with dark hair and dark skin came through the door tucking her shirt into her waist. She ran a hand through her hair. This wasn’t the blood daughter of Lala who was pale-skinned. Rayne took another look at the Roshian dragon. He wore a simple lawn shirt which was untucked. She blushed as she wondered if they had interrupted the two in an intimate moment. 
 
    Charani frowned at them. “You are new.” 
 
    Victor snorted. “I’m older than you girl.” The Roshian dragon growled at the implied insult. So much for convincing them to help them with their witch doctor. 
 
    Rayne turned to Victor. “Hush, we are asking a favour so we want them to like us.” 
 
    Victor shrugged. “We could always wait for Harlen and Lala. We know they like us.” 
 
    “We can’t wait that long. The court only gave the witch doctor a month’s sentence. What if Harlen and Lala are on an extended mission? None of their work can be considered uncomplicated.” 
 
    Charani cleared a throat and said, “How about you tell us why you are here and then maybe we can both get back to what we really want to do.” Rayne flushed at the insinuation. 
 
    Victor flashed a smile. “Making babies? Because we’ve already done that.” Rayne groaned. Charani though didn’t seem phased by the comment. But then she was married to a dragon she would be used to the blunt and often off colour comments. 
 
    “We came to see what dragons feel about witch doctors. Witch doctors that use body parts for spells.” 
 
    The Roshian dragon spoke with a deep voice, “We have spirit men in Rosha. They don’t have the power you speak of.” 
 
    “I didn’t say they actually did anything with the spells just what they believed. But I know dragons tend to keep out of human affairs.” 
 
    Charani frowned. “We aren’t keen on intervening when humans kill humans because usually there are human authorities to deal with them.” 
 
    “What about when they travel around the world? What about when human authorities can’t find evidence because he uses hidden means?” Rayne countered. 
 
    The Roshian dragon rumbled but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Charani said, “We have in the past dealt with some when it was convenient.” 
 
    Victor said, “We can make it convenient.” Rayne reached up and covered Victor’s mouth with her hand. 
 
    Charani asked, “Did the witch doctor take your hand? Is that why you wish for him to see justice.” 
 
    “No, he preys on the unique.” 
 
    The Roshian asked, “What do you mean unique?” 
 
    “He is chasing after an albino girl.” 
 
    Charani waggled her head to show she was thinking it over and said, “That will be in your favour. Dragons like the unique.” 
 
    Rayne rushed, “My brother likes her.” She didn’t want a slew of dragons in Londinium chasing after Medea. The city could barely handle one dragon. Besides, she thought her brother had feelings for the girl and she didn’t want him to have any competition though the idea of her little brother having a beau was mind-boggling. 
 
    Charani chuckled. “Worried one of the unattached dragons will want to court her. Not to worry. I can’t guarantee anything but I’ll have a look into it.” Rayne let out a breath. 
 
    Victor said, “Let’s go hit the library. I need to look up some things.” 
 
    The Roshian said, “Let me guide you.” She eyed him. She wouldn’t have thought the large dragon would even know where the library was. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Everett leaned on the doorframe of a store his sister Katherine was perusing. The store was in an area of town dangerous for his sixteen-year-old sister to visit alone but was also the only area with a store that carried the texts she needed for her latest medical enquiry. 
 
    Dragooned only occasionally, Everett didn’t mind this particular family duty, like the book stores, his sister took him to often had fascinating finds. Today his mind was on the albino woman instead. 
 
    He had completed her new foot but she hadn’t returned. Everett assumed the crazy African man kept her away. He’d written to her and told her he had completed the foot but so far he hadn’t had a response from her. He’d checked twice the hole in the wall but his original note was still there in the brick wall so he knew she hadn’t returned there either. 
 
    Everett glimpsed green fabric contrasted with cream. He dismissed it at first as he had been seeing phantoms of Medea for days as his mind dwelled on her. A brass and mahogany crutch rounded the corner. 
 
    Everett shot across the street his voice laced with his concern as he called out her name. Medea stilled like a deer in a hunter’s sight. Taking two steps back. 
 
    Her voice was shaky with fear as she asked him, “What are you doing here? How did you find me?” 
 
    Everett put a hand over hers on the crutch, afraid she might try to leave if he didn’t have that connection. “I didn’t follow you, I swear. That crazy man is in jail.” 
 
    Fear crawled through her eyes, her limbs stiff with it. “You found him?” 
 
    “Yeah and we put him in jail. Not for long though. I can help you. I’ve finished your foot. With it you can outrun him. Especially now that he is a prison for a few weeks.” His hand dropped from hers as he sensed the urge to flee had left her. 
 
    “You finished it?” her voice filled with the awe. 
 
    “Yes, and you can have it.” He waved in the carriage’s direction and the store where his sister still perused the shelves. “I have a carriage. We can go and get your new foot and you can disappear again. He won’t have time to make plans if you leave now.” 
 
    “Quickly.” Her actions followed her words as she glided past him on her crutch. 
 
    Everett skipped to catch up and to express the joy in his heart at finding her again. Once at the store he caught Katherine’s attention. 
 
    Katherine snapped her book closed. “What? Wait, is that a girl? Oh, my goodness she’s albino.” Katherine knocked a small table of display books in her haste to reach them and it wobbled precariously. 
 
    The gleam of scientific discovery in Katherine’s eyes had Everett stepping between Medea and his sister. “She’s not to be experimented on.” 
 
    Katherine’s eyes showed her hurt. “I wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    “You experiment on everything.” Everett accused. Over the years her experiments had included dead bodies and creatures in glass jars. Medea was rare enough to tempt even the most ethical of scholars. 
 
    “Not on living people. You know that.” Katherine tilted her head around Everett’s form so she could address Medea directly, “I’m Katherine and you are beautiful. Are you courting my brother?” 
 
    Everett deflected. “We don’t have time for this. Medea needs her new foot and we have to get out of here.” 
 
    Katherine went from offended scientist to a fellow conspirator in a flash. “A new foot. Was it an accident? Our sister lost her hand in an accident.” 
 
    Medea followed them as they headed out of the store. “No, they took it from me.” 
 
    Everett had done some research after the crazy man had attacked him. “I have some friends living in Africa and they said some witch doctors use albino children for their spells. That they believe it will make them rich.” 
 
    Katherine gasped at the horrifying prospect and glanced around to see Medea’s face. “Is that true?” 
 
    “Cayman is the one who took my foot and he made a small fortune from it.” Everett made sure to keep his face forward so they wouldn’t see his reaction. It was awful to think of the fear and pain of being used as an ingredient for a spell. 
 
    “Is Cayman the crazy man who attacked me?” It was good to be able to put a name to the enemy. 
 
    “He’s the witch doctor who tried to own me after I got away from my master.” 
 
    Katherine asked because Everett had trouble breathing. “A dragon owned you?” Katherine made the assumption but the slight American accent to Medea’s words implied a different ownership. He had already made this assumption. Few who had come from the new world and were of African descent hadn’t been touched the people’s weird views on ownership. Most had left the empire when they found the rules the dragons insisted on too stifling. There were no dragons in the colonies and this allowed people to feel free to live as they wished. Which included enslaving others. 
 
    “Dragon? No, a man.” Her words flat with a reluctance to discuss the topic. 
 
    Katherine didn’t recognise the tone in Medea’s voice and asked with the tactless curiosity of an avid learner. “Are there no dragons in America?” 
 
    “Yes, though they live in the middle of the continent and away from the colonies. They don’t like the colonists.” Medea was clearly more amiable to discuss dragons than her own captivity. 
 
    “That’s because the colonists left to be able to live as they pleased. Meaning away from the dragons here in the Wyvern Empire,” Katherine announced. 
 
    Everett said, “You would have been better off owned by a dragon. They wouldn’t have let Cayman cut off your foot.” 
 
    Medea wasn’t as convinced as she said, “Are you so sure?” but Everett knew dragons and knew their idea of ownership was more about stewardship rather than possessing. There was also nothing in their ideology that made them think themselves superior to the people they owned. From what he had seen of Rayne and Victor was that Victor felt he was just as owned by Rayne as he owned Rayne. 
 
    They reached the carriage and Katherine got in first, her skirts crowding the entrance of the carriage. 
 
    Once settled it was clear Katherine wasn’t ready to let the conversation change tack as she said with conviction, “Dragons don’t own people they look after their people.” 
 
    Everett said, “I doubt Medea would see that as an improvement. I’m sure Cayman believes he is justified.” 
 
    Medea agreed, “He believes I am an object he can use. That I belong to him and that he has the right to do what he wishes with me.” 
 
    Katherine asked, “You are being stalked like a deer? I’ve heard of this. People can be awfully weird about things they think belong to them. He can be very dangerous.” Her tone turned reverent to the seriousness of the situation. 
 
    Everett rubbed at the spot where Cayman had hit him with the stick and said, “I know.” 
 
    Katherine said, “We know a dragon who can get you out of the city and very far away. That way this Cayman guy can never find you. He’d lose your scent so to speak.” 
 
    Everett liked this idea as Victor could also take him to visit her.  
 
    The carriage stopped outside his store and Everett helped both his sister and Medea from the carriage. He unlocked the door and said over his shoulder as he entered the shadows of the store, “I finished your foot last week but because I didn’t know where to find you I just put it in the vault at the back of the store.” 
 
    They all turned to one of the shadows when Cayman said, “I was wondering when you would bring her.” 
 
    Everett saw the hurt look in Medea’s eyes. “He lies,” Everett insisted. 
 
    Cayman stepped out of the shadows flicking a few chicken feathers strapped to a stick. “He is under my control. He brought you here so I can gain my full potential.” 
 
    Everett growled. “No.” He rushed Cayman. The old man ducked aside bringing his stick up. Everett moved in closer. Grabbing the stick as Cayman tried again to hit him. Everett yanked the stick out of Cayman’s hand and threw it across the store. It clattered as it bounced off the counter and landed on the wooden floor. 
 
    Cayman wasn’t so easily defeated though. He dropped his chicken feathers on a stick and fumbled at his waist for a new weapon. Everett grabbed Cayman’s arm but not before Cayman found what he was looking for. He drew a knife made from stone from the folds of his clothes. Everett snatched for it but the blade sliced his hand. Flinching away he skittered backward. Cayman slashed at him again. This time slicing his stomach. Blood splattered Everett’s shirt and fire slashed across his abdomen. 
 
    Everett needed to finish this soon before the blood loss ruled in Cayman’s favour. Cayman stabbed forward with the blade. It would have cut Everett again except a crutch slammed down on Cayman’s arm. The knife skittered across the floor and tucked itself under a cabinet. 
 
    Katherine rescued the walking stick and followed Medea’s blow with one of her own. Together the two whacked at Cayman until he was reduced to huddling on the ground, his arms thrown over his head in defence. Everett scrambled around his counter. He yanked open a drawer and felt under the lip for the hidden compartment. Extracting the gun his policeman sister had given him after Cayman had attacked the first time. 
 
    He pointed it at Cayman. “Stay where you are.” 
 
    The women looked at him, weapons raised above their heads. Katherine lowered hers first. “I’ll go for the constables.” Medea lowered her crutch in front of her and leaned on it heavily. Everett wished he could help support her but he kept the weapon on Cayman. 
 
    Medea looked down at the man who continued to huddle in the middle of the store. “Is it over?” 
 
    “Yes, my sister is a constable. She’ll make sure he gets justice.” If not, Victor would make sure this man who perverted his position, was taken somewhere he wouldn’t hurt anyone anymore. 
 
    “I don’t have to run.” Her voice breathless. 
 
    Everett’s legs grew weak and he collapsed to one knee. 
 
    Medea scrambled to his side and pressed a hand to the wound on his stomach. “It’s still bleeding.” 
 
    She frantically searched for a cloth and then in desperation tugged off her petticoat to press it to his wound. Everett kept the gun trained on Cayman who finally emerged from his defensive position. Everett’s arm trembled with the effort. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    The ambulance rattled up to the hospital. Medea caught up to Katherine who had walked with the cart. Katherine snapped at the man hauling Everett. 
 
    “Keep that pressure.” The men glared at Katherine. 
 
    Medea said, “They know what they are doing Katherine.” Her answer to that was a snort but at least Katherine refrained from making any comments about their abilities as they transferred Everett to a stretcher. Katherine dogged their steps. Medea stayed further back as the young woman berated the doctors for not cleaning their hands. 
 
    The doctors grumbled at that until Katherine said, “The dragons insist and if Victor found out you had killed his brother-in-law because you didn’t follow dragon rules when it comes to one of their collections.” 
 
    Medea hadn’t been aware there were rules when it came to dragons or their collections. She hadn’t been aware that Everett was even in his collection. Did that make him a slave to a dragon? 
 
    Katherine was physically removed from the room when she kept making comments about their skills. Angry Katherine paced up and down the corridor. 
 
    Medea watched her and asked, “Will he be alright?” 
 
    “Yes, if those butchers don’t mess it up. I’ll have Victor have a look later to see if they got everything out.” She wasn’t sure what Katherine meant by that but she also didn’t think Katherine was in a state to explain it. The doctors eventually left and nurses took Everett to a room. 
 
    Katherine checked him over and grunted with acceptance when she saw the neat stitches and muttered, “At least they got something right.” 
 
    Katherine spun on her heels and said, “Stay here, please. I have to tell mom and dad.” 
 
    The room dropped into silence when Katherine left. Her presence had filled in more space than her small frame physically took up. Medea glanced around to see if there was a nurse around but they had left and occasionally walked past the door. Worried that he would somehow pass away without even someone by his side she moved a chair closer. 
 
    She propped her crutch up and reached out to hold his hand. He was cool and she worried about the amount of blood he had lost. His cheeks didn’t hold the same amount of colour as he usually did. She chuffed his hand a little to help him warm up. When it didn’t help, she looked around and found a spare blanket in a wardrobe. She placed it over him and tucked it in around his sides. 
 
    She settled in the chair and rested her head on the bed. It must have been at least an hour later when Everett started to stir. Startled she shook her head. The room was dark though there was some light coming from the corridor where gas lamps were turned down low. 
 
    She rubbed her face and glanced around trying to gauge the time. Since she was hungry, she assumed it was much later. Everett groaned and she reached out for his hand. His head turned to her as his eyes fluttered open. He smiled at her and she returned it shyly. 
 
    She whispered as the quiet of the hospital urged her to maintain the solemn nature, “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Sore but at least I’m alive.” His hand slipped out of hers and she flushed embarrassed she had been holding his hand. He touched his side and tried to sit up. She awkwardly helped him to sit. Everett was panting with pain by the time she propped him up with the pillows. She poured him some water and brought the cup to his lips. She sat back and watched him. He was sweating from the effort to move and his eyes were closed. 
 
    She wasn’t sure where the nurses were but surely they would make their rounds with something to help him with his pain. She watched him as he breathed through his pain. He reached out and caught her hand. He squeezed a little. When he opened his eyes, she offered him a smile. 
 
    She said, “Thank you for taking a bullet for me.” Though in this case not a literal bullet. 
 
    He shook his head slightly. “You deserve a hero.” 
 
    She blushed. No one spoke about her like that.  
 
    Katherine from the doorway said, “Sorry I’m interrupting something.” 
 
    Embarrassed Medea pulled her hand away from Everett’s grasp. Katherine said, “I came to take you home. I also have Everett’s valet who will stay with him tonight. I don’t trust these doctors to watch him.” Katherine came in and placed a bottle on the table next to the bed. “Stay away from the opium.” Waving a hand at her head she said, “It messes up your head and can make it difficult to get off it.” 
 
    She motioned to the bottle. “My own concoction. It might not get rid of the pain as much as the opium but at least it won’t make you fuzzy and it isn’t addictive.” 
 
    Medea picked up her crutch from the ground where it had fallen at some stage in her nap. She glanced back at Everett but Katherine was in a hurry charging past the valet who stood at the door. Medea gave Everett a smile before she followed Katherine. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Katherine hopped down out of the carriage and dashed into the house as rain pelted down in large drops. She kept the door open for Medea as she sloshed through the rain. Her crutch gave her little traction in the rain so she had to be careful. She said, “You don’t have to bring me here.” 
 
    Katherine shook her head. “You’ll be safe here.” Medea wasn’t so sure. She had thought she was safe from the witch doctor when she had thought he was prison but he had managed to get out. He must have used a spell as she knew he didn’t have the influence in this city to free himself. Unless there was someone else that wanted the witch doctor free. 
 
    She came to a standstill when she entered the house. She had known by Everett’s lack of care with money that he must come from wealth but when she stepped into the foyer and was confronted by murals and gold leaf, she knew he came from wealth she couldn’t even imagine. 
 
    Katherine turned when Medea stopped. She frowned at Medea and she felt the blood rushing away from her face though Medea doubted she looked any paler. “I can’t stay here.” 
 
    “Of course you can. My parents will make sure there is extra security and you don’t have to worry about the witch doctor attacking you in the house of a duke if he gets out of prison.” That didn’t do anything to ease her concerns. Everett’s father was a duke. 
 
    Breathless, she asked, “Do you have an older brother beside Everett?” 
 
    Katherine smiled at her seemingly ordinary question. “No. Just sisters. A few of them but you’ve met some of them.” So Everett would eventually be a duke himself. She knew that nobility in England was important. Not like in the new world. There, wealth made nobles of the uncouth. 
 
    A woman who was round but had a bounce in her step that belied her age clapped her hands and said, “You have brought a girl home for Everett.”  The woman’s face softened. “Oh you are adorable.” 
 
    Katherine stepped between her and the woman. “Stop right there mother. You aren’t going to start planning anything. Medea is just hiding here until we can get her somewhere safe.” 
 
    “Safe? You are in danger?” The woman peered around her daughter to address Medea directly. 
 
    Katherine took her to a room upstairs. She wondered as she navigated the stairs with painful slowness. She wondered if she could run up and down them once she had her new foot. 
 
    Katherine popped into a room and said, “Rayne’s room is free. She hasn’t been home in weeks.” Medea felt awkward using another woman’s room but once she stepped in she saw that most of the personal items were missing from the room. If Katherine hadn’t announced it was her sister’s room she wouldn’t have guessed. 
 
    “Let me get you some clothes and organise a bath. You are soaked.” Katherine disappeared, leaving Medea to stare at the room lit with gas lamps. She felt lost because this wasn’t the kind of life she had ever been invited in to enjoy. Her master’s house in the new world was this luxurious but she had been more of an outsider there than she was here. But at least she had a role to play. She wasn’t even sure what she was supposed to do here. 
 
    She heard Katherine before she returned. Medea remained in the middle of the room, leaving a puddle of water. 
 
    “Here are some clothes to wear. You are the same size as my maid and mother likes to dress her up as none of her daughters like dressing up in the latest fashion. These are from last year so you are more than welcome to keep them and make changes.” She dumped the pile of dresses on the bed and glanced at her. 
 
    She frowned. “You are going to be alright. Everett will get better and they will put the man who chased you into jail for the rest of his life.” 
 
    Medea shook her head. “You don’t understand. Cayman is powerful. He has chased me over continents. He has spirits who obey him.” 
 
    Katherine asked, “Whose?” 
 
    Her question confused Medea so she frowned. “What do you mean whose?” 
 
    “Whose spirit?” Medea searched the young woman’s face to see if she was making a joke but there was only serious interest in the girl’s expression. 
 
    “Supposedly my own ancestors. That was the first thing he did when he took me from the people who rescued me was to tie my ancestors to him.” 
 
    Katherine shook her head. “If your ancestors have any power whatsoever it would be to protect you. Cayman told you that because he wanted you to see everything as his doing. Instead you should have been looking for when your ancestors were trying to help you.” 
 
    Medea frowned at the young woman. “I thought you were a scientist of some sort.” 
 
    “I am but that doesn’t mean that I don’t think people should believe in things. Your belief in your ancestors could help you with dealing with the things in life that seem senseless. There is nothing wrong with that unless someone has infected your belief to believe in something that will harm you. Besides we live in a world with dragons. Anything is possible.” 
 
    Katherine came up to her and put a hand on her shoulder. The warmth went through her as Katherine said, “One thing I’m sure of. Cayman used fear to make people think he has more power than he does.” Katherine tapped Medea on her temple. “Don’t let him ruin your beliefs.” Katherine offered a smile before she left. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Medea waited in the shadows of the door. She had heard the carriage and knew that Everett was on his way home. Katherine had insisted that he return home when she had seen the cleanliness habits of the people at the hospital. It worried Medea that Everett was coming home before he was ready. 
 
    Medea stayed back as the door opened. Everett was her friend but this felt like a time for family. He was certainly surrounded by his family as Rayne had tucked herself under his arm as they entered. 
 
    Katherine swept in ahead giving out orders to the servants that milled around to expedite his return. “Get him upstairs.” 
 
    Several footmen came to Everett’s side and with a countdown lifted him and took him upstairs. As flashed her a smile as he passed by the doorway she hid. 
 
    Katherine glanced at Medea and stopped long enough to say, “He’ll be fine.” 
 
    Medea said, “I hope so.” 
 
    Rayne said, “If you feel guilty you can be the one that keeps him company he is terrible when he is an invalid.” 
 
    Katherine laughed. “That is mean Rayne. Everett is a diabolical patient.” 
 
    Medea, aware that she was here on their charity, said, “I don’t mind keeping him company.” After all, he had been stabbed because of her. The least she could do was keep him company. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Everett shifted in the bed and grumbled. Medea closed the book and studied him. She knew he was more than ready to leave his bed but he had kept to it because of the dragon that Katherine could be when she had a patient. Medea only smiled at the dynamics between the siblings. But glad that it kept him safe in his bed. 
 
    He swore and pushed his blankets away. “I can’t stand this anymore. Besides, it arrived today.” 
 
    She frowned. “What arrived today?” 
 
    “I sent one of the men to my store to get your leg.” Her heart skipped. She knew he had made her a foot but she hadn’t wanted to ask him about it and seem too eager. Everett tugged on Medea’s arm. At least he was moving easily though she wondered how much of that was the medicine his sister insisted on that dulled the pain. 
 
    “I have to fit you with your new foot.” Medea had seen the wrapped lump delivered. She had glimpsed some of the brass but she wasn’t sure it was the foot he had promised or something else. She didn’t want to raise her hopes. 
 
    The witch doctor was still alive and he was still after her. He had already been released from prison once so she didn’t trust that he would remain in prison this time. 
 
    Everett said, “Take a seat and I’ll put on the foot.” 
 
    She sat on the bench at the end of the bed. Medea glanced at Everett but his focus was on unwrapping the mechanical foot instead of his wound. 
 
    She sucked in a breath when the mechanical leg was revealed. It was bigger than she had expected. She had thought he would only replace the foot but the contraption was the whole bottom part of the leg. He pushed up her skirt and slipped the brace over her leg. It attached with leather straps. He also placed some strange patches to her leg. 
 
    He patted her knee. “Flex your toes.” 
 
    She frowned at him. She was hoping to walk up and downstairs. Moving toes was not high in her expectations. Especially just after receiving the limb. She lifted her leg so she could look at her toes. The metal contraption was heavier than expected. She would have to build up her muscles to be able to move with any ease. 
 
    Everett rocked back on his heels. He had etched in a design along the metal. Curlicues and flowers decorated the limb. She hadn’t had toes on that side of her body to bend in so long it took her a moment to figure out what to do. She gasped when the hinged toes moved. Not a lot but any movement was more than she had expected. 
 
    Her heart jumped and thumped loud enough that that was all she heard in her ears for a long moment. She twisted her ankle and moved her toes. Everett caught her calf and ran a hand down the metal. She could feel that. Even though she had her leg underneath the metal she could feel his touch through the metal. 
 
    He propped her mechanical foot on his knee. “Tell me if you feel this.” He rubbed vigorously against her heel. She gasped as it grew warm. Tears pricked her eyes. It wasn’t perfect. There was no give in her flesh but to be able to feel touch and heat on her foot where she had nothing before was a miracle. 
 
    She threw herself off the bed and wrapped her arms around Everett. She tumbled them both to the ground. 
 
    Everett laughed. “I take it you are pleased.” 
 
    She pulled back to see his face. His eyes filled with his joy at her excitement. 
 
    She licked her lips. She shouldn’t but she would. Bending down she pressed her lips against his. He brought his arms around her waist and tugged her closer. 
 
    Medea heard Katherine before she entered with another dose of medicine. Medea pushed back and felt her cheeks flame and travel down her neck. She hurried to her feet and brushed down her skirts. 
 
    Medea put her hands over her cheeks. Blushes always showed up like flags on her cheeks. There was no way to hide her embarrassment. Katherine though seemed oblivious as she asked, “Does the new foot work?” 
 
    Everett got to his feet and dusted off his pants. His only show of pain was a slight wince. “Do a circuit of the room and we’ll see if I need to calibrate the sensors.” 
 
    She found now that she was focused on walking it was more difficult than it had been to scramble to her feet. She stumbled a few times but after her third trip around the room she had found her stride. The toes bending meant she could walk in a natural heel to toe stride. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Everett hoped his mother would leave Medea alone but it seemed every other question at dinner was aimed at Medea. “So have you been in the Empire for long?” 
 
    “A couple of years,” Medea politely answered. Everett tried to catch his mother’s gaze. She smiled serenely at him and he made a sharp cutting motion at his neck. 
 
    The serene smile became beatific as she asked, “Oh, where were you before that?” 
 
    Everett stepped in before Medea answered. “Mother leave her alone. She will tell her story when she wants to.” 
 
    Medea blushed, turning her cheeks into a mottled painting of red and pale pinks. It even went down her neck. He wondered just how far she would blush. His own cheeks heated as his thoughts wondered into thoughts that weren’t safe in company. 
 
    “I don’t mind telling my story. There isn’t much to tell. I was born a slave in the new world.” 
 
    Katherine asked, “First generation or were you born in the new world?” 
 
    His mother gasped. “That is awful. How could they do that to such a sweet child as you?” 
 
    Everett rubbed his hand on his leg. He knew he should rescue Medea from his female relatives but he was unsure just how much rescuing she needed. 
 
    Medea answered Katherine’s question, “Second generation. My parents were both slaves as well. Cotton pickers from what I could figure out.” 
 
    Everett asked, “Didn’t you live with your parents?” 
 
    She shook her head. “When I was born as I was. My owner panicked and put me with the house slaves. There had been stories of white slaves and he worried people thought he had taken some of his own people.” 
 
    Lady Ancaster asked, “What do you mean, white slaves?” 
 
    Katherine patted her lips with a kerchief before she answered for Medea, “She is an albino mother. Her parents would have come from Africa though they could have been born in the new world as well. Actually albinos can be born amongst any racial group.” 
 
    Medea nodded when Katherine glanced over to see if she was on the right track. Katherine continued, “She is actually African but because she is albino, she only looks white.” 
 
    Lady Ancaster frowned as she said simply, “Oh.” 
 
    Everett wondered if his mother would be as eager for Medea to join the family now that she had found out some of her history or her heritage. Everett had been aware of her African heritage when she had walked into his store. Her hair though long was wild like the descriptions his tutor had given him of the people in Africa. Tight curls of hair that rained down as a wide curtain around her face. The fact that she was being chased by a witch doctor had only been a confirmation. It hadn’t changed his feelings though. 
 
    He hadn’t expected it to matter to his mother. She was usually so open minded. After all her son-in-law was a dragon. An albino woman from African descent was just as rare. 
 
    Katherine came to the rescue and asked, “So did you solve the mystery of the severed hand?” 
 
    Eager to change the topic Everett answered even though it wasn’t appropriate conversation for the meal. “Well, I discovered who was leaving behind the body parts. The Collector was being paid by Doctor Carthart’s wife. She was being forced to help him attack people.” 
 
    “Doctor Carthart? I think I’ve met him.” 
 
    Medea asked, “Someone left you a severed hand?” He shrugged it off. Since it had happened before he had started the letters to her he had forgotten to mention it. She probably hadn’t read his latest letter where he had said he’d caught the Collector and the witch doctor. But in hind sight, he hadn’t really caught anyone if the witch doctor was out and about when he had attacked them there was a chance the Collector was also free. 
 
    “Yeah, Margaret, the doctor’s wife, was trying to get my attention so she paid someone to leave human body parts on my door step. She knew that Rayne was my sister and that I could help her. I didn’t help her much. I didn’t figure it out in time and stumbled on the doctor trying to hack up another person.” 
 
    Katherine asked, “Did you figure out why?” 
 
    “No idea. Why would anyone want to cut up people in the most horrific way?” 
 
    “Maybe they like hurting people,” Medea speculated. He thought that an odd pass time for a doctor but also the perfect job for someone who was a sadist. 
 
    “I think it is horrid. Why couldn’t my children go into jobs where they didn’t have to deal with body parts?” 
 
    Everett snorted. “I usually don’t. I can assure you I have no stomach for it. I almost cast up my accounts at the circus the other day and that was only creepy things in a jaw.” 
 
    They all jumped when Katherine yelled, “THE CIRCUS.” When they all looked at her at the excessiveness to her exclamation she added, “That is where I saw Doctor Carthart. He was the one that made those horrid creatures in the jars at the circus.” 
 
    Everett frowned. “Margaret didn’t mention anything about the circus.” Katherine rose to her feet and folded her napkin. 
 
    Their mother said, “You can’t honestly think to go over there now. It is night time, they’ll be closed.” 
 
    Everett rose to his feet. “We go out at night all the time.” 
 
    His mother whined, “But to balls. This is to chase down a mutilating doctor.” But not as far as they knew a murderer. From what Medea had told him about the witch doctor they were probably safer chasing the doctor than they had in subduing the witch doctor. At least he had a death count. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Victor whispered, “Was this place this creepy when you came the first time?” 
 
    Everett answered, “Yes.” 
 
    While Katherine answered, “No.” 
 
    Victor flashed a grin. “Well, it is easy to tell who the brave one in the family is.” 
 
    “It will be me because your yapping will get you all killed. Victor, you know better.” Rayne who was taking lead turned to glare at them. Everett flushed. Rayne as the older sister had always been a little bossy. Maybe it hadn’t been such a good idea to bring them along but Katherine had a valid point in that Rayne had the power to arrest people and even shoot people without going to jail while they could do neither. Victor with his dragon abilities and possibly turning into a full-size dragon was also an asset. 
 
    Everett glanced over at Medea who had insisted on coming. She walked with his cane and her mechanical foot and easily kept up with them. Though they had dropped to a crawl when they had entered the field where the circus was. They moved amongst the silent tents that had taken on eerie mysticism at night. 
 
    Victor whispered, “Why name the circus after St George. He was a terrible fellow.” 
 
    Katherine answered, “Because he killed dragons. You should know that the islands were never thrilled to be part of the empire. Almost everything here is named after someone that hunted dragons before the treaty.” 
 
    They all came to a stop as Rayne turned to them with a frown. She pointed to the side and said, “You guys go that way. Victor, you are with me.” 
 
    She didn’t wait to see if they would follow their instructions. But then she didn’t have to. She had been giving her siblings orders for long enough that Katherine and he headed in the direction she had pointed. Medea stumbled a little and he caught her arm. He frowned. He didn’t want her to be here putting herself at risk but he also knew he couldn’t tell her not to. He offered an arm and she shook her head. At least now that they split up they were quieter. 
 
    Katherine pointed in the distance and whispered, “There was something down there. I saw it move.” 
 
    He glanced around to see if there was any evidence of a breeze but the night was still. Though he wondered how she could see so well in the dark. He had a lantern but it only created a circle of light around them. Everything beyond it remain an inky mystery. 
 
    Katherine rushed off and he went to follow her but glanced back at Medea. But she had put on speed and was overtaking him. He had to jog to catch up with her. His hand held to his side where everything ached still. 
 
    She said, “This foot is amazing. I haven’t been able to move like this in years.” He was a fool. She had been so handicapped that of course she had found ways around it. Now that she had more mobility it meant she could use those skills developed when she only had a stump to get the speed she would have when she was whole. 
 
    He flushed at his thoughts. He had been thinking she was somehow less. It was more foolish because his sister had never been less despite her missing hand and he should have been treating Medea more like his sister than one of his clients who often came to him because they felt the loss acutely. 
 
    Katherine had ducked into a tent and they followed her. It wasn’t the tent with the sewn together creatures instead it was the big tent where the majority of the shows were held. They moved past the seating to the ringed area in the middle. Saw dust covered the ground and ropes hung from the thick posts holding up the tent. Katherine stood in the middle of the ring and looked up. 
 
    Everett looked up in time to see someone slip through a slot by the post. The moonlight cut across the man’s face for a moment. “That is the Collector. What is he doing out? I thought he was also in prison.” 
 
    Katherine asked, “Like the witch doctor was in prison? I wonder if there is another player.” 
 
    The tent roof indented to show the path of the Collector as he slid down the steep side of the canvas. Katherine pointed to the nearest exit to where the Collector landed and dashed in the Collector’s direction. 
 
    Everett turned back to see if Medea was following but he was now alone in the tent. “Medea? Medea!” He searched in the seating area and outside but she was gone. His heart beat at the thought she was in danger. 
 
    He heard some noise and ran towards it. It was Katherine struggling to pull herself out of a tangle of ropes from a tent that was half collapsed because of her fall. He reached out and helped her up. 
 
    She swore under her breath and he raised an eyebrow. “Mother will definitely be shocked by that language. Where did you pick that up from?” Katherine dusted off her skirts. 
 
    She glanced behind him and asked, “Where is Medea?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Did he get away?” 
 
    “Yes, let’s look for Medea. This place is a maze.” He didn’t disagree. Medea wasn’t the kind to wander off and he worried that something had happened to her. If the Collector was out then who else could be out of prison. They didn’t want to call out for Medea either as they knew that at least the Collector was around who was trying to avoid them. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Rayne had her gun out. She didn’t use it often but there was a feeling that travelled down her spine that spoke to her instincts. Everett’s crazy doctor was here and if the attack on his wife and his patients was any indication, it meant he wouldn’t hesitate to harm her. Victor kept quiet. She knew he could be a good partner but having a new audience was just too much of a temptation for the gregarious dragon. 
 
    She glanced behind her. He really did fit her well. It annoyed her that other people’s opinions was keeping her apart from him. She had never done anything in her life because of what people said about her. 
 
    She said, “This weekend.” 
 
    Victor asked, “What is happening this weekend?” 
 
    “I’m moving in.” She glanced back when he said nothing and saw the wide grin. Shaking her head, she turned her attention back to their surroundings. 
 
    Victor’s lantern caught something metallic and reflected back. She ducked just as the gunshot went off. A blue flash of light blinded her for a moment but she ignored it as the light meant Victor was up to something. She untangled herself from the guide rope she had tripped over when she ducked out of the way. 
 
    Victor was on the ground with his hand to his head. Blood seeped through his fingers. He pulled his hand away and a bullet sat in his hand. 
 
    Her heart jumped. “Did that hit?” 
 
    “No, I caught it.” As she watched she saw that the reason his hand was bloody was because the bullet had passed through his hand. It had been enough to slow the bullet so it hadn’t gotten far. Dragons could die from bullet wounds to the head as it stopped whatever powers they had to recover. A wound to his hand though would only slow him down. 
 
    She touched his head to reassure herself he was still alive and headed in the noise’s direction she had heard. Victor would follow when he could. 
 
    She chased the gunman through the dark alleyways created by the tents. Without Victor she didn’t have a lantern but the moon was out and she could pick out enough that she didn’t trip on guide wires. She caught sight of someone but they were down another alleyway and couldn’t be the person she had been chasing. 
 
    When the man saw her he dashed the other way, a sure sign of guilt, she ran after him. His broad shoulders and lope reminded her of the Collector they had arrested. He was out? She would have a stern talking to whoever was in charge of the prison as they obviously had someone on the take as this was the second man out of prison this week who shouldn’t be. She might set her godfather on it though as he had more of a bark than she did. 
 
    The Collector stumbled over a guide wire which allowed her to catch up. She skidded to a halt. There was no way she could wrestle the man into submission but she had her gun. 
 
    She called out, “Halt or I’ll shoot.” Her hands steady on her weapon even her metal hand. Whatever repairs Everett had done was holding up. Unfortunately the Collector didn’t take her threat seriously and he didn’t even slow down. She didn’t blame him. They trained peelers not to shoot first. They relied more on their batons than on a gun. But there was a reason they carried one around. 
 
    She didn’t want to kill him so she took careful aim. She breathed out as she squeezed the trigger. The sound deafened her. She was moving before the smoke from the gun cleared. 
 
    The Collector staggered from her shot in his shoulder but he kept running. She muttered some angry words under her breath. She shoved her gun into the back of her belt and pulled out another. This one was her government issued gun and not nearly as reliable or accurate to the gun her mother had given her on her first day at work. She made sure it was well maintained so she didn’t have to worry about it blowing up in her face as she raised it and took aim. 
 
    This time she aimed for centre mast. She breathed out and pulled the trigger. He spun enough that he landed on his back when he fell. She hadn’t gone for a killing shot but she also wasn’t sure if she had hit anything vital. 
 
    Victor skipped over some guide ropes. The lantern in his hands making light bob all over the scene. He skidded to a stop and said, “That isn’t the man who shot me. Is that Knowles?” 
 
    “Knowles? He is the Collector I arrested last week.” 
 
    “Yeah, Knowles.” Victor agreed. 
 
    She frowned. She hadn’t even known his real name. 
 
    “Can you help him?” 
 
    Victor crouched down by the Collector’s side. “Yeah. You were close enough that this is a through and through. I’ll need Katherine though. I don’t know enough about cutting and stitching people to close this up. I can stop the bleeding though.” 
 
    Blue light flashed as he called in a medical kit. That was new. Victor liked his chemicals and since he could heal himself with his powers there was no real reason for him to have a medical kit. Knowles groaned as Victor moved him to press a cloth to his back. Victor wasn’t a doctor though he knew about anatomy and all that. Most of his tools were in his lab and wouldn’t be in a neat case for him to call. Or at least that was what she thought. She’d ask him about it later. 
 
    She turned when Katherine called, “Rayne?” 
 
    Everett was behind her but she didn’t see Medea. Katherine swept her skirts away and Rayne stepped back to give her more space. 
 
    She turned to Everett. “Medea?” 
 
    He shook his head. “She was here and then she was gone.” 
 
    “There is someone else here. He shot Victor.” Everett glanced at Victor with concern. At least her brother liked her husband. It wasn’t always the case. She glanced at the two leaning over the Collector. He groaned as Victor raised him up and placed a cloth behind his shoulder. That one also had a hole in the front so her first shot had gone through as well. 
 
    She caught Everett’s shoulder. “Take me to the tent with the things in jars. He has just lost his man and he is being chased by a dragon. He’ll go somewhere he feels comfortable.” 
 
    Everett hesitated and she reassured him, “If Medea is in danger, it will be because of the Doctor so if we find the doctor we will find Medea. The tent?” He nodded numbly. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Medea found it hard to walk with her hands tied behind her. Cayman said, “The doctor really did come through.” 
 
    He shoved her and she stumbled. She struggled to get her heavier foot underneath her in time to take her weight. The ball of the foot rolled and then somehow corrected itself so she managed to keep her feet. 
 
    Cayman spoke casually with no fear that the others would hear him and stop him. “I didn’t think he would shell out the money to get me out a second time.” 
 
    She twisted her wrists but Cayman had tied her up tight. “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “The doctor wants to play with you before I get to take you away from here.” 
 
    “I have friends.” Though she had no idea where they were. 
 
    “I see that. Pity. They will all die.” 
 
    Medea went still when she saw a man standing by a tent. She had seen him before. He was the man with the dead man in a wheelbarrow. What was he doing here? He grunted at Cayman who guided her into the tent. She recoiled away from the jars of specimens. They were lit up from below so the fluid around them glowed. 
 
    A man taller than the jar set on the pedestal stepped around it and glared at her. She recoiled as his eyes were red. 
 
    Cayman said behind her, “I got the girl.” Another man came out of the shadows at the back with a woman. He grinned at her though there was no joy in the expression. 
 
    “Ah, you must be Medea. I’ve heard so much about you.” 
 
    Frowning she asked, “What are you going to do with me?” She glanced at the woman to see if there would be any help from her. She was dark skinned and dark haired but otherwise nondescript. Her main feature was the fact she wore several weapons. A sword even was strapped to her back. Who carried swords in this day and age? 
 
    Cayman pushed her forward and she stumbled to her knees. She could not catch herself with her hands tied. She almost face-planted into the sawdust. The man with the red eyes caught the back of her dress before she hit the ground and threw her to the side. She came to a stop when her back hit the base of the pedestal. The jar above wobbled precariously. 
 
    The man with red eyes crouched and asked, “Is this the quality you are offering us?” The doctor came into her view. From what he said, she gathered he was the crazy doctor they were trying to capture. 
 
    “Unfortunately this one is for our friend over here. But yes, only the best quality.” 
 
    The woman said, “We want them fresh.” 
 
    The man with the red eyes made a grumbling sound and said, “Very fresh. This one is a bit—old.” His eyes travelled over her before they narrowed. 
 
    She shuddered with revulsion. Cayman shoved the man aside. “She is mine.” The two glared at each other but neither backed down. 
 
    The doctor intervened. “Easy men. I can find a product to appeal to you this one is already sold. Shall we finish our negotiation as I fear we are about to have some visitors?” 
 
    The woman said, “We don’t mind waiting for you to deal with your visitors.” She leant against one of the poles holding up the tent. The man with the red eyes went to stand next to her and slipped an arm around her waist. 
 
    The man who had been waiting outside entered. He grunted and said, “They are on their way.” 
 
    Medea went to cry out a warning but Cayman kicked her in her stomach. All the air in her lungs was forced out in a strangled gasp. She wheezed to gain breath to call out but only a whimper escaped. 
 
    Cayman shook his head. “Don’t try it my fortune.” She flashed back to when he had taken her foot and he had purred the word fortune over and over again as he caressed her flesh. Panic stole the breath she had regained. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Everett looked at the tents and wondered if he misremembered where the tent of curiosities was. He raised his lantern to widen the circle of light. He saw the sign first. The one he had stood beside while he had waited for Katherine the time they had visited. 
 
    He didn’t speak, aware that someone might be inside the tent and listening for them. He pointed and she nodded. She had her gun out but it was pointed to the ground. His heart in his throat he shuttered his lantern so it wouldn’t give them away as they got closer. He used his free hand to push aside the flap over the entrance. 
 
    He could see Medea’s feet. Panic had him rushing in. He stopped when Cayman stepped in front of him bringing him up short. The witch doctor wasn’t alone either. There were several people behind him, including the doctor. Everett spun when someone stepped out of the shadows behind them. A large man raised a gun and pointed it to the back of Rayne’s head. 
 
    The doctor said, “Drop the gun.” 
 
    Rayne hesitated. He couldn’t blame her, without the gun they would be defenceless. Holding up her hands away from her body to show she wasn’t about to use the weapon she slowly lowered her gun. Everett could see her other gun in her belt but he had no idea if she had stopped to reload it. The doctor and the man with the gun didn’t tell her to put it down though so he decided he wouldn’t mention it either. 
 
    Instead Everett said, “So it was you who was releasing people.” 
 
    Rayne growled. “You let out the cannibal?” 
 
    Everett glanced at the man with the gun as that was who his sister was focused on. 
 
    The doctor chuckled. “He is one of my clients.” That would be who he was chopping limbs off for. 
 
    The doctor said to the cannibal, “Go see where the others are, please?” 
 
    Rayne said, “They are getting backup. We killed your Collector.” Her mechanical hand twitched and Everett paled. It was never a good sign when his sister was lying. He hoped the others couldn’t tell she was lying. 
 
    The doctor narrowed his eyes suspicious. 
 
    Medea sat up drawing attention to her. Cayman hissed at her but she merely glared at him and continued to shuffle so her back was against the pedestal. Brave woman. She was tied up so she wouldn’t be able to do anything even if she did get to her feet. 
 
    The doctor motioned to the man standing with the woman. Everett hadn’t paid much attention to them as they had been standing wrapped up in each other in the shadows. 
 
    The tall man disentangled himself from the woman before he pulled a gun and pointed it at them. The doctor motioned to the cannibal. He left and Cayman grabbed Medea and dragged her up to her feet. 
 
    Everett was pleased to see that the gears were able to compensate and helped her to keep her balance. 
 
    Cayman purred. “Well, you have your people. I’ll take my fortune here and be on my way.” Medea stumbled but Cayman got her moving. 
 
    Everett moved to follow her but the doctor said, “Oh no, mechanical man. I have work for you. I was going to kill you but there are people who will put up with your contrary nature. Apparently there is a need for your mechanical creations.” 
 
    Everett ground his teeth. “I’ll never do what you want me to.” 
 
    The doctor shrugged. “My partners are more than able to make you do something that will normally be against your moral code. Everyone has a price. They don’t care. Maybe I’ll package up your sister. She is expendable. They can always use her as a whipping boy.” He laughed at them. 
 
    Rayne asked, “So you trade in people and not just the parts?” 
 
    The doctor smoothed down his shirt as he spoke, “I deal in anything that will make me money. Doing what I do takes money and sometimes that means people have to suffer so I can help others.” 
 
    Everett sneered. “Is that what you think you are doing, helping people?” 
 
    “Of course I’m helping people. You saw that woman who lost a hand. She would have been in severe pain her whole life if I hadn’t helped her. My work here supports that whole wing at the hospital. Without me, all those workers would be forced to go to backroom doctors where they will die.” 
 
    Everett glanced to the tent flap where Medea and the witch doctor had gone. Rayne said, “We will find your partners after we have dealt with you.” 
 
    “Good luck. I have dozens.” He pointed to a wooden chest sitting near one pedestal. There were his bags as well so he was planning to leave. Once he did, he would be difficult to chase down. 
 
    Everett felt helpless. He wanted to chase after Cayman and free Medea but with the big man pointing a gun at them, he was unable to do anything but stand there and listen to the madman. 
 
    Rayne asked, “Is that your business records?” 
 
    The doctor frowned. “Why would you care, but yes, I have the details of all the money I’ve made and all the people I’ve saved.” 
 
    The woman who to this point hadn’t said anything or drawn attention to herself stood up from her position against the post. She reached behind her and pulled the sword from a sheath on her back. It wasn’t a very long blade but it looked wicked sharp. 
 
    She said, “Well, that makes things easier.” 
 
    She lopped off the doctors head. Blood sprayed and covered them and the jars. Everett was paralysed with his shock at the suddenness of the doctor’s death. His eyes couldn’t leave the slumped form of Doctor Carthart. Moments before he had been a talking breathing human being. An awful human being but still a human being. Now he was little more than a curiosity that wouldn’t be out of place in one of the jars in the tent. 
 
    Rayne growled. “You could have waited, Charani.” 
 
    The man dropped his gun to his side and wiped a hand over his face. “I agree, sweetheart. You could have found a less bloody way.” 
 
    Charani showed her teeth. “Don’t say that. You know I wanted to kill him hours ago when he first spoke about how he killed that kid and sewed it to a fish.” She motioned to the child in the large jar. 
 
    Everett felt his stomach rise. He shook it off and said, “I have to go after Medea.” 
 
    Rayne waved at him. “Go.” 
 
    Everett went toward the flap but had to back up when the cannibal stepped through the entrance. The cannibal aimed his gun at Everett’s chest as he glanced around at the scene. 
 
    A gun shot shattered the jar holding the monkey. Everett dropped his lantern surprised by the loud sound and the shattering glass. There was a whoosh as flame ran over the liquid. Heat hit his side and forced him back. 
 
    The cannibal backed out of the tent and ran. 
 
    Charani swore. “You know better to shoot, your aim sucks.” 
 
    “It distracted him, didn’t it?” The tall man countered with little heat. The two didn’t seem at all concerned by the smoke and fire. 
 
    Charani called out, “The chest. Don’t forget the chest.” 
 
    Coughing and keeping low they left the tent. The man carried the chest under his arm. Everett glanced around to make sure the cannibal had run off and that everyone was safely out of the tent before he went looking for Medea. 
 
    Cayman would head out of the circus rather than further in so Everett headed for the entrance of the circus and hoped that he got there in time before Cayman disappeared into the city. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Medea stumbled again and this time she let herself fall. She knew the others would be around and she had to make enough noise and gain enough time that they could get to her in time. Cayman swore at her and grabbed her by the back of her dress to drag her to her feet. For a slender man, he held a lot of power in his frame. 
 
    She mocked him. “I see you’ve run out of money. It seems I didn’t bring you as much fortune as you predicted.” 
 
    “I sold the last of the potion last month. But it brought me great wealth and you will again bring me a fortune.” Yes, by chopping her up piece by piece. Keeping her alive so he could make the maximum amount of potion before her flesh rotted. 
 
    “You’ll find I won’t be so easy to mutilate a second time.” In the years after she had escaped him, she had learned some fighting skills. With her new foot, she would be even more agile. Though that hadn’t helped when he had snuck up behind her outside the circus tent. 
 
    Cayman made a guess at her confidence. “Because you have that mechanical foot? That won’t stop me from taking your other foot.” When he shoved her, she threw her head back. She caught just his chin as he pulled his head back but it forced him to recoil. 
 
    She danced away from his grasp. “I’m not scared of you anymore, Cayman.” 
 
    Having turned she saw Katherine down one of the alleyways between the tents. She was far back enough that Cayman wouldn’t see her from where he stood. Standing taller she taunted him. “I don’t think you are a real witch doctor. I think you are a liar and tell people you have power when you are nothing but a greedy man.” 
 
    “What do you know? You were born on alien soil. You are not a true child of Africa. How would you know how powerful I am? You’ve seen me kill.” 
 
    Not with magic though. “With poison. With deception but never with real power. You scare people into believing in you and you’ve done it well enough that people wake in the middle of the night thinking you are there.” Like she had done while she had run. But Katherine was right. Her ancestors were her ancestors and they would fight for her not for this giant snail. 
 
    Cayman shook his stick and the bones rattled. “I am there. I have spirits to watch you.” 
 
    “Then how come you didn’t find me?” She had sleepless nights in the Dials. He had been so close but he had never once shadowed her steps there. 
 
    “But I did.” 
 
    She shook her head. Surer than ever. “No, you hung around a place you thought I would return to as you knew I wanted to be whole. But you didn’t even know I had been there when you threatened Everett. You made your threat too early and I ran. Were you waiting inside my home? Did I mess up your plans by leaving?” She knew he had found her at her home but he’d lost her after that. It had taken time to realise the other signs of his pursuit was her own imagination. 
 
    “I had been to the store only days before and you had no idea. Where were your spirits then?” While she spoke she watched Katherine come up behind Cayman. She didn’t let her eyes stray from Cayman’s face as she didn’t want to give away Katherine’s position. 
 
    Katherine swung her lantern at Cayman and Medea grinned. “You are a charlatan. Because if you really had power over the spirits you’d know that someone was sneaking up behind you right now.” 
 
    Cayman snorted. He didn’t turn around as Katherine swung the lantern. He must have seen the movement as at the last moment he flinched away. The lantern smashed. Covering him in oil. He collapsed. 
 
    Katherine danced away. “And stay down you jerk.” She grinned at Medea. 
 
    Katherine flicked out a knife and cut her hands free. Using the remnants of the rope she tied up the witch doctor who was no longer stunned by Katherine’s blow and moving. Before Cayman could fight back Katherine pressed down. Cayman yelped and curled over. Together they pulled his arms behind him and finished tying him up. 
 
    Rayne and Victor ran towards her from somewhere amongst the tents. 
 
    Rayne asked, “Need help with this one?” 
 
    Katherine said, “No, I think she has it.” 
 
    Medea straightened up from tying up Cayman. The woman who had been with the doctor in the tent came up behind them and Medea called out, “Watch out.” 
 
    Rayne glanced behind her and turned a smile to at Medea. “They are on our side.” 
 
    The woman said, “Is that the man taking out unique individuals?” Rayne nodded. 
 
    The woman dropped a chest at Rayne’s feet. “You deal with the case and we’ll make him disappear.” Medea twisted to see if there was anyone else with them. The large man with the red eyes stood behind the woman but there was no Everett. 
 
    Frowning she asked, “Where is Everett?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Everett ran straight into the cannibal. He bounced off the side of the man as Everett ran through the tents looking for Medea. He landed on a tent and several lines snapped as he slid down. The cannibal growled and reached for him. Everett rolled but only tangled himself in the guide ropes. The cannibal caught him by his jacket and lifted him bodily out of the canvas tangle. 
 
    Everett twisted and jabbed his fingers at the cannibal’s eyes. The cannibal’s reflex was to drop him. Everett landed on his feet. He spun and kicked out. It was an awkward kick as he was still trailing a rope that had looped around his ankle. The cannibal was fast enough to dance backwards. 
 
    Lifting his meaty fists the cannibal swung down at him. Everett dropped his shoulder and rammed into the middle of the cannibal. His fists hit Everett in his back. The blow forced his breath out of him. Everett dug in his toes and pushed the cannibal back. The world tipped and they went down. Everett knew it wasn’t him so the cannibal must have tripped up. The cannibal rolled so he was on top of Everett. 
 
    Everett pulled his legs up against his chest. Kicking out he drove the cannibal off him. The cannibal fell into a cage, knocking it over. The monkeys squealed as the toppling of their home rudely woke them. Everett jumped to his feet as monkeys scrambled out the broken wooden slats the cannibal’s impact had smashed that. Smaller than the creature that was stitched to a fish, the monkeys though were many. They swarmed over the cannibal like bees on a honeycomb. 
 
    The cannibal cried out as the monkeys bit into his flesh. Everett glanced around and saw a mallet used to drive pegs into the ground half hidden by the canvas of a tent. The small monkeys scattered as the cannibal roared and rose. Some of the monkeys were flung through the air. 
 
    Everett was already halfway through his swing when the cannibal gained his feet. There was a crunch and snap as the cannibal’s shoulder took the brunt of the hammer. He screamed like an injured cow and stumbled back. Everett didn’t take the chance that the man would recover and pulled the hammer back for another swing. 
 
    A small monkey skittered between his feet forcing Everett to dance to avoid landing on his rump. The cannibal took advantage of his distraction and rushed him. Together they tumbled into another cage. This one smaller than monkey cage but this one didn’t have slats but rather solid walls. The wood shattered and showered them with splinters and wood. 
 
    Everett rolled when a hiss warned him to the contents of the cage. He hadn’t seen them the first time he had come through the circus but he had seen the posters for the reptiles. 
 
    The monkeys had completely scattered and the cannibal pummelled him with his single fist as his other arm hung uselessly against his side. Everett ducked as much as he could but the blow glanced off his head and stunned him. He was more concerned about moving away from the snake that slithered out of the broken cage than avoiding another blow. 
 
    Rolling aside Everett took the hit to his shoulder. Grunting with pain Everett braced himself for another blow but when it didn’t come, he finished his roll and saw that the cannibal was struggling with the reptile. It had coiled around his leg and the cannibal was wrestling with the head. But with only one hand it was a losing battle. 
 
    Bone snapped and the cannibal screamed. Everett found his feet and looked around for a weapon. The mallet was tangled up in the guide ropes. He yanked on it till it came free. When he turned back to the cannibal, he was on the ground and the serpent was stalking one of the monkeys quivering in the folds of the downed tent. 
 
    The cannibal groaned but his fight was gone from him. The hammer remained in Everett’s hands but he didn’t bother to attack the man. 
 
    Victor came running around the corner. “There you are? Is that the beast your sister wrestled the other day? I thought he was in prison.” 
 
    Everett found himself reduced to an inarticulate grunt and let the mallet drop from his fingers. 
 
      
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Medea couldn’t take her eyes off Cayman. Charani jerked him in place as they tied up his feet. She patted his shoulder almost fondly and said, “You won’t be getting out of that.” 
 
    Charani glanced over her shoulder. She must have given a signal as there was a bright flash of blue light that carved haunting shapes out of the tents. 
 
    Medea heard the dragon before she could see again, her night sight ruined by the bright flash. By the time she could see again Charani was climbing onto the dragon’s back. The dragon was almost black he was such a deep red. She had thought all dragons were gold but this one was certainly not gold. 
 
    Cayman took advantage of everyone’s distraction and rolled to his feet and tried to hop away. The dragon reached forward with one of his large claws and slammed Cayman to the ground. 
 
    Medea had lunged forward and had to catch herself. Her muscles complained and she had to shuffle her feet to get her balance again. 
 
    Charani laughed. “You won’t try that again old man.” Cayman’s only response was to groan. 
 
    Charani turned to Rayne. “You alright with the chest?” 
 
    Rayne nodded. “I’ll bring them to justice the ones who are on the island. I’ll send you the details for any one on the continent.” Charani shrugged. She patted the scales in front of her saddle. 
 
    The dragon swept out his wings and everyone ducked to avoid either being buffeted by the wind or outright knocked over by a wing. Medea covered her head as the dragon took off and it threw sawdust at speed. 
 
    Coughing she looked up into the night sky but she couldn’t see the dragon or Cayman clasped in the dragon’s claw. 
 
    Katherine said, “I have to get the Collector and the cannibal to a doctor.” With that announcement, she wandered off. Everett took a couple of steps towards his sister but the wince of pain on his face made it clear that he wasn’t up for it. 
 
    Medea went to his side and slipped an arm around his waist. “You also need to see a doctor.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Just take me home.” He hobbled along at her side. 
 
    Victor and Rayne argued as they left to deal with the fire and bodies. She wasn’t worried about them as they bickered good-naturedly like an elderly couple. Victor stopped and ran back. He grinned at them as he picked up the chest from the doctor. “Almost forgot.” 
 
    One out of the circus they sat with the carriage while they waited for the others to return. It was only after other constables arrived to deal with the fire and the bodies did Rayne return with Katherine and Victor. 
 
    Everett asked, “Did the men survive?” 
 
    Katherine huffed. “Are you doubting my abilities? Of course they are still alive and they should stay that way as long as they are looked after properly.” 
 
    Rayne said, “They wouldn’t let her go with them. Apparently she already has a reputation.” The last was said through barely held in chuckles. Katherine threw a look at Rayne that muffled the laughter only slightly. Medea didn’t have siblings but if she did this was the kind of family she would have wished for. 
 
    When they returned to the house Rayne helped Medea to take Everett to his room. 
 
    Rayne dropped a medical kit on the bed. “Take your shirt off. You are bleeding.” 
 
    Medea was about to leave when Rayne said, “I have to see to Victor. Can you fix up his bandages? If Katherine finds out he undid her work she’ll have kittens.” Rayne barely waited for her to nod her head before she left. 
 
    Medea blushed but opened up the medical kit to dig out some clean bandages. She kept her head down and refused to catch his eye as she worked on cleaning up his wound and replacing everything. 
 
    Medea reached behind Everett to wrap around the bandage for the last time. The stitches had stayed but the wound had oozed blood during his fight with the cannibal. She tied off the end and patted his side, “All in place.” She glanced up to catch Everett gazing down at her. 
 
    He reached out and ran just the tips of his fingers over her hair. “You are stunning.” 
 
    She flushed and hated it as she knew the blush would travel over her entire face and be clearly visible to anyone in the room. She glanced around and to see if Rayne had returned. 
 
    Medea tucked her hair behind an ear. Her hair was frizzy and difficult to control. Usually she would have it in a tight braid but in the frenzy of attacks, most of it had escaped. 
 
    Everett offered, “Here let me.” He caught her shoulder and turned her so he could tackle her braid. He spoke while his fingers ran through her hair. “With the dragons taking Cayman you really don’t have to worry about him anymore.” 
 
    There was a long silence and she wasn’t sure if she was supposed to fill it but Everett continued on before she worried she had missed a signal. “That means you don’t have to run anymore. I could do with some help in the store. I’d be able to do more work if I wasn’t distracted so much by people coming in.” He coughed and she glanced back to see he was blushing. 
 
    She frowned, unsure what he was embarrassed by. He turned her head to finish with her braid. “That is if you want to stay.” The emphasis on the last word told her everything. 
 
    She let him finish her braid in silence as she thought. She wanted to be able to look in his eyes when she spoke to him. 
 
    He finished and his hands briefly ran over her shoulders. The lightest of touches as if he feared she would reject his caress if he was too bold. She pulled the braid over her shoulder and inspected the work. 
 
    She smiled. “I can tell you have sisters.” He grunted as his only comment. She turned so she could see his face but was too scared to lift her head as she spoke. “I would love to work for you. But I don’t know about the rest.” 
 
    When he was silent, she glanced up. He offered her a small smile. “I can live with that.” She wanted him to know there was more. It was only that she knew her being in his life would only complicate things. 
 
    She was an ex-slave and he was the son of a duke. There would be rumours and people that would never accept her. If she let the small flutter of care and love grow she knew she would condemn him to be ostracised by his own people. She wasn’t sure yet if he had people around him that wouldn’t care. People that would be able to accept her as well. She wanted to explore it though. 
 
    She put her hand over his where it lay on his thigh. Squeezing his hand a little she tried out different arguments in her head. “I’m not sure people will accept us even being friends. Let alone more.” 
 
    He turned his hand over and grasped hers. “I know that. I also don’t care. I realised a long time ago that their opinion doesn’t matter. They wrote off Rayne years ago just because to them she was no longer suitable to be a decoration. I wouldn’t want you to be a decoration either and that would be all they would expect from you.” He didn’t add that like Rayne she would also be considered inadequate to be an ornament to the ton. 
 
    He lightly traced the tips of his fingers on her cheek. “I’d rather have someone who was brave and has integrity. Someone who I could trust at my back.” His fingers caressed her lips and he leaned in. She knew she shouldn’t but she also knew she wouldn’t stop him. She leant forward just the slightest bit. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    The chest made a cracking noise as Victor dropped it outside of the Yard. Rayne winced and hurried off Victor’s back to make sure the chest hadn’t taken any damage from the rough landing. She glanced away as Victor’s transformation filled the small yard with blue light. But once she could see without spots in her eyes she studied the chest. Running her hands over the side she saw that some of the veneer had peeled back but otherwise the chest was still intact. 
 
    She lifted it and sent a thought into her metal hand to maintain its grip. Even if she dropped the other side it would remain in her grasp. The doors to the Yard opened before they approached. It was Fields and he had a distinctly angry frown on his lips. He backed up as she stepped into the foyer. 
 
    The back door to the Yard meant they entered amongst the desks and officers waiting to go out on their rounds. She usually ignored the desks as the men there made her feel an outsider. It was Larkin who had to wade amongst them to gain the gossip she needed to stay ahead of the issues in the workplace. 
 
    This time she made a beeline for the desks and lifted the chest onto one desk. Scattering papers and wanted posters as she did. 
 
    Fields had followed her as she had made her way to the desk. “Ancaster what is the meaning of this? You can’t just arrive on a dragon.” 
 
    Victor cleared his throat and said, “I’m right here, Fields.” 
 
    Fields glanced in Victor’s direction but ignored his comment and added, “You will scare people if you go around like that and the last thing this organisation needs is to scare the populous.” 
 
    Rayne placed her mechanical hand on top of the chest and half turned towards Fields. “What’s that, Ancaster? I heard you arrested escaped convicts tonight is that to do with them? Oh, by the way, congratulations on uncovering several corrupt guards at the prison. We would never have known they were releasing prisoners if it wasn’t for your astute detective skills.” She raised an eyebrow and watched Fields. His frown deepened and his moustache twitched. 
 
    When he didn’t answer her mocking tone she patted the chest and said in answer to her own questions. “Why thank you, boss. It was hard work but I’ve found records of other criminals. Here are records of slavery here in the good old Wyvern Empire. We’ll all have to work together to catch these men.” 
 
    “Ancaster,” Fields said warningly. 
 
    She shook her head and waved her hand to indicate the others who all stood with mouths open or thin lips. “Admit it Fields I’ve done a good job here. I’ve done everything you’ve asked and more. Today I helped bring in a cannibal and murderers and yet you want to scold me. Ask yourself why? Is it because of my gender? I don’t get to choose what gender I am.” 
 
    Fields growled. “You could decide to work here.” 
 
    “So you think I should stay at home and raise kids?” 
 
    “This place isn’t safe for your kind.” 
 
    Victor said, “Ooo those are fighting words.” 
 
    Fields glanced at Victor but again ignored him. It made anger bubble up inside her. “Is that what all the rumours are about? Do you think you are saving me? How arrogant to think you have any say over my life.” 
 
    Fields sniffed. “If your father had any control over you he would have…” she cut him off with a sharp motion of her hand. 
 
    “My father. My father! I’m married Fields. If any man had any say whatsoever over my career it would be Victor. As you can see he supports my career choices.” 
 
    “Very much so.” Victor added cheerfully. 
 
    Fields snapped at Victor. “Stay out of this.” 
 
    That had Rayne straightening her shoulders. “But he is in this. All the dragons are. They say women should be in the workforce. That it will help with equality and keep us safe. Women safe. Me safe.” Her words softened at the end. 
 
    “Forcing women to only stay at home traps them, Fields. What if they end up with an abusive father or husband? You’ve seen the atrocity humanity can sink to. You can’t tell me all men are good fathers and good husbands. If you pressure women out of honourable careers the only way to escape those men is to offer their bodies. Again you have seen this with your own eyes. Why can’t you see that by accepting me you accept other women and give them a place to be safe?” 
 
    Fields folded his arms across his chest. “So you working here saves women. I knew the nobles were arrogant.” 
 
    They all turned when Sir Rowan said, “But she isn’t wrong.” 
 
    Her godfather pushed past some of the men who scrambled to get out of his way. “We are the face of society. More and more people are looking towards us to know what the government and society in general want from the populous. We are not just bruisers who need to put a stop to a fight. We are the ones who serve and protect people. How we treat our own will send a message. At the moment we are sending the message that even competent members are not to be accepted if they are different.” 
 
    Sir Rowan waved towards Victor and said, “Victor has closed a dozen open cases just with the magic he does in his lab.” 
 
    “It is science not magic.” 
 
    Sir Rowan said, “If I was you Victor I’d keep it down, I’m trying to help you.” 
 
    “Sorry. You are right. You were going to go to explain how Rayne is a marvellous detective and should be lauded for her abilities instead of being the rumours for the bathhouse.” 
 
    Sir Rowan frowned but he didn’t correct Victor instead he said, “Those who can’t treat all levels of society with respect doesn’t have a place here. Keep your mutterings to inside your own home but when you are on the clock you are to represent the city of Londinium. Understood?” 
 
    There was a murmur of voices but they were cut off when Sir Rowan repeated. “Understood?” 
 
    Fields was the first to answer, “Yes Sir.” 
 
    Rayne wasn’t fooled. This wasn’t the end as she saw the sparks flying in Fields eyes. She had warned him before that he didn’t have his house in order. She had wished they could have done this in a less public way but it had needed to be done. 
 
    Sir Rowan came to stand next to her and looked down at the chest. “What do we have here?” 
 
    “The slaver was kind enough to keep records of all his clients. We should pick up all his accomplices in Londinium before word spreads and they scatter.” 
 
    Sir Rowan nodded. “Martins.” 
 
    It took a moment for Gerry Martins to eventually shake himself off and step forward. “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Go through these records and find the names of those in Londinium. Organise your squad to pick them up. If you need help ask Henry to back you up.” 
 
    Rayne wasn’t angry that someone else would finish the case. She was exhausted and Martins was a good man. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty One 
 
      
 
    Medea took the box from Everett’s hands. “You shouldn’t be carrying the heavy stuff. You might hurt your side.” Everett grunted but allowed her to take the box from his hands. Victor’s house was not what she expected. It wasn’t as luxurious as Everett’s parents but it was comfortable. 
 
    It suited Rayne’s personality more than the gold leaf that was prevalent in the Duke’s house. Rayne saw her and tilted her head to read the side of the chest where a paper tag hung from the handle. 
 
    She pointed up the stairs and said, “That one is for the bedroom.” 
 
    Medea was halfway up the stairs when she heard Everett say to Rayne, “I must get you to help me move.” Medea stopped to listen to the conversation. She hadn’t realised that Everett was planning to move out of his parent’s house. 
 
    Rayne seemed equally surprised, “You are moving out? Why?” It seemed Medea wasn’t the only one curious about the new decision. 
 
    Everett shrugged. “I thought it might be time for me to take a wife.” Rayne glanced at her on the stairs and out of Everett’s view. Medea flushed. But there was no accusation in Rayne’s eyes, just an acknowledgement that Medea was the reason for Everett’s decision. 
 
    Rayne and Everett spun towards the door when their mother said, “You are abandoning me?” 
 
    Everett caught up his mother’s hands. “No, of course not, mother. But I’m an adult and I think I should have my own place. I’ve already spoken with Dad. He thinks it is a good idea.” 
 
    Lady Ancaster ignored the reference to her husband and glared up at Medea. “This is all your fault. My boy had just come home and he was going to stay.” 
 
    Everett caught his mother’s shoulders and turned her so she was looking at him. “Leave her out of this Mom. This is my choice.” 
 
    Rayne said, “At least he is telling you in person and not in a letter like the time he left the country for a year.” 
 
    Everett shot a glare at Rayne and Medea couldn’t blame him. This wasn’t the time to remind Lady Ancaster of past misdeeds. 
 
    Katherine came in with a basket tucked under her arm. She was completely unaware of the tension as she asked Rayne, “Where does this go?” 
 
    Lady Ancaster turned on Katherine and asked, “Did you know your brother is moving out?” 
 
    Katherine shrugged. “Sure. It makes sense if he wants to marry Medea at some stage.” 
 
    Lady Ancaster gasped like a landed fish. “You don’t care?” 
 
    Katherine frowned and asked, “Mom are you feeling alright? You are sweating.” 
 
    Before Lady Ancaster could answer the colour drained from her face. Lady Ancaster flopped to the ground like someone had taken out her legs from under her. 
 
    Katherine dropped the basket. Medea placed the chest on the stairs and rushed down. Katherine snapped out some orders. 
 
    Medea asked, “Is there anything I can do?” She almost expected Lady Ancaster to throw some harsh words her way. Instead she kept silent and Medea knew then that Lady Ancaster wasn’t faking an illness. 
 
    Katherine said, “Find Victor. See if he has any Laundanum.” 
 
    Everett said, “That stuff is addictive. You never let us have that stuff.” Medea didn’t wait to hear how that argument went but instead went looking for Victor. At least that was something she could do. 
 
    She found Victor in one of the up-stair rooms and dragged him back. With everyone there they carried Lady Ancaster to a couch. Victor crouched next to her and frowned. Medea kept to the back as she didn’t feel like she had a place here. 
 
    Everett came to stand next to her and reached for her hand. She squeezed his fingers and hoped she communicated to him she was also worried. 
 
    Katherine said, “It is her heart, isn’t it?” 
 
    Victor rubbed his forehead before he answered, “Yes. It is out of rhythm. There is a little I can do but it will put strain on her heart.” It was unspoken but this was serious and death could come from it. 
 
    Everett said, “This is my fault.” 
 
    Katherine turned towards them, “Don’t be a fool, Everett. This is a disease. I know you are a duke’s son but that is the most arrogant thing I’ve ever heard you say. To think you affect mom at all besides annoying her.” 
 
    Lady Ancaster was looking a bit better as the colour had returned to her cheeks. Whatever Victor had done it had eased the issue. But Lady Ancaster said breathlessly, “I agree boy. You annoy me but you didn’t cause this.” 
 
    Katherine turned sharp eyes on her mother. “This has happened before, hasn’t it? Why didn’t you tell us?” 
 
    Lady Ancaster waved it away. “I didn’t want to bother you. I’d rather see all of you settled before I leave this earthly coil.” 
 
    Katherine said, “Well, then we will have to get you better as I’m way too young to marry.” 
 
    “Ah, but you are already sixteen. Plenty marry that young.” Lady Ancaster was definitely feeling better if she was trying to wheedle with her daughter to marry. 
 
    “Well, that isn’t going to be me so you can just get that out of your mind.” She patted her mother’s hand before she stood. 
 
    Victor finished whatever magic a dragon could do and also got to his feet. Medea said, “Let me get you something to drink.” 
 
    Lady Ancaster said, “Please don’t. You aren’t a servant Medea. I’m sorry I had a turn. It was just a surprise, is all. I know my boy is sweet on you.” She motioned for Medea to approach. Medea had to drop Everett’s hand. She crouched by Lady Ancaster. 
 
    Lady Ancaster leaned forward a little as she spoke. “I only just got him back and now he wants to leave again. When he told me he had offered you a job instead of asking for your hand I was hoping to have him for a little longer.” She reached out and covered Medea’s hand. “Don’t let me chase you away.” 
 
    Medea swallowed a lump in her throat. “I’m done running, Lady Ancaster.” 
 
    “That is good, my girl.” 
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    You can also sign up to my newsletter and get free short stories and find out when my next book is out. 
 
    www.nixwhittaker.com 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
    Nix Whittaker is a high school teacher in a small rural town tucked away in the middle of the North Island of New Zealand. She immigrated to New Zealand, when she was a young girl, from South Africa and has completely embraced the New Zealand lifestyle. 
 
    She has been writing from a young age when she read all the books available for people her age and was forced to write her own just to feed her voracious appetite for Literature. 
 
    She got into reading as she had dyslexia and the teacher thought reading would improve her spelling. Frankly, it never did, but it did lead her to a passion for the written word. 
 
    She studied at Auckland University, but opted for the quiet life in the rolling countryside and views of Tongariro National Park. She lives with her dog and her three cats and writes between planning lessons and socializing with friends. 
 
      
 
    You can contact her at Reshwity@gmail.com 
 
    Or at her website www.nixwhittaker.com  
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