


Praise	for	the	#1	New	York	Times	bestselling
Stalking	Jack	the	Ripper	series

“A	 marvelous	 yet	 somewhat	 gruesome	 mystery…	 an	 unexpected	 twist
makes	the	ending	worth	the	wait.	A	must-have.”

—School	Library	Journal	(*starred	review*)

“There	are	plenty	of	suspects	and	red	herrings	as	well	as	tense	escalations.
…	A	scenic,	twisty	mystery.”

—Kirkus	Reviews

“Maniscalco	 has	 created	 a	 serious,	 sharp-minded,	 and	 forward-thinking
protagonist	 in	 Audrey	 Rose,	 whose	 fearlessness	 will	 endear	 her	 to	 readers
looking	for	an	engaging	historical	thriller.	Abundant	red	herrings	and	a	dash
of	romance	round	out	this	gruesome	but	engrossing	story.”

—Publisher’s	Weekly

“Audrey	Rose	 is	 a	 young	woman	 eager	 to	 use	 her	 brains	 and	willing	 to
flaunt	 society’s	 rules.…	This	mystery	 pays	 homage	 to	 classics	 like	Doyle’s
Sherlock	Holmes	 and	Mary	 Shelley’s	Frankenstein	 [and]	 will	 satisfy	 those
readers	looking	for	historical	mystery,	a	witty	heroine,	and	a	little	romance.”

—School	Library	Connection

“Audrey	 Rose	 is	 a	 witty,	 resourceful	 feminist	 who	 refuses	 to	 bow	 to
Victorian-era	 gender	 norms.	 This	 dark,	 gothic	 landscape	 is	 peopled	 with
nuanced,	diverse	characters	who	keep	readers	enthralled.	A	gripping	mystery
with	a	compelling	heroine	and	just	the	right	touch	of	romance.”

—Kirkus	Reviews

“Every	 sentence	 of	 this	 novel	 drips	 with	 decadence.	 The	 settings	 and
Moonlight	 Carnival	 performances	 are	 lush	 yet	 dangerous,	 beautiful	 yet
terrifying.	 It	was	 easy	 to	understand	 just	 how	Audrey	Rose	 comes	 to	be	 so
enthralled	 with	 the	 Moonlight	 Carnival	 and	 the	 performers	 because,	 as
readers,	we’re	put	under	the	same	exact	spell.…	Masterfully	crafted.”

—Hypable



“Audrey	 Rose	 Wadsworth	 prefers	 breeches	 to	 ball	 gowns,	 autopsies	 to
afternoon	 tea,	 and	 scalpels	 to	 knitting	 needles.…	Maniscalco’s	 portrayal	 of
scientific	 invention	 in	 a	 newly	 industrial	 era	will	 serve	 as	 a	 fine	 first	 foray
into	Victorian	classics.”

—Booklist
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“The	Prince	of	Darkness	is	a	gentleman.”

—King	Lear,	Act	3,	Scene	4

William	Shakespeare



Before

THOMAS’S	CABIN

RMS	ETRURIA

4	JANUARY	1889

Hail	drummed	its	fingers	against	the	porthole	in	my	cabin,	driving	me	half	out
of	my	mind	 as	 I	 tried—and	 failed—to	 count	 each	 drop.	 The	 cursed	 pitter-
patter	was	too	much	to	keep	up	with.	I	rolled	onto	my	side,	shoving	my	pillow
beneath	my	head,	and	stared	at	the	raging	tempest	outside.	The	sky	was	still
the	dangerous	bluish-black	of	night	and	would	probably	remain	that	way	well
past	dawn.	Or	maybe	the	weather	would	surprise	me	like	other	recent	events
had.

Outside,	 ropes	 creaked,	 the	 sound	 like	 ghosts	 cracking	 doors	 open.	 The
RMS	 Etruria	 unsettled	 me.	 Or	 perhaps	 it	 was	 the	 maelstrom	 of	 emotions
stirring	 deep	 within	 me	 that	 made	 me	 uncomfortable.	 Jealousy	 was	 a
miserable	 mistress	 to	 have.	 It	 seemed	 to	 grow	 every	 time	 I	 imagined	 the
seductive	grin	Mephistopheles	wore	like	another	mask	around	Wadsworth.

He	 was	 especially	 intolerable	 after	 his	 nightly	 carnival	 performances,
strutting	 around	 like	 a	 king	 of	 fools.	 What’s	 worse,	 passengers	 seemed
charmed	by	his	deceit.	Like	 taking	on	 the	name	and	persona	of	a	demon	of
legend	 was	 something	 to	 applaud.	 As	 if	 hiding	 his	 identity	 with	 frivolous
masks	both	on	and	off	 the	 stage	was	a	delicious	mystery	 to	 sink	 their	 teeth
into.

I	hated	his	easy	laughter	and	glittering	suits,	flashing	like	stars	in	the	night
sky.

I	hated	his	self-serving	bargains	and	perception	of	everything	as	a	game.

I	really	hated	how	hard	he	tried	to	charm	the	girl	I	adored.	Right	in	front	of
me.

But	most	of	 all,	 I	hated	 the	ugly	beast	 that	Mephisto’s	 actions	 roused	 in
me.	 Partly	 because	 of	 my	 mother’s	 Dracula	 lineage,	 and	 partly	 because	 it
seemed	to	give	him	pleasure,	my	father	called	me	a	monster.	He	said	it	often
enough	that	it	was	almost	easy	to	believe.	Especially	once	I	took	a	fascination



with	 studying	 the	dead.	Who	but	 an	 abysmal	 creature	would	 choose	 such	 a
dark	fate?	That	gnawing	worry	mixed	with	the	discomfiting	knowledge	of	my
Romanian	 ancestors	 was	 enough	 to	 plant	 seeds	 of	 fear—that	 somewhere
lurking	beneath	my	cool	exterior,	a	beast	was	waiting,	hoping	 to	devour	 the
gentleman	I	pretended	to	be.

I	 wondered	 if	 I	 loathed	 Mephistopheles	 more	 because	 of	 how	 badly	 I
longed	 to	 unleash	 that	 monster	 clawing	 under	 my	 skin.	 I	 shoved	 a	 hand
through	my	hair,	uncaring	that	it	stuck	out	chaotically	now.	Personal	loathing
aside,	the	ringmaster	wasn’t	good	enough	for	Audrey	Rose	Wadsworth.

Not	that	I	had	any	right	to	offer	such	an	opinion.

I	 still	 didn’t	 believe	 Wadsworth	 wanted	 the	 pompous	 peacock	 of	 a
ringmaster,	 and,	 honestly,	 his	 efforts	 to	win	 her	 over	 ought	 to	 be	 amusing.
Which	made	me	wonder	at	the	twinge	of…	something…	still	rising	in	me	at
the	thought.

I’d	deduced	soon	enough	that	whatever	bond	was	forming	between	them
—at	least	on	her	part—was	borne	out	of	a	bargain;	I	just	hadn’t	quite	solved
the	mystery	of	what	he’d	offered	 that	was	 important	enough	for	her	 to	omit
parts	of	the	truth.	Wadsworth	was	an	unstoppable	force	while	investigating	a
crime,	but	there	was	something	more	driving	her	now.	Something	personal.

Spying	on	them	would	give	me	the	details	I	needed,	but	I	couldn’t	abide
by	the	idea	of	surveilling	the	person	I	loved	like	some	deviant.	I’d	promised
that	 she	 was	 always	 free	 to	 choose	 her	 own	 path,	 and	 I	 refused	 to	 act
otherwise	because	of	him.

Imaginary	talons	scraped	against	my	senses,	provoking	me	to	act.

Bloody	hell.	 I	needed	help.	 I	was	allowing	 thoughts	of	 this	 fool—who’d
named	himself	after	a	bargain-making	demon	 in	a	Faust	 legend,	and	had	so
obviously	 taken	 on	 that	 same	 dark	 persona	 for	 the	 stage—to	 crawl	 like
maggots	beneath	my	skin.

Writing	to	my	sister,	Daciana,	for	assistance	in	the	matter	would	be	wise,
but	the	post	couldn’t	be	sent	from	sea	and	I	wouldn’t	get	a	response	until	after
we’d	reached	New	York	anyway.	I’d	need	 to	sort	out	 these	emotions	on	my
own.	I	sighed	and	rubbed	a	hand	through	my	hair	again.	Of	all	 the	complex
puzzles	 the	world	offered,	who	would	have	guessed	my	emotions	would	be
the	greatest	challenge	of	my	life?

The	hail	abruptly	stopped	its	assault,	drawing	my	attention	to	the	sudden
silence.	It	was	a	break	in	the	weather	I	couldn’t	resist.	I	glanced	at	the	clock.



Dawn	was	still	a	few	hours	away,	but	I	must	have	been	ruminating	over	the
ringmaster	of	the	Moonlight	Carnival	longer	than	I’d	realized.	Demon	spawn
that	 he	 was.	 I	 shot	 up	 out	 of	 bed	 and	 quickly	 dressed.	 I	 needed	 air.	 If	 the
clouds	parted,	 perhaps	 I’d	get	 lucky	and	 see	 the	 stars.	 I	 desired	 a	nice	visit
with	two	of	my	favorite	constellations—Ursa	Minor	and	Cygnus.

I	 didn’t	 expect	 anyone	 to	 be	 out	 so	 early—or	 so	 late	 depending	 on	 the
circumstances—especially	 with	 the	 threat	 of	 another	 storm	 approaching.	 I
should	have	known	better	than	to	apply	that	rule	to	Audrey	Rose.	Nothing	as
pedestrian	 as	 the	 weather	 would	 keep	 her	 caged	 when	 she	 had	 a	 goal	 to
achieve	and	a	young	woman’s	murder	to	solve.

I	knew	the	theatrical	manner	in	which	the	bodies	were	posed	for	discovery
enraged	her.	Anyone	with	an	ounce	of	compassion	would	despise	the	garish
homage	to	tarot	cards	that	the	killer	used.	But	Audrey	Rose	felt	so	deeply	that
the	need	to	right	every	wrong	consumed	her.	It	was	visible	in	the	fire	in	her
sea-green	 eyes,	 twin	 embers	 that	 seemed	 to	 promise	 vengeance	 for	 those
who’d	been	so	horribly	wronged	in	both	life	and	death.

I	fought	a	smile.	It	was	one	of	the	qualities	I	loved	most	about	her.	I—

I	 abruptly	 stopped	 walking	 as	 she	 and	 her	 cousin	 approached	 from	 the
opposite	end	of	the	promenade,	no	doubt	heading	for	their	shared	cabin.	She
seemed	 relaxed,	 happy.	 Her	 arm	 was	 looped	 through	 Liza’s,	 their	 smiles
infectious	as	they	giggled	much	too	loudly	and	promptly	shushed	each	other
before	dissolving	into	even	more	laughter.

I	paused,	half-considering	turning	around	before	they	spied	me,	when	my
attention	fastened	on	what	she	wore.	Midnight	stockings	showed	off	her	legs,
and	her	low-cut,	red-and-black	striped	corset	was	sprinkled	with	just	the	right
number	 of	 sequins	 to	 draw	 the	 eye	 strategically	 to	 her	 curves.	 I	 swallowed
hard	and	cursed	under	my	breath.	She	was	dressed	like	one	of	the	Moonlight
Carnival	performers,	and	she	was	a	vision.

And	I	was	staring	like	a	besotted	fool.

I	heard	Daciana’s	voice	in	my	head,	admonishing	me	for	getting	flustered
over	 something	 as	 mundane	 as	 clothing.	 With	 a	 great	 amount	 of	 strain,	 I
forced	 myself	 to	 think	 clearly	 and	 logically.	 And	 to	 most	 certainly	 stop
glancing	at	the	dark	silk	outlining	the	shape	of	her	hips…

“Oh,	Mr.	Cresswell!”

Liza	drew	them	up	short.	Audrey	Rose’s	 face	registered	shock	when	she
looked	up	and	saw	me.	I	studied	her	expression	intently,	thrilled	to	see	I	was	a



welcome	surprise.	 I	worried	she	might	 think	 I’d	been	purposely	walking	by
her	 cabin	 to	 check	 on	 her.	 Truthfully,	 I	 didn’t	 realize	 I’d	 been	 heading	 this
way.	I’d	been	too	consumed	with	my	own	thoughts.

Liza	looked	between	us	and	bit	her	lip,	trying	to	keep	the	smile	from	her
face	 as	 she	 let	 her	 cousin	 go	 and	 rushed	 to	 their	 door.	 She	 gave	 a	 most
exaggerated	 yawn,	 not	 fooling	 anyone	 with	 her	 acting	 as	 she	 feigned
tiredness.

“I	am	so	exhausted,”	she	said	to	no	one	in	particular.	“I’ll	just	be	in	here,
sleeping	soundly.”

She	winked	at	Audrey	Rose	and	slipped	inside,	leaving	us	alone.	A	curious
thing	happened	 to	my	pulse—it	surged.	Fear	and	desire	shot	 through	me.	A
confusing	mix	I’d	need	to	ponder	later	when	I	was	alone.	For	now,	I	needed	to
remember	 to	 breathe	 and	 act	 like	 the	 gentleman	 I	 was	 trying	 to	 convince
myself	I	was.

“Cresswell.”	She	swayed	forward,	narrowing	her	eyes.	“Is	it	really	you?”

I	 flashed	 her	 my	 most	 charming	 look.	 “Not	 to	 worry,	 Wadsworth.
Sometimes	I	can’t	believe	I’m	actually	real	either.”

Her	gaze	moved	to	my	mouth	and	lingered.	An	expression	close	to	longing
crossed	her	face.	 It	was	 the	same	look	she’d	given	me	when	we’d	kissed	 in
her	cabin	a	few	nights	ago.	I	recalled	the	warmth	of	her	body,	the	feel	of	her
soft	skin,	the	way	she’d	tasted…

I	inhaled	deeply	and	focused	on	solving	mathematical	equations.	I	thought
of	numerators	and	denominators.	I	conjured	square	roots.	Anything,	anything
to	 keep	 from	 noticing	 my	 pounding	 heartbeat	 and	 the	 way	 she	 made	 me
nervous	and	excited	all	at	once.

And	then	she	slowly	licked	her	lips—as	if	she’d	deduced	the	heat	blazing
through	me,	destroying	my	resolve	to	set	her	free.

It	 took	all	of	my	willpower	 to	keep	myself	 a	decent	distance	away.	One
word	or	plea	 from	her	was	all	 it’d	 take.	 It	was	more	 than	 lust.	More	 than	a
physical	need.	I	adored	every	part	of	her.	If	she	asked	me	to,	I’d	unleash	every
one	of	my	desires,	pleasuring	her	in	a	way	that	would	let	her	know	precisely
how	much	I	cherished	her.

Once	that	happened,	there’d	be	no	denying	the	depths	of	my	feelings.	How
wholly	and	madly	I	loved	her.	A	fact	more	solid	and	tangible	than	any	in	the
history	of	the	world.	I	schooled	my	expression	into	a	mask	of	ice,	hiding	the
blazing	 inferno	 raging	 within.	 I	 wanted	 her	 to	 choose	 me	 without	 being



influenced	by	my	own	feelings.

“Thomas?”	she	asked,	her	focus	stubbornly	fixed	on	my	mouth.

“Yes?”	My	 voice	 came	 out	 a	 bit	 rough,	 and	 I	 cleared	my	 throat.	 I	 was
finding	 it	hard	 to	 think,	 to	breathe.	 I	wondered	at	 the	 look	 in	her	eyes—the
one	that	seemed	to	mentally	run	her	fingers	through	my	hair,	gently	tugging
my	head	back,	owning	me	playfully.	I—

One	thousand	nine	hundred	and	seventy-two	divided	by	seven…

“Thomas,	are	you	all	right?	You	look	a	bit	peaked.”	She	wasn’t	aware	of
it,	 but	 when	 she	 gave	 something	 her	 attention,	 the	 force	 of	 it	 was
overwhelming.	“Why	are	you	sneaking	about	this	early?”

To	 find	 salvation	 from	my	demons.	To	 free	myself	 from	 the	cage	of	my
room	and	the	fears	that	threaten	to	be	my	undoing.	To	feel	the	stinging	prickle
of	 snow	 on	 my	 face	 and	 forget	 that	 there	 wasn’t	 a	 cure	 for	 my	 current
condition.	Her	gaze	was	a	palpable	caress	as	she	slowly	shifted	it	downward,
igniting	a	deep	male	need	that	startled	even	me.

“I’m	not	 sneaking,	 I’m	prowling,	Wadsworth.”	 I	gave	her	 a	 lazy	grin.	 It
was	an	effort	to	keep	my	tone	casual,	to	stop	myself	from	trying	to	kindle	her
desire	too.	Though,	judging	from	the	growing	longing	in	her	expression	and
the	 way	 she	 shifted	 her	 body	 towards	 mine,	 perhaps	 she’d	 fanned	 those
flames	on	her	own.	“Why	are	you	sneaking	about?”

I	was	 going	 to	 tease	 her	 further,	 asking	 if	 she	was	 coming	 back	 from	 a
late-night	tryst,	and	felt	a	violent,	invisible	kick	to	my	gut.	I	cursed	myself	for
thinking	 up	 that	 atrocity	 and	 forced	my	 jaw	 to	 stay	 locked	 together,	 lest	 I
make	a	bigger	fool	of	myself.

Of	all	the	times	to	picture	the	ringmaster	with	his	arms	around	her…

“You’re	 deflecting.”	 Her	 clever	 eyes	 narrowed	 again,	 homing	 in	 on	my
expression.	“Have	you	discovered	a	clue?	Was	there	another	murder?”

I	 shook	my	head,	not	 trusting	myself	 to	 speak	yet.	 Images	of	her	 curled
into	someone	else,	her	hair	spilling	like	a	secret	over	his	chest,	still	assaulted
me.	I	kept	my	gaze	on	her	face,	refusing	to	glance	down	at	her	costume.	And
the	expanse	of	skin	it	revealed.	Despite	my	best	efforts,	when	a	blast	of	wind
shot	through	the	promenade,	I	looked.	I	only	meant	to	see	if	she	was	cold	and
needed	my	 jacket,	but	her	corset	was	pulled	so	 tightly	 together	 the	swell	of
her	 breasts	 stole	my	 senses.	 I	wanted	 to	 snap	 the	 stays	 and	 run	my…	nine
hundred	 and	 ninety-eight	 thousand	 divided	 by	 twenty-six	 was	 thirty-eight
thousand,	three	hundred	eighty-four	and—



As	 if	my	mind	 invented	 a	 bucket	 of	 imaginary	 iced	water	 to	 douse	me
with,	 I	 suddenly	 wondered	 who’d	 helped	 her	 into	 her	 costume.	 Jealousy
writhed	 inside	 me,	 striking	 at	 all	 common	 sense	 and	 decency.	 I	 slowly
exhaled,	my	breath	curling	in	tendrils	of	smoke.	I	imagined	I	looked	like	the
dragon	my	ancestors	had	named	themselves	after.

That	 thought	 slapped	 the	 idiocy	 from	 me.	 I	 wasn’t	 a	 fire-breathing
monster,	nor	would	I	ever	be.	 I	needed	to	focus	on	her,	not	my	insecurity.	 I
needed	 to	 trust	 her,	 even	when	 I	 didn’t	 understand	what	 her	 goal	was.	 If	 I
could	do	that	in	our	work	space,	there	was	no	reason	I	couldn’t	stop	being	a
jealous	idiot	now.

She	stepped	closer.	“Are	you	all	right?”

I	 was	 still	 fighting	 the	 urge	 to	 hunt	 down	 the	 ringmaster	 and	 toss	 him
overboard,	struggling	to	overcome	my	insecurities	so	I	could	have	the	sort	of
romantic	relationship	built	on	wholeness	I	strongly	craved,	 trying	 to	solve	a
string	of	gruesome	murders,	and	attempting	to	prevent	myself	from	becoming
the	monster	my	father	convinced	me	I	was	by	setting	the	girl	I	loved	free.	At
the	moment,	 that	girl	was	making	 the	 last	part	extremely	difficult,	 the	more
she	seemed	to	want	to	wrap	her	arms	around	me.

I	longed	to	touch	her.	First	her	mind,	then	her	heart,	and,	finally,	her	body.
I	wished	to	own	every	inch	of	space	between	us	and	fill	it	with	each	emotion
I’d	ever	suppressed	or	pretended	away.	I	wanted	to	strip	my	soul	bare	for	only
her	to	see	and	then	do	the	same	with	my	clothing,	giving	her	everything	I	had
of	me.	Scars	and	all.

“Thomas?”	 she	 asked	 again,	 brow	 crinkling	with	 concern.	 “Are	 you	 all
right?”

I	lifted	a	shoulder.	“Never	better.”

She	shivered,	and	I	knew	it	wasn’t	my	obvious	lie	that	had	affected	her.	I
shrugged	 my	 jacket	 off	 and	 placed	 it	 about	 her	 shoulders,	 my	 knuckles
accidentally	brushing	the	top	of	her	breasts	as	I	secured	a	button	at	her	chest.
The	contact	sent	a	searing	lick	of	fire	through	me	as	quick	as	a	lightning	bolt.
Her	breath	caught,	and	she	flicked	her	attention	up.	It	happened	so	fast	that	I
didn’t	have	time	to	wipe	the	longing	from	my	face.

I	stepped	back	as	a	wintry	mix	of	rain	and	snow	began	to	fall.	She	moved
with	me,	a	huntress	sighting	her	prey.	The	trouble	was	I	wanted	to	be	caught
more	than	I	wished	to	run.

“I	thought	about	you	tonight,”	she	murmured,	fixing	me	with	a	stare	that



promised	all	sorts	of	beautifully	wicked	things.	“I	drank	the	green	fairy	and
danced	with	abandon.	Don’t	worry,”	she	swayed	forward,	and	I	held	very	still
as	 she	 placed	 her	 hands	 on	 my	 chest	 and	 slowly,	 carefully,	 dragged	 them
down	to	rest	over	my	heart,	“it	wasn’t	inappropriate.	I’m	saving	that	honor	for
you.	Remember?”

I	would	have	to	be	dead	to	have	forgotten	when	I’d	remarked	not	so	long
ago	 about	 drinking	 wine	 and	 dancing	 inappropriately	 together.	 I	 inhaled
slowly,	 trying	 to	 form	 a	 coherent	 thought,	 a	 task	 proving	 to	 be	 especially
difficult.	Warring	feelings	battled	for	supremacy.	That	persistent,	pure,	white-
hot	envy	as	I	pictured	her	dancing	with	someone	else,	surpassed	only	by	an
overwhelming	satisfaction	that	she	had	been	thinking	of	me.

I	hated	 the	 jealousy—it	made	me	feel	monstrous	and	out	of	control.	She
deserved	better.	I	deserved	it	too.	Our	courtship	wasn’t	yet	official;	regardless,
I	 didn’t	 believe	 in	 having	 rights	 to	 dictate	 to	 another.	 It	 was	 hideously
outdated.	I’d	much	rather	she	choose	me.

“I	 closed	my	eyes	and	 imagined	 I	was	dancing	with	you,”	Audrey	Rose
said.	Her	 green	 gaze	was	mesmerizing	 as	 she	 pulled	me	 closer,	 tipping	 her
face	 up.	 “It	made	 it	 easier…	 acting.	 I	 don’t	 think	 I’m	 very	 good	 at	 it.	 The
stage	isn’t	any	place	for	me.	But	I	wanted	to	try.	I	thought	I	could	help	those
women.”

Missing	pieces	 clicked	 into	place.	She	wasn’t	 falling	 for	 the	 ringmaster;
she	was	making	it	look	that	way.	Hope	rose	and	then	crashed	against	the	shore
of	my	insecurity.	I	shoved	it	aside.	She	was	here,	edging	closer,	staring	at	my
mouth	 like	 it	 was	 a	 work	 of	 art	 she’d	 love	 to	 study.	 I’d	 be	 a	 fool	 to	 ruin
everything	by	allowing	doubt	to	shove	itself	in.

“Perhaps	you	should	stop	acting	and	take	advantage	of	me	now.”

She	 arched	 a	 brow,	 feigning	 surprise,	 but	 the	 pleasant	 flush	 of	 her	 skin
gave	her	true	feelings	away.	“Fiend.”

I	held	my	hand	out,	a	genuine	smile	twitching	across	my	lips.	“My	dearest,
Wadsworth.	 I	was	 talking	 about	 dancing	with	me.	What	were	 you	 thinking
about?”

“Kissing	you.”

I	opened	my	mouth,	a	quip	at	the	ready,	then	faltered.	All	hints	of	teasing
vanished.	I	hadn’t	expected	such	raw	honesty.	That	was	a	trick	I	played.	Her
smile	was	slow	and	immensely	self-satisfied	as	I	blinked	dumbly	at	her.	She’d
wanted	to	surprise	me	and	knew	she’d	accomplished	her	goal.	I	couldn’t	deny



falling	deeper	under	her	spell.

She	touched	my	lips	with	her	fingertips,	gaze	darkening.	“Will	you?”

My	heartbeat	quickened.	I	wanted	nothing	more	than	to	capture	her	mouth
with	mine,	to	kiss	away	the	doubt	that	lingered	in	the	depths	of	my	heart,	to
give	her	the	affection	she	deserved.	As	I	leaned	in	to	give	her	everything	she
asked	 for,	 I	 smelled	 the	 barest	 hint	 of	 spirits	 on	 her	 breath.	 At	 the	 last
moment,	I	changed	my	mind.	When	I	kissed	Audrey	Rose,	I	wanted	to	be	sure
she	truly	wished	for	me	to.

Purposely	 misunderstanding	 her,	 I	 pulled	 her	 to	 me,	 and	 we	 danced—
much	 too	 closely	 and	 yet	 not	 nearly	 close	 enough—while	 crystal	 flakes	 of
snow	fell.	We	waltzed	down	the	promenade	and	back	until	her	eyes	drooped,
and	I	lifted	her	into	my	arms	and	carried	her	into	her	cabin.	I	tucked	her	under
her	sheets	and	pressed	my	lips	to	her	forehead.	Somehow	our	evening	dancing
beneath	the	stars	and	snow	was	more	meaningful	than	sharing	her	bed.

“Goodnight,	Audrey	Rose.”

She	likely	wouldn’t	remember	it	in	the	morning,	but	I	hoped	she’d	think	it
was	a	wonderful	dream.	A	memory	I	might	one	day	paint	so	I	could	look	back
on	 it	 long	 into	 the	 future	 and	 be	 filled	with	 the	 same	 sense	 of	warmth	 and
peace.

Instead	of	being	distracted	by	jealousy	and	bargains	that	ultimately	didn’t
matter,	I	wish	I’d	been	paying	better	attention	to	the	nightmare	that	was	about
to	unfold.

In	 four	 short	 days,	 she’d	 be	 in	 my	 arms,	 bleeding	 out.	 And	 I’d	 finally
become	the	dark	prince	my	father	knew	me	to	be,	as	I	unleashed	myself	upon
them	all.
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Blood	spilled	over	my	hands	 in	warm,	 rhythmic	gushes.	For	one	drawn-out
moment,	 I	 was	 frozen,	 then	 my	 world	 narrowed	 to	 an	 equation.	 Sterile.
Familiar.	 Calm.	 The	 exact	 opposite	 of	 my	 surroundings.	 Chaos	 reigned	 on
stage,	and	I	was	semi-aware	of	a	struggle	raging	behind	us.

Jian,	 the	 mighty	 Knight	 of	 Swords,	 had	 joined	 Mephisto	 in	 wrestling
Andreas	 to	 the	 ground,	 but	 the	 murdering	 fortune-teller	 wasn’t	 giving	 up
easily.	 I	watched	as	each	of	 the	Moonlight	Carnival	performers	 fought	him,
taking	out	both	their	rage	and	hurt	on	the	man	who’d	sacrificed	their	troupe	in
order	to	exact	his	revenge.

A	 dark,	 seething	 anger	 boiled	 up.	 I’d	 never	 been	 particularly	 violent,
choosing	 to	 use	 my	 talents	 for	 deducing	 the	 impossible	 in	 order	 to	 end
violence,	but	a	part	of	me	wanted	to	jump	into	the	brawl	and	unleash	a	feral
attack	on	 the	man	who’d	hurled	a	knife	 into	Audrey	Rose.	 I	also	wanted	 to
avenge	each	of	the	innocent	women	whose	lives	he	stole—all	in	the	same	of
his	own	fiancée’s	death.

I	stared	at	the	knife	in	Audrey	Rose’s	leg,	imagining	how	it’d	feel	to	slash
his	throat	open	with	it.	I’d	never	wished	for	anyone’s	blood	to	be	on	my	hands
before,	but,	as	I	clutched	the	girl	I	loved,	her	lifeblood	emptying	onto	me	and
the	floor,	I	prayed	for	the	chance	to	return	the	favor	on	him	tenfold.	I	would
gut	 him	 while	 he	 still	 breathed	 and	 feed	 him	 his	 innards.	 Jack	 the	 Ripper
would	 tremble	at	my	 ruthlessness,	 the	brutality	 in	which	 I	 carved	him	open
and	laid	him	bare.

Andreas	managed	 to	 land	 a	punch	 in	Mephisto’s	 gut	 before	 Jian	 tackled
him.	He	was	so	close	I	could	almost	seize	him…	but	then	Audrey	Rose	let	out
a	quiet,	sobbing	breath.

I	turned	back	to	her.	I	needed	to	focus.

I	 set	 my	 jaw	 and	 surveyed	 the	 wound.	 There	 was	 too	 much	 blood,	 an



indication	her	femoral	artery	had	been	hit.	I	couldn’t	risk	removing	the	blade
until	I	stopped	the	blood	flow.	The	knife	was	likely	the	only	thing	preventing
her	from	bleeding	to	death.

At	that,	a	sudden,	rapid	flutter	assaulted	my	chest.	Panic.

My	mind	 shut	 itself	 down	 into	 a	 sterile,	 unfeeling	weapon.	 If	 I	 thought
about	 the	 girl	 lying	 still	 beneath	 me,	 her	 eyes	 slowly	 losing	 focus,	 I’d	 be
consumed	by	fear.	If	I	allowed	terror	into	my	heart,	I	might	as	well	sign	her
death	warrant.	Logically,	I	knew	this;	emotionally,	I	was	failing.

“Wadsworth,”	I	said,	forcing	my	tone	into	a	calmness	I	didn’t	feel,	“stay
here.	Stay	here	with	me.”

She	struggled	to	look	at	me,	her	eyes	glazed	with	a	bright	sheen.	When	she
finally	 focused	 on	my	 face,	 her	 expression	 turned	peaceful.	 I	wanted	 to	 rip
open	my	flesh	and	give	her	anything	she	needed	to	survive,	even	if	it	meant
sacrificing	my	own	blood.	“I’m	not…	going…	anywhere.”

Distantly,	I	was	aware	of	the	audience	rushing	from	their	seats	and	voices
shouting.	Women	 crying.	 A	 stampede	 of	 heels	 and	 boots	 on	marble	 floors.
Doors	 slamming	 against	 walls	 as	 the	 passengers	 fled	 into	 the	 corridor.	 I
clamped	my	 jaw	 together	 so	 tightly	 I	 heard	 a	 sharp	 crack.	 I	 glanced	 up	 as
Anishaa,	the	fire-eater,	tossed	a	length	of	rope	to	Mephisto,	and	Houdini	used
his	talents	to	secure	Andreas.	Distractions.

“Thomas…”	Wadsworth’s	 voice	was	 faint.	 Too	 faint.	 A	 strange,	 violent
wave	of	emotions	raged	upward,	 threatening	 to	pull	me	under.	“Don’t	 leave
me.”

As	if	that	would	ever	be	possible.	“Never.”

Tears	dropped	onto	her.	I	was	too	far	gone	to	consider	 that	I	was	crying.
She	 was	 cold.	 Blood	 slicked	 my	 fingers.	 I	 needed	 to	 staunch	 the	 bleeding
soon	or	she’d	die	before	me.	Her	eyes	fluttered	shut.	For	a	second,	her	chest
stopped	rising.	Everything	inside	me	turned	to	ice.

Memories	of	 losing	my	mother,	watching	 the	 life	 leave	her	once	vibrant
features,	assaulted	me	now.	I’d	been	too	young,	too	inexperienced	to	save	her
then.	 I	 would	 not	 let	 Death	 unjustly	 steal	 someone	 I	 loved	 again.	 I	 gently
clapped	 a	 hand	 to	Wadsworth’s	 face.	 No	 response.	 My	 heart	 must	 still	 be
working,	because	I	swore	I	felt	it	cleave	in	half.	I	clapped	her	face	again,	and
again,	and	her	eyes	didn’t	so	much	as	flutter.

“Audrey	Rose!”	I	shouted.	“Look	at	me!”



I	ripped	my	tie	off	and	cinched	it	above	her	wound	as	a	tourniquet	of	sorts,
careful	to	not	disturb	the	knife.	I	had	to	slow	the	blood	until	she	was	moved	to
the	infirmary	and	I	could	safely	remove	the	blade.

If	I	kept	repeating	what	needed	to	be	done,	I	might	remain	calm.

“Audrey	 Rose!”	My	 voice	 was	 wild.	 She	was	 unresponsive.	 Death	 was
imminent,	 but	 I’d	 battle	 it	 until	 it	 claimed	me	 first.	 “Mephisto!”	 I	 shouted,
startling	 the	 ringmaster	 from	where	 he	 stood	 over	 a	 now-subdued	Andreas.
He	 rushed	 to	 my	 side,	 his	 light	 brown	 face	 looking	 pale	 behind	 his
masquerade	mask.	“Get	Dr.	Wadsworth.	Now!”

For	all	his	faults,	he	didn’t	hesitate.	He	dodged	around	fleeing	passengers,
shoving	 and	weaving	 until	 he	 disappeared	 into	 the	 corridor.	 I	 shifted	 to	 the
other	 performers	 who’d	 gathered	 in	 a	 protective	 circle.	 Jian	 and	 Sebastián
guarded	Andreas.	Anishaa	and	Cassie—the	trapeze	artist	who’d	tried	to	drop
a	bag	of	resin	onto	Andreas	before	he	could	strike—fell	to	their	knees	beside
us.	They	cared	for	her.	While	I’d	been	stewing	in	insecurity,	Audrey	Rose	had
made	genuine	connections	while	 trying	 to	 solve	 the	mystery.	 I	 swallowed	a
sudden	lump	rising	in	my	throat.

“I	need	a	disinfectant,”	I	said.	“Then	needle	and	thread.	Clean	cloths	and	a
bowl	 of	 warm	 water.	 If	 we	 can’t	 find	 alcohol,	 fire	 will	 do	 to	 sterilize	 the
blade.”

Anishaa	blinked	 tears	away,	 then	she	and	Cassie	 tore	 through	 the	dining
saloon	 to	get	 the	supplies.	 I’d	need	 to	perform	the	surgery	now.	Here.	Time
was	almost	up.

“You	stay	here	with	me,	Wadsworth.”	I	clutched	her	hand.	“I	will	follow
you	beyond	death	and	drag	you	back	if	I	must.”

“Here!”	Anishaa	 skidded	 to	 a	 halt	 and	 handed	me	 a	 needle	 and	 thread.
Cassie	was	a	moment	behind	her	with	a	pitcher	of	water	and	a	bottle	of	spirits
she	must	 have	 filched	 from	 the	 kitchens.	 I’d	 forgotten	we	were	 still	 in	 the
dining	 saloon.	 I	 couldn’t	 fathom	 how	 they’d	 moved	 so	 fast	 to	 retrieve	 the
items.	Fear	and	love	were	powerful	motivators.

“I	need	fire,”	I	said,	turning	to	Cassie.	“Here,	put	as	much	pressure	on	her
wound	as	you	can.”	I	refused	to	let	my	grip	ease	until	Cassie	had	her	hands
firmly	 in	 place.	 To	 her	 credit,	 she	 didn’t	 so	 much	 as	 blink	 at	 the	 blood
spurting	up	 through	her	 fingers.	Her	 jaw	was	 set,	 her	gaze	determined.	She
would	do	whatever	needed	to	be	done,	no	matter	how	terrifying	it	was.

“Anishaa,	when	I	remove	the	blade,	I	need	you	to	splash	alcohol	onto	the



wound	and	give	me	the	needle	and	thread.	Dr.	Wadsworth	should	arrive	soon
and	he’ll	take	over.”	I	glanced	up.	“Are	we	all	clear	on	how	to	proceed?	Once
I	take	that	blade	out,	it’s	going	to	go	to	hell.”

Cassie	flicked	her	gaze	up.	“Aren’t	we	already	in	hell?”

“True	enough.”	 I	 sucked	 in	a	deep	breath,	 steadying	myself.	“One.	Two.
Th—”

“Thomas.”	Dr.	Wadsworth	appeared	in	front	of	me,	his	face	grim.	“Allow
me.”

Part	of	me	didn’t	 trust	him,	didn’t	 trust	anyone	with	 the	 impossible	 task.
Which	 was	 ludicrous.	 He’d	 taught	 me	 everything	 I	 knew	 about	 surgery.	 I
moved	away,	waiting	for	his	instructions.

“Hold	her	leg	at	the	ankle	and	upper	thigh,”	he	ordered.	I	did	as	I	was	told,
taking	over	 from	Cassie.	Someone	 shifted	beside	me	and	held	her	 ankles.	 I
focused	on	applying	enough	pressure	to	her	upper	leg	without	harming	her.

The	doctor	carefully	pulled	the	knife	out,	making	sure	he	removed	it	in	the
exact	direction	it	had	entered.	He	wanted	to	do	the	least	amount	of	damage	on
the	way	out.	Dr.	Wadsworth	and	I	had	much	practice	with	reattaching	limbs
and	 digits	 thanks	 to	 our	 secret	 work,	 but	 stitching	 an	 artery	 would	 prove
tricky,	even	for	him.	If	he	miscalculated,	she	could	bleed	internally.

The	blade	 slipped	 free	and	blood	spurted	up,	 spraying	me	 in	 the	 face.	 It
wasn’t	pulsing	at	even	intervals,	suggesting	her	heart	rate	was	slowing.

“Anishaa!”	 I	 cried.	Without	 hesitation,	 the	 performer	 poured	 the	 spirits
onto	 the	 wound,	 Cassie	 handed	 her	 a	 damp	 cloth.	 “Douse	 the	 wound	with
water	now!”

Blood	pooled	too	quickly	for	us	to	see	properly.	A	hand	came	down	on	my
shoulder,	but	I	refused	to	look	up	from	my	task.	I	had	to	hold	her	leg	tightly
enough	to	staunch	the	bleeding,	I	had	to—

“Thomas.”	Dr.	Wadsworth’s	 calm	voice	 nevertheless	 held	 a	 command.	 I
paused	to	look	at	him.	“You	can	let	go	of	her	leg	now.	Put	the	cauterizing	rod
in	the	flames.”

I	didn’t	want	 to	 let	go.	Part	of	me	 felt	 like	 if	 I	did,	Audrey	Rose	would
forever	 slip	 from	 my	 grasp.	 But	 arguing	 would	 destroy	 the	 girl	 I	 loved.	 I
jerked	my	head	in	a	semblance	of	a	nod	and	hurried	to	do	as	I	was	instructed.
The	 doctor	 had	 much	 more	 experience	 with	 veins	 and	 arteries.	 If	 anyone
might	save	her,	it	was	him.



Things	 moved	 in	 a	 blur	 of	 precision	 interspersed	 with	 panic.	 I
mechanically	 followed	 instructions,	 ignorant	 of	 everything	 outside	 of	 the
doctor’s	 voice.	 There	 wasn’t	 anything	 but	 science	 and	 determination	 now.
Eventually	the	chaos	in	both	the	room	and	on	the	floor	before	me	evened	out.
Dr.	Wadsworth	barked	 at	 someone	 to	help	me	hold	her	 leg	 steady	while	 he
took	 the	 rod	 to	 her	 limb.	 I	 hardly	 noticed	 who	 had	 come	 to	 assist.	 Blood
suddenly	ceased.	It	was	like	a	spigot	 turning	off.	The	pair	of	hands	that	had
helped	hold	her	disappeared.	After	adding	more	disinfectant	to	the	interior	of
the	wound,	Doctor	Wadsworth	expertly	stitched	her	skin	together,	nodding	for
me	 to	dab	a	bit	of	Thayer’s	witch-hazel	 astringent	once	he’d	completed	his
task.

Mephisto	edged	into	view.	His	arms	were	crossed	and	his	expression	was
carefully	controlled,	but	he	couldn’t	hide	the	twitch	of	his	jugular	as	he	stared
down	at	Audrey	Rose.	I	saw	what	he	was	trying	to	hide—the	blood	covering
his	 hands.	 He	 was	 the	 one	 who	 had	 helped	 me	 hold	 her,	 then.	 For	 some
reason,	despite	how	hard	he	fought	to	get	to	the	doctor,	that	made	me	want	to
launch	 myself	 at	 him.	 He	 had	 no	 right	 to	 worry	 over	 someone	 he	 tried
winning	through	a	game	of	manipulation.	He	and	his	cursed	bargains	and	his
secret	agenda.	I	could	strangle	him	right	here.

“What	now?”	he	asked,	his	tone	devoid	of	its	usual	teasing.

Dr.	Wadsworth	pushed	his	spectacles	up	his	nose,	leaving	a	crimson	smear
across	his	 face.	He	 inhaled	deeply,	his	 expression	haggard	and	worn.	 “Now
we	wait	and	see.”

I	 stopped	 imagining	 all	 the	 ways	 I’d	 strangle	 Mephistopheles	 with
Houdini’s	 chains,	 focusing	 instead	 on	 the	 chalky	 pallor	 clinging	 to	Audrey
Rose	like	an	unwelcome	ghost.

Judging	by	the	wide	crimson	pool	around	her,	 if	she	made	it	 through	the
night,	it	would	be	a	blessed	miracle.	As	it	stood,	my	chances	of	becoming	a
career	murderer—a	role	most	everyone	 in	London	already	accused	me	of—
were	far	greater	than	her	opening	her	eyes	again.

In	that	moment,	whether	I	wanted	to	acknowledge	it	or	not,	I	understood,
just	a	bit,	how	Andreas	had	plotted	and	exacted	his	revenge.	If	Audrey	Rose
died…	it	would	take	little	effort	to	set	the	beast	inside	me	free.
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Nearly	 twenty	 sleepless	 hours	 later,	 sounds	 of	 crew	members	 preparing	 the
ship	for	port	broke	through	the	thoughts	filtering	in	and	out	of	my	brain	while
I	 sat	 vigil	 in	 the	 infirmary.	 Several	 hours	 ago,	 I’d	 exhausted	 each	 fear	 and
now	moved	onto	 trivial	 thoughts.	 I	 pictured	 the	 striped	 tents	 the	Moonlight
Carnival	 had	 set	 up	 on	 the	 promenade	 decks—what	 felt	 like	moments	 ago
instead	of	two	days—being	swiftly	stuffed	away	for	a	new	crowd.	A	new	city.

We’d	 finally	 reached	 New	 York,	 and	 I	 couldn’t	 muster	 an	 ounce	 of
excitement.	 I’d	 dreamed	 of	 visiting	 this	 city	 for	 as	 long	 as	 I	 could	 recall,
mesmerized	by	the	promises	of	becoming	someone	new.	Reinventing	myself.
Pursuing	 dreams	 that	 might	 seem	 outlandish	 to	 others	 but	 were	 entirely
possible	 in	America.	At	 times	 it	 felt	 like	 no	 one	wanted	 to	 leave	 their	 past
behind	as	much	as	I	did.

New	York	 was	 the	 perfect	 place	 to	 transform	 into	 whoever	 I	 fancied.	 I
didn’t	have	to	be	the	dark	prince	my	father	accused	me	of,	nor	was	I	trapped
being	 the	 strange,	 unfeeling	 young	 man	 who’d	 lost	 his	 mother	 too	 young.
Here,	in	America,	I	could	simply	be	Thomas	Cresswell.

At	 the	moment,	 thinking	of	 the	bustling	 streets	 and	endless	possibilities,
New	York	 held	 little	 appeal.	What	 good	was	 running	 from	 destiny	when	 it
swung	back	around	and	clipped	you	in	the	jaw	no	matter	what?	I	envied	my
sister	 in	 some	 respects.	 Her	 association	 with	 the	 Order	 of	 the	 Dragon—an
ancient	 chivalric	 group	 of	 nobles	who	 sought	 to	 protect	 the	 cross	 and	 their
country	from	invaders,	and	whose	name	our	ancestor	Vlad	Dracul	had	taken
for	 his	 own—permitted	 her	 that	 very	 freedom	 I	 sought.	 Turning	 down	 the
offer	to	join	their	secretive	ranks	might	have	been	a	hasty	decision.	One	I	still
couldn’t	bring	myself	to	regret.

I	 stopped	 thinking	 and	 focused	 on	 the	 here	 and	 now.	 I	 sat	 on	 a	 chair
someone	had	pulled	over	to	the	bed	during	some	point	in	the	night.	Either	the
professor	or	Liza.	A	lifetime	of	recalling	the	most	obscure	facts,	gone	in	my



panic	 over	watching	Wadsworth.	Nothing	 else	 had	mattered	 in	 those	 initial
hours.	Nothing	but	willing	her	body	to	mend	itself	together,	making	all	sorts
of	promises	to	God	for	her	to	recover.

I	stared	at	her	with	the	same	intensity	now,	watching	the	slight	rise	and	fall
of	her	chest.	It	wasn’t	much,	but	she’d	survived	the	night.	I	laced	my	fingers
through	hers,	 swallowing	hard.	Her	skin	was	a	shade	darker	 than	a	corpse’s
and	 almost	 as	 cold.	 A	 slow,	 steady	 beat	 thrummed	 in	 my	 chest.	 Insistent.
Angry.	Fearful.	She	might	never	awaken	and	all	for	saving	me.

“You	brave,	 foolish	soul.”	 I	 fought	 the	burning	 in	my	eyes.	“You	should
have	 let	 the	knife	get	me.”	 If	she	died…	 I	swear	I’ll	 take	 the	knife	Andreas
used	and	I’ll	slam	it	through	his	cursed	heart.

“And	 after	 you	 stab	 him,	 then	 what?”	 Dr.	 Wadsworth	 asked,	 his	 voice
gruff.	I	kept	myself	from	jerking	back.	I	hadn’t	realized	he	was	standing	in	the
room.	 I	 also	 hadn’t	 realized	 I’d	 said	 that	 last	 part	 out	 loud.	 I	 shifted	 my
attention	to	him,	and	he	shook	his	head	at	me.	“Would	you	honor	her	sacrifice
by	getting	yourself	 locked	away	 like	a	dog?	Do	you	 think	 that	would	make
her	happy?	I	didn’t	think	you	were	such	a	fool,	boy.”

“She	 isn’t	 dying,”	 I	 almost	 snarled	 at	 him.	 I	 didn’t	 know	 what	 was
emerging	 from	 within	 me—but	 the	 monster	 I’d	 tried	 to	 destroy	 reared	 up,
searching	 for	 someone	 to	attack.	 I	 counted	 the	 seconds	 ticking	away	on	 the
clock,	 using	 the	 distraction	 to	 calm	myself.	 A	moment	 later,	 I	 said,	 softer,
“She	can’t	die.”

Dr.	Wadsworth	stepped	to	the	edge	of	the	bed,	his	expression	kind.	“One
day	we	all	must	die,	Thomas.	It’s	a	fate	we	all	share.	Every	one	of	us.”

I	curled	my	hands	into	fists.	“Is	it	a	fate	we	all	should	share	at	seventeen,
Professor?”

A	 flash	of	 ice-blue	 silk	 caught	my	attention.	Liza	 slipped	 into	 the	 room,
her	 face	 solemn.	 “I	 heard	 loud	 voices	 and…”	Her	 gaze	 darted	 over	 to	 her
cousin	and	her	throat	bobbed	as	she	swallowed	her	grief.	“Did	you	need	to	get
some	 fresh	 air,	Mr.	 Cresswell?	You	 haven’t	 left	 in—”	 I	 flashed	 her	what	 I
thought	 was	 an	 incredulous	 look	 but	 must	 have	 been	 fiercer.	 She	 held	 her
hands	up.	“It	was	only	a	suggestion.”

She	moved	 to	 the	 foot	 of	 the	 bed,	 watching	 intently	 as	 Dr.	Wadsworth
checked	Audrey	Rose’s	pulse.	I’d	done	it	a	few	moments	before	they	entered
the	 room—it	was	 still	much	 too	 slow.	The	doctor	 touched	his	mustache,	 an
absent-minded	quirk	that	indicated	he	was	lost	in	his	thoughts.	I	didn’t	need
to	use	any	deductive	reasoning	skills	to	know	he	was	concerned.	Besides	the



fracture	in	her	leg,	Audrey	Rose	had	lost	a	significant	amount	of	blood.

I	sat	back	in	my	chair.	I	imagined	I	looked	ready	to	leap	across	the	room
and	 claw	at	 any	unwelcome	 intruder	 and	 tried	 to	 relax.	 I	 fixed	my	gaze	on
Liza’s	uninjured	hand	and	raised	my	brows.	With	everything	that	happened	on
stage	during	the	finale,	I’d	forgotten	the	threat	Wadsworth	had	received.	The
letter,	 accompanied	 by	 a	 grisly	 token,	 that	was	 one	more	 illusion	 cast	 by	 a
Moonlight	Carnival	performer.	Another	pointless	trick	and	misdirection.

“I	didn’t	think	that	was	your	finger,”	I	said.	“It	was	just	beginning	to	show
signs	of	rigor	mortis.	You	hadn’t	been	missing	long	enough	for	it	to	set	in.”

“What	 finger?”	 She	 drew	 her	 brows	 together.	 “I	 haven’t	 the	 slightest
notion	what	you	mean.”

While	 Dr.	Wadsworth	 continued	 his	medical	 inspection,	 I	 quickly	 filled
Liza	 in	 on	 the	 severed	 digit	 that	 had	 been	 used	 to	 bait	 Audrey	 Rose.	 I
methodically	explained	the	note,	the	threat,	and	how	it	was	designed	to	rattle
us	into	submission.	When	I	finished,	she	slumped	against	the	doorframe	and
held	a	hand	to	her	forehead.

“Poor	 Audrey	 Rose,”	 she	 finally	 managed,	 looking	 a	 bit	 ill.	 “I	 cannot
imagine	what	she	went	through.	Whose	finger	do	you	believe	it	was?”

I	 shrugged,	 attention	 straying	 over	 to	 the	 bed.	 Audrey	 Rose’s	 breath
stuttered	before	smoothing	out	again.	I	nearly	launched	myself	to	her	side	but
held	back.	“There	was	another	body	found	in	the	cargo	hold	during	the	finale.
It’s	missing	an	entire	arm,	so	it	stands	to	reason	parts	of	it	were	used.	In	fact,	I
—”

“Thomas,”	Dr.	Wadsworth	warned.	“Enough.	Have	you	had	success	with
getting	any	tonic	into	Audrey	Rose?”

“Minimal.”	I	sat	forward	and	rubbed	at	my	brow.	“Maybe	a	few	droppers
full.”

“If	she	doesn’t	stir	soon,	we’ll	have	to	consider…”

I	counted	to	one	hundred,	my	focus	channeled	into	that	task	alone.	I	didn’t
want	 to	 hear	 anything	 else,	 and,	 eventually,	 I	was	 left	 alone	with	 the	 dying
half	of	my	soul.

“I	 admit,	 if	 she	wakes,	 this	 vigil	might	 edge	 in	 your	 favor.	Have	 you	 even
slept?”

I	 glanced	 up	 sharply,	 still	 feeling	much	 too	 feral	 to	 tolerate	 anyone,	 let
alone	this	reckless	fool.	“You’re	an	abysmal	human	being.”



The	ringmaster	raised	his	brows.	“You	sound	like	my	father	and	brother.
Why,	exactly,	am	I	so	terrible	now?”

“You’re	still	trying	to	manipulate	her	while	she	clings	to	life.	All	you	care
about	 is	 collecting	 prizes.	 Bloody	 hellfires,	 you	 don’t	 care	 about	 what	 she
wants.”

“Is	 that	 so?”	He	snorted.	“I	came	here	 to	see	how	you	both	were	 faring,
and	 that’s	 a	manipulation.”	He	 shook	his	 head.	 “If	 that’s	 how	you’d	 like	 to
view	it,	I’m	game.	Tell	me,	how’s	the	old	saying	go?	‘Winning	her	hand.’	Or
‘winning	 her	 affection’	 or…	 you’re	 a	 smart	 chap.	 You	 can	 see	 the	 pattern
here.”

“The	 operative	 term	 you	 used	 is	 ‘old.’	 Winning	 is	 an	 archaic	 way	 of
looking	at	romance.	Her	heart	isn’t	like	a	cheap	round	of	cards.	Love	isn’t	a
game.	It’s	a	choice.”

An	 obnoxious	 grin	 spread	 across	 his	 face.	 “Careful	 now,	Mr.	Cresswell.
Your	inexperience	is	showing.	Women	enjoy	being	pursued.	It	thrills	them.”

“I’m	not	going	 to	argue	over	something	ridiculous	here,	now.”	I	 reached
over,	smoothing	a	damp	strand	of	hair	from	her	face.	“If	you	truly	do	love	her
or	have	affection	for	her,	why	not	try	honesty?”	I	flicked	my	attention	to	him.
“I’ll	 tell	 you	why.	 Because	 you	 fear	 no	 one	will	 fall	 in	 love	with	 the	man
behind	 the	 mask.	 So	 you	 resort	 to	 trickery	 and	 illusion.	 You	 wield
manipulation	and	call	it	romance.	Getting	someone	to	tumble	with	you	in	the
sheets	 isn’t	 anything	 to	 boast	 over.	 You	 are	 the	 one	 who’s	 horridly
inexperienced	with	courtship	and	 love.	 If	you	 feed	someone	enough	 lies,	of
course	 they’ll	get	 swept	up	 in	 them.	Why	wouldn’t	you	want	someone	who
understood	the	real	you?”

He	set	his	 jaw,	gaze	hard.	“What	makes	you	 think	she	doesn’t	know	 the
real	me?”

I	snorted	now,	not	deigning	to	respond.	He	waited	over	a	week	to	confess
his	real	name	to	her.	I	couldn’t	imagine	hiding	from	the	world	more	literally
and	figuratively.

“By	all	means,	pursue	her	if	you	feel	real	affection,”	I	said.	“But	do	it	as	a
man	worthy	 of	 receiving	 her	 love.	No	 tricks.	No	 illusions.	 Strip	 away	your
lies	and	be	vulnerable.	And	if	you	can’t	manage	that?	You	don’t	deserve	her.”

He	seemed	to	be	considering	that.	Something	I	hadn’t	expected	crossed	his
features—regret.	 “You	 must	 fancy	 yourself	 quite	 valiant.	 Should	 I	 find	 a
brilliant	white	horse	for	you	to	ride	in	on?”



I	leveled	a	cold	look	at	him.	“This	isn’t	a	fairy	tale.	I’m	not	a	white	knight
or	some	morally	incorruptible	prince.”

“If	you	claimed	to	be	either	of	those,	I’d	know	one	thing	for	certain.”

“And	that	would	be?”

“That	you’re	a	villain	and	a	liar.	Same	as	me.”

We	were	quiet	for	a	while	after	that.	He	moved	to	the	other	side	of	the	bed,
gazing	down	at	her.	It	was	hard	to	decipher	the	new	expression	on	his	face.	I
didn’t	 know	 if	 he	 was	 truly	 regretful	 of	 his	 actions,	 or	 if	 he	 regretted	 not
hiding	them	better.

“Don’t	you	ever	tire	of	being	so	admirable?”	he	asked.	“It’s	such	a	boring
way	to	live.	Rushing	around,	saving	damsels	in	distress.”

“If	you	think	doing	the	admirable	thing	is	easy	or	comes	naturally,	you’re
more	naïve	than	I	thought,”	I	said,	in	a	rare	moment	of	truth	with	him.	“I	fight
against	my	innate	selfishness	because	I	 love	her.	I	want	to	be	better	not	 just
for	her,	but	also	for	me.	I	want	to	be	the	sort	of	man	who	earns	her	trust	and
love	and	then	works	to	keep	it	by	growing	into	an	even	better	person.”

Mephisto	 stared	 at	 me	 like	 I’d	 just	 unlocked	 one	 of	 the	most	 treasured
secrets	 in	 the	 universe.	 He	 wiped	 his	 expression	 clean	 soon	 after,	 as	 if	 he
hadn’t	 meant	 to	 expose	 that	 much	 vulnerability,	 but	 I	 saw	 it	 all	 the	 same.
Maybe	he’d	be	better	now	that	he	knew	better.

Audrey	 Rose	 stirred,	 and	 the	 remaining	 fight	 went	 out	 of	 me.
Mephistopheles	didn’t	matter.	His	attempt	 to	woo	her	didn’t	matter.	He	was
less	than	nothing	when	compared	to	the	lengths	I’d	go	to	just	to	see	her	safe
and	happy.

“And	she	hardly	requires	a	knight	to	save	her.	She’s	more	likely	to	ride	in
and	save	you	and	then	smack	you	for	being	an	idiot,”	I	said,	finally	looking
up.	But	the	ringmaster	had	disappeared	once	again.
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“Thomas.”

“Yes,	Dr.	Wadsworth?”	I	didn’t	take	my	attention	from	Audrey	Rose.	Her
breathing	was	steadily	becoming	more	even.	The	last	I’d	checked	her	pulse,
four	thousand,	three	hundred,	and	seventy-eight	seconds	ago,	it	also	showed
improvement.	She	was	battling	back.

“You’re	needed	to	speak	with	Andreas,”	he	said.	Before	I	could	argue,	he
continued,	 “Liza	 is	 waiting	 outside	 and	 will	 stay	 with	 Audrey	 Rose	 while
we’re	gone.”

“I—”	I	wanted	to	be	the	first	person	she	saw	when	she	awoke,	but	it	was	a
selfish	 folly.	 I	 needed	 to	 help	 question	 the	 man	 responsible	 for	 the	 brutal
slayings	 we’d	 been	 investigating.	 And	 the	 near-murder	 of	 Wadsworth.	 I
pressed	a	chaste	kiss	 to	her	hand	 then	 followed	 the	doctor	 into	 the	corridor.
My	muscles	ached.	I	realized	I	hadn’t	moved	in	hours.

We	traveled	down	into	the	belly	of	the	ship,	past	the	rooms	that	held	the
carnival	crates,	deeper	than	even	the	engine	room.	We	passed	crew	members
who	 were	 rolling	 carts	 of	 luggage	 down	 the	 corridors	 from	 where	 they’d
undoubtedly	be	sent	to	hotels	and	homes	of	the	wealthy.

When	we	 arrived	 at	 the	brig,	 I	 expected	 it	 to	 be	 a	 dungeon-like	 cage	of
filth.	In	reality,	it	was	a	small,	barred	cell	with	a	pitcher	of	water	and	a	glass,	a
small	 cot,	 a	 bucket	 for	 waste,	 and	 a	 decent	 pillow	 and	 blanket.	 Andreas
sprawled	on	the	cot,	his	carnival	mask	gone.	He	propped	his	blond	head	up	on
one	pale	hand	and	glanced	at	us	when	we	entered	the	room.

“Well?”	he	asked,	sounding	bored.	Apparently,	we	weren’t	very	amusing
to	a	murderer.	“What	do	you	want	now?”

I	crossed	my	arms	to	keep	from	reaching	through	the	bars	and	strangling
him.	“Tell	me	about	the	body	in	the	crate.”



He	shrugged	and	collapsed	back	onto	 the	cot.	“What	about	 it?	Haven’t	 I
told	you	exactly	why	I	chose	those	victims?	Or	were	you	too	busy	crying	over
your	dead	woman	to	recall	the	details?”

I	hit	 the	bars,	 the	metal	clattering.	Dr.	Wadsworth	touched	my	arm,	but	I
wrenched	away.	I	took	a	deep	breath,	clearing	my	anger.	I’d	not	let	him	rattle
me.	Again.	“I	recall	 that	you’re	a	coward.	You	were	a	victim	of	unfortunate
circumstances,	and	 instead	of	 taking	your	grievance	up	with	 the	courts,	you
decided	to	murder	and	maim	innocent	women.	You	didn’t	have	the	courage	to
fight	with	the	men	you	held	accountable	for	your	fiancée’s	death.”	I	smiled	as
he	 slid	 off	 the	 bed,	 his	 face	 reddening	 to	 an	 unhealthy	 hue	 and	 his	 fists
clenching.	 “I	believe	 that	 covers	most	of	 it.	Now,	answer	my	question.	The
body	in	the	crate	was	different.	Explain	how	you	dispatched	that	victim.”

He	 stalked	 over	 to	 the	 pitcher	 and	 poured	 himself	 a	 glass	 of	 water,
sneering	at	me	the	whole	while.	I	smirked	back.	I	wasn’t	the	one	locked	in	a
cage.	And	he	should	hope	to	not	have	the	misfortune	of	running	into	me	while
he	wasn’t	safely	secured	behind	bars.

“I	cut	her.	Just	like	the	others.”

“And	 the	 crate?”	 I	 asked,	watching	 him	 closely.	He	was	 lying.	Odd	 for
him	 to	 conceal	 the	 truth	 when	 he	 was	 so	 cavalier	 about	 sharing	 it	 earlier.
“Why	deposit	her	body	there?”

He	stared	into	his	water,	not	meeting	my	gaze.	Another	sign	of	dishonesty.
I’d	interrogated	plenty	of	guilty	men,	and	nearly	all	had	difficulty	maintaining
eye	contact.	“I	was	going	to—”	he	rubbed	a	hand	over	his	face.	“I	don’t	know.
I	don’t	remember	doing	that,	but	if	there’s	a	body,	I	must	have.”

“Why	 did	 you	 steal	 the	 pieces	 of	 fabric	 from	 those	 rooms?”	 I	 asked,
narrowing	my	eyes.

His	gaze	dropped	to	the	left	before	answering.	Another	tell.	“I	didn’t.”

“Lie,”	I	said,	pleased	when	he	scowled	at	me.	“Why	take	them?	Did	they
hold	meaning	to	you?”

“No,”	he	said,	finally	admitting	the	truth.	He	sighed.	“They	meant	nothing.
I	just…	took	them.	I	enjoyed	the	way	they	looked.	I—I	wanted	to	have	a	suit
made	from	them	for	the	show.”

He	launched	into	a	story	about	petty	thievery	in	Bavaria	and	how	it	was	a
catalyst	 for	 joining	 the	Moonlight	 Carnival.	 I	 inspected	 him	 for	 any	 of	 his
telling	 habits	 when	 he	 lied.	 He	 showed	 no	 signs	 of	 them.	 When	 he	 was
through,	 I	 jerked	 my	 chin	 towards	 Dr.	 Wadsworth.	 Unless	 he	 had	 further



questions,	 I	was	done.	Andreas	didn’t	murder	 the	person	found	 in	 the	crate,
which	meant	we	had	a	larger	issue	to	consider.

We	were	climbing	 the	 stairs	 to	 the	next	 level	when	 I	 finally	 spoke.	 “We
have	a	second	murderer	aboard	this	ship,	Professor.	And	his	killing	method	is
—”

“Don’t.”	His	tone	brooked	no	further	arguing.	“I’ve	already	spoken	to	the
captain,	and	he	 refuses	 to	acknowledge	 the	possibility.	 I	mentioned	 it	 to	 the
police,	and	they	seemed	more	amused	than	wary.”

I	 inhaled	 deeply	 as	we	 reached	 the	 next	 level	 of	 the	 ship	 and	 continued
down	 the	 darkened	 corridor.	 I	 wasn’t	 surprised—no	 one	 wanted	 to	 believe
another	Jack	the	Ripper	was	possible.	Especially	in	their	city	and	in	the	wake
of	another	unspeakable	tragedy.

As	we	 rounded	 the	 corner,	 passing	 the	 chamber	 that	 held	 the	Moonlight
Carnival’s	crates,	Mephistopheles	 stepped	 into	 the	corridor	and	motioned	 to
me.

How	wonderful.	 Another	 opportunity	 to	 commit	 murder	 before	 the	 day
was	 through.	 Dr.	Wadsworth	 paused,	 glancing	 between	 the	 ringmaster	 and
me,	silently	demanding	that	I	act	like	a	proper	gentleman	and	not	end	up	in	a
cell	 adjacent	 to	 Andreas.	 It	 was	 the	 cruelest	 request	 he’d	 ever	made,	 but	 I
inclined	my	head.

“I’ve	been	 thinking	about	our	conversation,”	Mephisto	said,	crossing	his
arms	 once	 the	 doctor	was	 out	 of	 earshot.	 Today’s	 suit	was	 a	 deep	 eggplant
with	silver	fringe.	It	was	horrible.	“I…	it	 is	possible	I	may	have	twisted	the
situation	a	bit.”	I	stared	at	him	until	he	sighed.	“I’m	normally	consumed	with
crafting	bargains	 and	playing	 a	 role	 for	 people—I—”	he	 exhaled,	 and	 even
with	his	dumb	mask	on,	I	saw	the	true	person	behind	the	tricks	and	games.	“I
never	should	have	made	that	bargain	with	her,	knowing	that	she	was	in	love
with	you.	I	should	have	been	decent	and	helped	her	anyway,	without	strings.”

It	 was	 more	 than	 I	 expected.	 I	 grudgingly	 respected	 him	 a	 bit	 more.
“What,	exactly,	were	the	terms	you	struck?”

“I’d	 teach	her	 sleight	of	hand	and	grant	access	 to	 the	performers,	 so	she
might	discover	whether	or	not	the	murderer	was	one	of	mine.”	He	held	a	hand
out	and	buffed	his	nails	against	his	chest.	 “I	also	might	have	sweetened	 the
deal	 by	 promising	 to	 sever	 Liza	 and	 Houdini.	 Another	 deplorable
manipulation,	but	I	justified	it	by	the	overall	good	it	would	do.	Liza	needed	to
go	 back	 home	 to	 her	 family;	 this	 carnival	 life	 is	 not	 for	 her.	As	much	 as	 I
respect	Houdini,	I	didn’t	want	to	watch	her	throw	her	whole	life	away.”



“And	in	turn,	you	got	what,	exactly?	Access	to	Audrey	Rose?”	I	narrowed
my	eyes,	taking	swift	measure	of	him.	“Ah.	You	truly	wanted	her	to	solve	the
mystery,	didn’t	you?”

He	 gave	 me	 a	 lazy	 grin.	 “Of	 course,	 I	 did.	 And	 it	 didn’t	 hurt	 that	 I
desperately	 wanted	 to	 kiss	 her.	 I	 behaved	 poorly.	 I	 won’t	 repeat	 that	 act
again.”	He	straightened	and	flourished	two	tickets	from	thin	air.	“For	you	and
Miss	Wadsworth.	Should	you	both	ever	care	to	visit	the	show	again,	please	do
so	 free	of	 charge.	 I	 promise,	 no	murder,	 no	untoward	bargains.	 I	 offer	 only
friendship	from	now	on.	For	both	of	you.”

I	 took	 the	 tickets	 and	 stuffed	 them	 into	my	waistcoat.	 “Audrey	 Rose	 is
still…”	 I	 couldn’t	 bring	 myself	 to	 say.	 “Are	 you	 going	 to	 wait	 and	 say
goodbye?”

He	took	his	mask	off	and	tossed	it	back	into	the	room.	Without	it,	I	saw	he
was	much	closer	 to	my	age.	Maybe	only	a	few	months	older.	 I	wondered	at
the	path	his	life	had	taken,	the	trouble	he	must	have	faced	to	lose	his	sense	of
morality	while	still	a	youth.	He	and	I	weren’t	so	different.	Perhaps	we	could
be	cordial	one	day.	He	certainly	seemed	as	lonely	as	I	had	been.

“I	 think	 it’s	 for	 the	 best	 if	 you	 pass	 along	my	 regards	 to	 her,”	 he	 said,
finally	meeting	my	gaze.	“For	what	 it’s	worth,	I	am	sorry	for	any	grievance
I’ve	 caused	 you,	 Mr.	 Cresswell.	 While	 your	 delivery	 needs	 vast
improvement,”	 he	 said,	 his	 grin	 sliding	 back	 into	 place,	 “I	 appreciate	 your
candor.	If	you	ever	require	my	help	in	the	future,	know	I’d	like	to	offer	it.”
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One	 moment	 I	 was	 lost	 in	 desolate	 thoughts,	 blaming	 myself	 for	 what
happened	to	Audrey	Rose,	and	the	next,	her	eyelids	were	fluttering.	It	took	a
moment	for	her	to	fully	open	her	eyes,	and	she	released	a	startled	sound	when
I	leaned	over	the	bed	and	took	her	hand.

Her	expression	brightened	as	much	as	it	could,	then	quickly	faded	as	her
gaze	 roved	 over	 me.	 I	 knew	 what	 I	 looked	 like.	 Eyes,	 bloodshot.	 Hair,
disorganized.	Expression,	wild.	 It	had	been	the	 longest	 twenty-four	hours	of
my	life.

“I	 thought…”	 I	 held	 onto	 her	 hand	 as	 if	 the	 force	 of	 it	would	 keep	 her
here,	in	this	room	and	this	world,	for	eternity.	“I	thought	I’d	lost	you	for	good,
Wadsworth.	What	in	the	bloody	hell	were	you	thinking?”

She	drew	her	brows	together,	seemingly	struggling	to	recollect	the	events
of	the	last	day	and	a	half.	“What	happened?”

You	almost	killed	yourself	for	me.	You	took	a	knife	to	the	femur.	You	nearly
ripped	my	heart	from	my	chest	as	you	lay	dying.	I	inhaled	deeply.	“Aside	from
you	rushing	to	save	me	from	certain	death?	Taking	a	knife	precariously	close
to	your	femoral	artery?”	I	shook	my	head,	gathering	myself.	Now	wasn’t	the
time	 to	 get	 upset	 about	 foolish	 acts.	 I	 set	 my	 jaw.	 “The	 blade	 went	 in	 so
deeply	 it	 stuck	 to	 the	bone,	Audrey	Rose.	Your	uncle	was	able	 to	 remove	 it
while	Mephistopheles	 and	 I	 held	 you	 down,	 but	we	 cannot	 be	 certain	 how
much	of	the	bone	was	fractured.	Thus	far	we	don’t	believe	it’s	shattered.”

She	 flinched.	 I	 gritted	 my	 teeth,	 figuring	 her	 pain	 had	 reappeared	 at
mention	 of	 it.	 My	 mother	 often	 complained	 of	 aches	 and	 pains,	 and	 her
expression	was	similar.	I’d	give	anything	to	take	it	from	her,	 to	rewind	time
and	stop	her	from	being	my	hero	at	her	expense.

“Sounds	as	though	you’ve	all	been	busy,”	she	said,	trying	for	levity.	“What
day	is	it?”



“You’ve	been	out	for	only	one	evening.	We’ve	reached	port	in	New	York.”
I	wanted	to	say	more,	tell	her	how	desperately	out	of	control	I’d	felt,	how	my
emotions	nearly	stole	all	sense	of	reason	and	logic,	but	instead	I	concentrated
on	drawing	little	circles	on	her	hand.	The	motion	soothed	me	almost	as	much
as	it	seemed	calm	to	her.	“Andreas	confessed	to	all.”

She	 was	 quiet	 for	 a	 moment.	 “Even	 the	 body	 found	 in	 the	 crate?”	 I
nodded.	“Did	he	explain	why	that	victim	was	different	from	the	others?”

I	 focused	 on	 the	 sleeve	 of	 her	 dressing	 gown,	 twisting	 the	 fabric	 at	 her
wrists.	Perhaps	 it	was	 the	wrong	 time	 to	discuss	 stressful	 topics.	She’d	 just
woken	up	after	a	solid	twenty-four	hours	of	being	unconscious.	I	truly	was	an
idiot	who	knew	nothing	of	people.

“Thomas?”	 she	 asked,	 her	 voice	 soft.	 “I’m	 all	 right.	 You	 don’t	 have	 to
treat	me	as	if	I’m	made	of	porcelain	now.”

As	if	she	wasn’t	 the	bravest	or	strongest	person	I	knew.	“It’s	not	you,”	I
said,	 letting	go	of	a	 sigh.	 It	was	never	 the	 right	 time	 to	discuss	murder,	but
Audrey	Rose	 could	 handle	what	 I	 was	 about	 to	 say	 next.	 Even	 if	 I	 wasn’t
quite	ready	to.	“When	we	asked	Andreas	about	that	crime,	he	claimed	to	have
no	knowledge	of	 it.	He’s	 in	 the	brig	until	detective-inspectors	come	to	fetch
him.	 They’re	 not	 sure	 where	 he’ll	 face	 trial	 yet,	 since	 most	 of	 his	 crimes
occurred	at	sea.	We	may	need	to	return	to	England.”

She	 stared	 at	 me	 like	 she	 couldn’t	 quite	 wrap	 her	 mind	 around	 that
complication.	Though	perhaps	she	was	starting	to	see	the	same	pattern	emerge
that	I	was.	“But	why	wouldn’t	he	have	confessed	to—”

“Your	 uncle	 and	 I	 believe	 it’s	 possible	 there	might	 have	 been	 a	 second
killer	on	board,”	I	said,	laying	it	out	with	swift	precision.	Sometimes	a	clean
cut	 was	 the	 kindest.	 “Passengers	 have	 already	 begun	 disembarking,	 so	 if
Andreas	didn’t	commit	that	murder,	then—”

“Then	we	just	delivered	a	Ripper-inspired	murderer	to	America.”

Her	eyes	grew	wide	as	the	realization	clicked	into	place.	Neither	one	of	us
spoke.	I	could	only	imagine	the	thoughts	running	through	her	mind,	the	fears.
The	memories	 regarding	 her	 brother	 that	 she	 was	 trying	 so	 hard	 to	 escape
from.	 I’d	 spent	 the	 better	 part	 of	 the	 last	 few	 hours	 trying	 to	 find	 another
potential	scenario	but	had	failed.

In	fact,	 the	more	I	contemplated	the	murder	scenes,	the	more	I	homed	in
on	 the	 details,	 it	 became	 startlingly	 clear	 that	 that	 was	 precisely	 what
happened.	I	had	little	doubt	that	an	American	Ripper	was	stalking	the	streets



of	New	York	this	very	moment.

“For	 now,”	 I	 said,	 “let’s	 hope	 we’re	 wrong	 and	 Andreas	 was	 simply
feeling	uncooperative.”

Wadsworth	broke	out	of	her	reverie	and	met	my	gaze.	She	knew	it	was	a
lie	but	didn’t	press	the	issue.	Perhaps	we	both	wanted	to	stay	lost	in	the	world
of	 pretend	 the	Moonlight	 Carnival	 had	 brought	 into	 our	 lives.	 At	 least	 for
now.

“Was	he	the	one	who	stole	the	fabric?”	she	asked.	“Or	was	it	an	unrelated
crime?”

“He	 admitted	 to	 stealing	 it—apparently	 he’s	 a	 petty	 thief	when	 he’s	 not
murdering	for	revenge.	It’s	an	old	habit	he	brought	with	him	from	Bavaria.	He
used	to	steal	clothes	from	people	he’d	tell	fortunes	to.	One	woman	recognized
a	missing	garment	and	reported	it	to	police,	which	is	why	he	left	and	joined
the	carnival.”

“Speaking	 of	 that…	 what	 of	 the	 Moonlight	 Carnival?”	 She	 hesitated	 a
moment.	“How	are	Mephistopheles	and	Houdini?”

“They	both	bid	you	farewell.”	I	was	impressed	by	how	smooth	my	voice
sounded,	though	my	heart	was	another	matter.	I	kept	my	expression	neutral	as
I	 inspected	 her	 for	 signs	 of	 disappointment.	 I	 personally	 believed	Mephisto
should	 be	 sent	 to	 the	 opposite	 end	of	 the	 continent	 until	 he	worked	out	 his
issues,	 but	 if	 she	 was	 upset	 by	 his	 absence…	 “Mephistopheles	 sends	 his
apologies—and	two	tickets	to	their	next	show,	free	of	charge.”	Her	grin	was
hard	to	decipher.	“He	and	Houdini	said	we	won’t	want	to	miss	what	they’re
working	on,	it’s	going	to	be—”

“Spectacular?”	she	supplied,	that	same	sardonic	look	upon	her	face.	I	had
no	idea	if	she	was	covering	up	any	sadness,	or	if	she	was	truly	all	right	with
the	ringmaster’s	swift	departure,	but	I	laughed	anyway.

“For	their	sake,	I	hope	so.	They’ve	got	to	find	something	to	distract	from
the	 multiple	 murders	 committed	 by	 their	 famed	 fortune-teller.	 Though,
knowing	Mephisto,	 he’ll	 find	 a	way	 to	work	with	 it.	 Infamy	 is	 a	 draw	 for
most.	We’re	all	fascinated	by	the	macabre.	Must	be	our	dark,	twisted	human
souls.”

“I’m	glad	it’s	over,”	she	said.	“I	sincerely	hope	the	families	are	at	peace.”

I	nodded,	but	she	was	lost	 to	her	private	thoughts,	 leading	me	to	wonder
once	more	just	how	much	she	might	have	preferred	to	choose	a	different	path
for	herself.



“Liza!”	She	jerked	forward,	wincing,	then	slumped	back,	jolting	me	out	of
my	worries.	“Where	is	she?	Is	she	all	right?	Please,	please	tell	me	she’s	alive.
I	cannot	bear	it.”

I	motioned	for	her	 to	 lean	forward	and	moved	her	pillows	 to	better	prop
her	up.	 I	gently	pushed	her	back,	meeting	no	 resistance	 from	her	as	she	 lay
against	 them.	 Some	 of	 the	 strain	 eased	 from	 the	 lines	 around	 her	 mouth.
“She’s	all	right.	Andreas	drugged	her	and	had	her	chained	in	his	rooms.	But
she’s	recovering.	Much	faster	than	you.”

She	 released	 a	 breath,	 slumping	 further	 against	 the	 pillows.	 “I’m	 not
worried	about	me.”

Of	 course,	 she	 wasn’t.	 She	 never	 worried	 about	 herself.	 I	 counted	 to
twenty.	 “But	 I	 am.	 There’s	 something	 else	 you	 should	 know…	 about	 your
injury.”	I	would	rather	be	raked	over	hot	coals	than	deliver	this	news.	I	stared
down	at	my	useless	hands.	 I’d	been	bound	and	unable	 to	block	 that	bloody
knife.	“You’ll	be	able	 to	walk,	 though	 it’s	possible	you’ll	have	a	permanent
limp.	There’s	no	way	of	determining	how	it	will	heal.”

And	I	feared	it	would	forever	remind	her	of	a	terrible	decision	she’d	made.
A	sudden,	overwhelming	bout	of	guilt	rose	in	me.	I	choked	it	down.	The	air
seemed	to	thicken.	I	went	to	pull	at	my	collar,	to	ease	the	fear	that	kept	raking
its	 claws	down	my	 throat.	Maybe	 she	would	 forever	 associate	my	presence
with	her	injury.	Maybe	the	very	sight	of	me	was	troubling.	My	life	began	and
ended	in	the	few	heartbeats	it	took	for	her	to	respond.	She	smiled	tentatively.

“The	price	of	love	doesn’t	come	cheaply,”	she	said.	“But	the	cost	is	worth
it.”

I	 shot	up	 from	my	 seat,	 unable	 to	keep	my	emotions	 in	 check	anymore,
and	let	go	of	her	hands.	If	I	didn’t	leave	now,	I’d	only	make	this	harder.	Love
should	 never,	 ever	 cost	 someone	 something.	 It	 should	 be	 a	 free	 exchange.
What	 happened—she	 almost	 destroyed	 herself	 for	 me.	 I	 was	 not	 worth	 all
that.

“You	ought	to	rest	now.”	I	couldn’t	meet	her	green-eyed	inquisitive	gaze,
though	 I	 felt	 it	 on	me	 like	 a	 physical	 blow.	 “Your	 uncle	will	 be	 in	 soon	 to
discuss	 travel	 arrangements.	 And	 I	 know	 Liza	 has	 been	 stomping	 around
outside,	too.”

I	moved	swiftly	across	the	room	before	I	lost	the	nerve	to	do	so.

“Thomas…”	she	said,	her	voice	soft,	hurt.	“What—”

“Rest,	Wadsworth.	I’ll	return	again	soon.”	I	grabbed	my	hat	and	overcoat,



needing	to	be	outside	with	the	frigid	wind	clearing	my	thoughts.	It	took	all	of
my	collective	will,	but	I	managed	to	exit	the	room	without	turning	back.	She
needed	 to	 be	 rid	 of	 me—I	 was	 like	 a	 slow-moving	 toxin,	 corrupting	 her
slowly	over	time.	Leaving	was	the	most	unselfish	action	I’d	ever	taken,	and	it
felt	miserable.

Dragon	knob
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I	gripped	the	railing,	 ignoring	the	bite	from	the	near-freezing	temperature	of
the	metal,	and	concentrated	on	counting	each	passenger	that	disembarked.	I’d
gotten	to	fifty-two	before	stealing	a	glance	at	Audrey	Rose.	Her	attention	was
stubbornly	 fixed	on	 the	crowd	below,	 the	muscle	 in	her	 jaw	as	 tense	as	her
stance.	I	wanted	to	wrap	her	in	my	arms,	to	press	myself	against	her,	inhaling
her	 floral	 scent	 and	kissing	her	until	 she	 returned	 to	me	 from	 that	 cold	 and
distant	 place	 she’d	 retreated	 to.	 But	 I	 wanted	 her	 to	 choose	 her	 path—
Mephisto	or	me—without	interference.

Even	if	it	killed	me.

Her	breath	 caught	 and	my	 resolve	 to	give	her	 space	broke.	 “I’ll	 be	with
you	again	soon	enough,	Wadsworth.	You	won’t	even	know	I’m	gone.”

I	held	still,	waiting	for	her	to	deny	it.	To	call	me	foolish.	To	demand	I	stay.
She	didn’t.	Instead,	“That’s	it?	That’s	all	you	have	to	say?”

“The	 fact	 remains	 I	 am	 needed	 here,	 in	 New	 York,	 as	 your	 uncle’s
representative.”	 I	 inhaled	 deeply	 and	 forced	 myself	 to	 keep	 staring	 at	 the
passengers.	I	needed	to	let	go.	“I	will	join	you	as	soon	as	I	can.”

Out	of	the	corner	of	my	eye,	I	saw	a	tear	streak	over	her	cheek.

My	resolve	slipped.

She	angrily	swiped	it	away,	leaving	me	to	guess	her	exact	emotions.

“Aren’t	 you	 supposed	 to	 say	 something	 like	 ‘I’ll	 miss	 you	 terribly,
Wadsworth.	These	next	few	weeks	shall	be	a	slow	sort	of	torture,	I’m	sure.’
Or	some	other	Cresswell	witticism?”

The	battle	I’d	been	fighting	ceased.	I	faced	her,	doing	my	best	to	keep	my
emotions	 in	check.	“Of	course,	 I	will	miss	you.	 It	will	 feel	 like	my	heart	 is
being	surgically	forced	from	my	chest	against	my	will.”	I	took	another	deep
breath.	“I’d	rather	be	run	through	with	every	sword	in	Jian’s	arsenal.	But	this



is	the	best	for	the	case.”

If	 I	 repeated	 it	 often	 enough,	 I	 might	 soon	 believe	 it.	 The	 hopeful
expression	on	her	face	vanished.	I	wasn’t	sure	if	it	was	the	imagery	of	a	knife
so	soon	after	her	injury	or	if	mention	of	the	case	had	annoyed	her.

“Then	 I	 wish	 you	 well,	 Mr.	 Cresswell.”	 Her	 voice	 was	 clipped.	 The
sharpness	sliced	at	my	aching	heart.	“You’re	right.	Being	upset	is	silly	when
we	shall	meet	again	soon.”

I	wanted	to	reach	for	her.	To	draw	her	into	my	arms	and	fight	for	her	love.
But	to	do	that	would	go	against	everything	I’d	promised	her	before.	I	would
not	 manipulate	 her	 in	 any	 way.	 A	 strange	 sensation	 coiled	 in	 my	 center,
though,	striking	at	my	conscience.	Something	wasn’t	sitting	well	about	this—
I	couldn’t	escape	from	the	worry	I’d	missed	a	valid	point.

I	hesitated,	replaying	the	last	few	moments	in	my	mind,	trying	to	decipher
each	nuance	of	expression,	each	shift	in	tone.	I	had	to	be	missing	something
—

“Mr.	Cresswell?”	A	detective	politely	cleared	his	throat,	destroying	the	last
of	our	time	together.	I	couldn’t	help	but	feel	like	I’d	been	close	to	figuring	out
an	 important	point	 and	hid	my	 irritation.	 I	 tore	my	gaze	 from	Audrey	Rose
and	 acknowledged	 him.	 “We’re	 taking	 the	 bodies	 ashore	 now.	 We	 require
your	presence	en	route	to	the	hospital.”

Part	 of	me	wanted	 to	 tell	 him	 to	 go	 on	without	me.	 I	 needed	 one	more
moment	to	sort	this	out.	Except	I	wasn’t	sure	another	moment	would	matter.	I
couldn’t	 bring	myself	 to	 ask	Wadsworth	 directly	 if	 she	wished	 to	 pursue	 a
courtship	 with	 Mephistopheles.	 And	 I	 didn’t	 think	 another	 sixty	 seconds
would	help	me	figure	out	the	puzzle	of	her	dark	mood.

The	officer	politely	waited.

I	nodded,	the	movement	feeling	mechanical	while	my	mind	spun	in	other
directions.	“Of	course,”	I	heard	myself	agree.	“I’m	at	your	disposal.”

The	 detective	 smiled	 at	 Audrey	 Rose	 and	 disappeared	 through	 the	 door
again.	I	couldn’t	bring	myself	to	look	away.	I	did	not	want	to	be	confronted
with	the	reality	of	our	situation.	I	was	in	dangerous	territory—one	little	hint
of	 hurting	 her	 and	 I’d	 never	 be	 able	 to	 go	 through	with	 leaving.	 I	 shut	 all
emotion	down,	freezing	that	blazing	heat	at	my	core.	I	would	not	be	the	one
who	made	this	harder	on	her.	She	had	every	right	to	choose	her	own	fate.

And	I	had	every	right	to	close	myself	off	and	protect	myself	from	hurt.



“Farewell,	Miss	Wadsworth.”	I	felt	my	composure	breaking	along	with	my
heart.	“It	has	been	an	absolute	pleasure.	Until	we	meet	again.”

I	needed	 to	move	quickly,	but	 I	 couldn’t	 force	myself	 into	action.	There
was	 that	 overwhelming	 sense	 of	wrongness,	 but	 I	 had	 no	 idea	 if	 it	was	 the
monster	inside	me,	raging	at	losing	this	battle.	I	tipped	my	hat,	desperate	for
stealing	one	more	second,	 then	commanded	my	 legs	 to	move.	 I	don’t	know
what	 I	hoped	for—perhaps	 that	she	would	cry	out	or	curse	me	or	block	my
path.	That	she’d	tell	me	I	was	an	idiot	and	then	kiss	me	until	we	both	regained
our	senses.	I	realized	my	hesitation	was	hope.	Hope	that	she’d	do	any	of	those
things.	But	she	didn’t.

I	dared	a	final	glance	at	her	as	I	passed	by.	She	nodded,	lips	pursed.	There
would	be	no	sweeping	declarations	of	love.	She	was	letting	me	go.	The	reality
crashed	 into	 me	 and	 I	 fought	 a	 curious	 uprising	 in	 my	 stomach.	 I	 moved
forward	 again,	 pausing	 at	 the	 doorframe.	 My	 fingers	 tapped	 a	 familiar
staccato	rhythm.	One,	two,	three,	one,	 two,	three.	Selfishness.	That	was	part
of	the	beast	taunting	me	now.	I	would	not	submit	to	that	monster.	Not	for	her,
or	anyone.

I	 shoved	myself	 into	 the	 corridor	 and	 rushed	 down	 the	 stairs,	my	 pulse
pounding	 in	 time	 to	 the	 sound	 of	 my	 shoes	 hitting	 the	 steps.	 If	 I	 ran	 fast
enough,	maybe	I	would	discover	a	formula	for	escaping	heartbreak.

I	made	 it	as	 far	as	 the	docks	before	 I	 realized	what	an	 idiot	 I	was.	Love
was	noble.	But	it	was	also	a	fighter.	It	didn’t	give	up	and	run	away.	It	didn’t
surrender	to	a	pompous	jackass	in	sequined	suits	with	abysmal	morals.	I’d	be
the	 worst	 sort	 of	 partner	 if	 I	 didn’t	 fight	 back	 against	 someone	 like	 that.
Telling	 Wadsworth	 how	 much	 I	 loved	 her	 wasn’t	 selfish	 at	 all.	 Quite	 the
opposite.	The	officer	waved	a	hand	in	front	of	my	face.	“The	precinct	is	just
down—”

“I	have	an	urgent	matter	to	tend	to,”	I	said,	not	at	all	sorry	for	cutting	him
off.	“I’ll	meet	you	at	the	morgue	in	two	hours.”

Instead	 of	waiting	 for	 a	 response,	 I	 practically	 bolted	 around	 the	 block,
moving	as	 swiftly	as	 the	crowded	streets	permitted.	Carriages	 rumbled	over
cobblestones,	 women	 in	 bonnets	 and	 men	 in	 smart	 suits	 strolled	 along.	 I
quickly	scanned	the	shops,	recalling	Lord	Crenshaw	mentioning	a	shop	in	this
neighborhood	 that	made	 something	 I	needed.	Three	doors	down,	 I	 found	 it.
Raising	Cane.	An	oddly	biblical	pun,	but	clever	nonetheless.

A	bell	tingled	above	as	I	pushed	the	door	open.	An	old	man	as	gnarled	as
the	wood	he	was	carving	looked	me	up	and	down.	“What	can	I	do	you	for?”



I	glanced	around	the	small	room.	Walking	sticks	with	knobs	fashioned	into
serpents,	eagles,	great	beasts	like	lions	and	elephants—and	a	gorgeous	ebony
rose.	I	plucked	it	from	the	rack	and	made	my	way	to	the	old	man.	“I	need	a
custom	cane	as	well.	I’d	like	a	dragon’s	head	knob.	On	rosewood,	if	you	can
secure	it.”

The	man	nodded	and	pulled	out	a	 tattered	 journal,	 tugging	a	pencil	 from
behind	his	ear.	“How	tall	are	you?”

I	 drew	 my	 brows	 together.	 “A	 little	 over	 one	 hundred	 and	 eighty-six
centimeters.”

He	rolled	his	eyes.	“In	English,	boy.”

I	didn’t	bother	pointing	out	 I	was	giving	him	 the	English	metric.	 I	did	a
quick	 calculation.	 “Six	 feet,	 one	 inch.	 But	 the	 cane	 isn’t	 for	me,”	 I	 added,
lowering	my	hand	to	the	precise	height.	“It’s	for	someone	who’s	around—”	I
mentally	tallied	the	estimate	“—five	feet,	five	inches.”

“Okay.”	The	man	nodded.	“Your	woman?”

I	opened	my	mouth,	 ready	to	release	a	 litany	of	reasons	why	that	phrase
was	offensive,	but	sighed.	“My	partner.	She	was	injured	during	a	knife	fight.”

He	seemed	oddly	impressed	as	he	returned	to	his	notepad.	While	he	jotted
notes,	 I	walked	around	 the	 room,	 inspecting	 the	craftsmanship	of	his	 canes.
They	were	all	beautiful.	He	coughed	and	called	me	over.	“What	do	you	think
of	this?”

He	turned	his	pad	around,	showing	off	a	quick	sketch	of	his	design.	It	was
almost	perfect.	“Do	you	mind?”	I	asked,	 indicating	the	pencil.	He	shook	his
head	 and	 handed	 it	 over.	 I	 wound	 the	 body	 of	 the	 dragon	 around	 the	 top
portion	of	the	cane.	Then	I	added	two	rubies	where	the	eyes	were	located.	My
ode	to	my	favorite	dragon	in	our	Romanian	home—Henri.	I	sketched	a	stiletto
blade	 at	 the	 opposite	 end,	 then	 turned	 the	 notepad	 back	 around.	 “Can	 you
craft	it	so	pushing	the	ruby	eye	will	release	a	hidden	blade?”

He	 frowned	 a	 bit,	 considering.	 “Will	 she	 be	 getting	 into	 another	 knife
fight?”

I	 thought	 about	 it	 for	 a	 fraction	 of	 a	 second.	 “Anything	 is	 possible.”	 I
grinned.	“Can	you	do	it?”

“’Course	I	can,	boy.”	He	seemed	mildly	insulted.	“But	Rome	wasn’t	built
in	day.	Give	me	a	week	or	two.”

I	 paid	 for	 the	 rose-knob	 cane	 and	 left	 a	 deposit	 and	 an	 address	 for	 the



delivery	 of	 the	 custom	one.	 The	 rosewood	was	 a	 tribute	 to	my	mother,	 the
dragon	 a	 nod	 to	my	Dracula	 heritage.	 I	 hoped	Audrey	Rose	wouldn’t	mind
carrying	around	a	symbol	of	my	household—because	I	was	sincerely	hoping
she’d	agree	to	become	a	member	of	it.

My	business	complete,	I	left	the	shop	and	ran	back	to	the	Etruria,	hoping	I
wasn’t	too	late	to	tell	the	girl	I	loved	how	much	she	meant	to	me.
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“But	 what	 if	 he	 is	 leaving	 because	 of	 the	 accident?”	 Audrey	 Rose’s	 voice
sounded	so	fragile.	It	took	an	enormous	amount	of	effort	to	hold	myself	back
as	I	stepped	behind	her.	How	she	could	ever	fear	that?	I	swallowed	a	lump	in
my	 throat	 and	Liza	 finally	 noticed	me	over	 her	 cousin’s	 shoulder.	Her	 eyes
widened	 slightly.	 I	 held	 a	 finger	 to	 my	 lips,	 hoping	 she’d	 not	 reveal	 my
presence	yet.	“What	if	he—”

“Pardon	me,”	Liza	said,	nodding	at	the	opposite	end	of	the	ship.	“I	think	I
see	Mrs.	Harvey	waving	all	the	way	down	there.	I	must	go	to	her	at	once.”

I	smothered	my	laughter.	Liza	was	many	things,	but	an	actress	wasn’t	her
strongest	talent.

“Honestly?”	 Audrey	 Rose	 scrubbed	 her	 face,	 and,	 without	 seeing	 her
expression,	I	could	picture	how	irked	she	was.	Part	of	me	wanted	to	hug	her
and	 the	 other	 part	 wished	 to	 chuckle.	 At	 that	 exact	 moment,	 she	 turned,
annoyance	prominent	in	her	features	until	her	gaze	found	mine.	She	blinked,
as	if	unsure	I	was	real,	then	slowly	shook	her	head	at	her	cousin’s	retreating
form.	A	tear	slipped	down	her	face.	Followed	by	another.	Whatever	quip	I’d
been	about	 to	dazzle	her	with	abandoned	me	while	 I	 tried	 to	puzzle	out	 the
source	of	her	tears.	It	was	hard	to	decipher	if	she	was	pleased	or	angry	with
my	sudden	arrival.

“Cresswell.”	Her	chin	jutted	up	and	my	wicked	heart	fluttered.	“I	thought
you	had	business	to	attend	to.”

Her	tone	was	laced	with	anger	I	hadn’t	anticipated.

“I	did.	You	 see,	 I	 happened	 to	 ask	Lord	Crenshaw	where	he	had	 such	 a
handsome	 walking	 stick	 made	 when	 your	 uncle	 and	 I	 conducted	 our	 final
interview.	Imagine	my	surprise	when	he	said	he’d	purchased	it	here	 in	New
York.	There’s	a	 shop	 right	up	 the	block,	 actually.”	The	distance	between	us
was	unbearable.	I	took	a	step	closer	as	I	pointed	to	the	street.	“I	believe	this



rose	beats	the	one	Mephistopheles	tried	to	give	you.”

“I…”	she	drew	her	brows	together,	clearly	stunned	by	my	charm	and	wit.
“What?”

Perhaps	not	quite	stunned	yet.	I	threw	the	cane	up	and	caught	it	with	my
opposite	hand,	gracefully	falling	to	one	knee	as	I	offered	her	the	gift	and	my
apologies.	 I	 studied	her	carefully	as	she	stared	at	 the	cane.	She	blinked	 two
too	 many	 times	 and	 swallowed	 rapidly.	 She	 either	 loved	 it	 or	 I’d	 truly
reminded	her	of	her	injury	and	made	her	upset.	The	air	was	suddenly	too	thick
to	breathe.	I	struggled	to	keep	the	fear	from	my	face.

“Thomas,	it’s—”

If	she	said	she	loathed	it,	I	might	toss	myself	overboard	for	being	such	a
fool.	“Almost	as	handsome	as	me?”

Her	laugh	was	warm	and	immediate,	and	the	elated	expression	on	her	face
soothed	my	nerves.	“Indeed.”

I	 thought	 about	 the	 last	 two	 hours.	 The	 last	 ten	 days.	We’d	 need	 to	 be
honest	with	our	hearts	from	now	on.	No	more	walls.	“Our	work	will	always
be	 important	 to	 each	of	 us.	But	 you	have	my	heart	wholly,	Wadsworth.	No
matter	what.	The	only	way	that	will	be	taken	is	in	death.	And	even	then,	I	will
fight	with	every	piece	of	me	to	hold	your	love	near.	Now	and	forevermore.”

She	reached	up	slowly,	then	ran	her	fingers	through	my	hair.	Nothing	had
ever	felt	so	good.	I	almost	leaned	into	her	touch,	fighting	a	losing	battle	as	I
closed	my	eyes.	“You	know?	I	believe	this	is	the	most	precious	rose	I’ve	ever
received.”

“My	magic	trick	was	fairly	impressive,	too.	Do	you	think	Mephistopheles
will	take	me	on?	I	could	practice.	Actually,	we	ought	to	do	an	act	together.”	I
offered	 my	 arm,	 and	 we	 began	 walking	 down	 the	 promenade,	 hopefully
toward	a	shared	future.	I	held	fast	to	her	and	paid	close	attention	to	how	we
moved.	 I	 didn’t	want	 her	 to	 injure	herself	 further	 because	 I	was	being	 self-
absorbed.	 “What	 do	 you	 think	 of	 ‘the	 Amazing	 Cressworths’?	 It’s	 got	 a
pleasant	sound	to	it.”

“‘Cressworth’?	Did	you	honestly	combine	our	names?	And	why	does	your
name	 go	 first?”	 She	 paused	 long	 enough	 to	 offer	 a	 teasing	 smile.	 A	 spark
ignited	in	my	core,	and	I	was	suddenly	overcome	with	a	new	sensation.	Deep,
unbreakable	 love.	 “I	 think	 the	 most	 amazing	 part	 of	 our	 act	 would	 be	 not
lulling	the	audience	to	sleep	with	your	wit.”

“Devilish	woman.	What	name	do	you	suggest?”



“Hmm.	I	suppose	we	have	plenty	of	time	to	figure	it	out.”

“Mmm.	Speaking	of	that,	I’ve	been	thinking.”

“Always	a	troublesome	thing.”

“Indeed.”	I	could	no	longer	stop	myself	from	pulling	her	near,	hoping	to
never	 separate	 from	 her	 again.	 “We’ve	 lurked	 in	 London	 alleys,	 explored
spider-filled	 castle	 labyrinths,	 survived	 a	 lethal	 carnival…”	 I	 drew	 close
enough	for	our	lips	to	touch,	if	she	wanted	them	to.	I	prayed	she	wanted	them
to.	“Perhaps	now	we	can	try	one	of	my	suggestions.	Might	I	offer—”

“Just	kiss	me,	Cresswell.”

I	gave	her	a	slow	smile	before	fitting	my	mouth	to	hers.

I	meant	 for	 it	 to	 be	 sweet,	 to	 symbolize	 love	 and	 apology,	 but	 she	 had
other	ideas	that	I	was	more	than	happy	to	indulge.	She	gripped	my	lapel	with
her	 unoccupied	 hand,	 tugging	 me	 closer.	 Her	 lips	 parted	 ever	 so	 slightly,
inviting	my	tongue	to	caress	hers.

I	 obliged,	 tasting	 her	 fully,	 getting	 swept	 away	 in	 the	 sensation	 of	 her
feeling	warm	and	bright	and	alive	beneath	my	touch.
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Sunshine	spilled	across	the	Turkish	rug	in	Lady	Everleigh’s	sitting	parlor	like
an	upturned	bottle	of	brandy.	Its	warmth	filled	me	almost	as	much	as	the	spirit
was	known	 to	do.	Wadsworth	 and	 I	were	both	 indulging	 in	 an	 afternoon	of
reading.	 It	 had	 been	 four	 days	 of	 leisure	 in	 her	 grandmother’s	 home,	 and	 I
couldn’t	 get	 enough	 of	 spending	 time	 with	 her,	 doing	 the	 most	 mundane
things.	She	was	 consumed	by	 some	 scientific	 journal	 on	 engineering,	 and	 I
was	 thoroughly	 enjoying	 the	 first	 in	 a	 new	 romance	 by	 one	 of	my	 favorite
authors.	The	only	thing	missing	was	the	affection	of	a	small	pet.	I	was	partial
to	 cats,	 but	 dogs	were	 agreeable	 too.	 I	wasn’t	 sure	 if	 it	was	 possible	 to	 be
more	content,	but—

“We	need	to	discuss	Mephistopheles.”

And	 there	 went	 my	 day.	 Five	 words	 I’d	 like	 forever	 stricken	 from	 the
world.	 I	plastered	on	a	 lazy	grin	and	set	my	book	down.	 I	could	be	rational
and	civil,	especially	after	 the	olive	branch	the	ringmaster	had	offered	before
parting.	I	was	almost	certain	of	it.

“All	 right.	 I’ll	 go	 first.”	She	 looked	hesitant	 at	my	 enthusiastic	 tone	 but
nodded.	My	grin	widened.	“If	you	think	there	is	a	universe	that	exists	where	I
haven’t	 fantasized	 a	 hundred	 different	ways	 I’d	 like	 to	 test	my	 scalpels	 on
him,	I	don’t	believe	you	know	me	at	all,	dear	Wadsworth.	I	have	never	longed
to	spill	blood	the	way	I	did	when	I	saw	what	he	tried	to	do	to	you.	There.”	I
exhaled	loudly.	“I	feel	much	better.”

I	 realized	 my	 hands	 were	 fisted	 and	 concentrated	 on	 steadying	 my
emotions.	I	took	a	deep	breath	and	rolled	my	shoulders	back.	When	I	looked
at	her	again,	I	expected	to	see	fear.	I’d	shattered	a	wall	I’d	been	building	for
nearly	 a	 decade,	 and	 all	 the	 ugly	 parts	 of	myself	were	 now	 exposed.	 I	was
startled	 to	see	 the	 tenderness	 in	her	features.	Might	as	well	 reveal	 the	entire
beast	now.	She	had	a	right	to	see	me	at	my	worst	and	then	choose	whether	to
leave.



“I	can	only	imagine	the	sweet	taste	of	joy	it	would	bring,	destroying	that
which	 tried	destroying	me.	Every	day	 I	 fight	 to	keep	 that	monster	 caged.	 It
would	be	far	too	easy	to	succumb	to	those	desires	and	slaughter	everyone	who
irked	me.”

I	waited	for	her	to	bolt	from	the	room,	to	grab	her	cane	and	bash	me	with
it	while	screeching	about	a	madman	sitting	in	her	grandmother’s	parlor.	She
sat	 stoically,	 her	 expression	 thoughtful.	Definitely	 not	 the	 reaction	 I’d	 been
expecting.

“Since	we’re	being	brutally	honest.	There’s	something…”	her	voice	trailed
off	as	she	twisted	her	mother’s	ring.	I	immediately	began	solving	equations	in
my	head,	hoping	to	distract	myself	from	whatever	she	was	about	to	say.	She
took	a	deep	breath	and	met	my	gaze.	“Ayden	kissed	me.	The	night	you	and	I
argued.	It	was	only	for	a	second,	and	I	pulled	away…	but…”	she	stared	down
at	her	hands.	“If	it’s	any	comfort,	I	thought	about	hitting	him.”

The	numbers	in	my	head	ceased,	then	shattered.	The	room	became	eerily
silent	except	for	the	incessant	beat	of	my	heart.	I	wasn’t	surprised	he’d	tried
to	 take	 advantage	of	her.	Nor	was	 I	 angry	with	her.	 I	was	 furious	 that	 he’d
purposefully	waited	until	she	was	the	most	vulnerable	to	wedge	himself	into
her	heart.	It	was	the	move	of	a	coward.	I	locked	my	jaw	to	keep	myself	from
saying	the	wrong	thing.	When	she	glanced	back	up,	she	stiffened.

“Say	something,	please.”

I	inhaled	deeply.	I	wanted	to	make	light	of	the	situation,	but	we’d	need	to
have	 an	 actual	 discussion	 sooner	 or	 later.	 “He’s	 a	 terrible	 person.”	 I	 half-
smiled,	 pleased	 I	 was	 so	 amiable.	 Wadsworth’s	 brow	 knitted.	 “He	 took
advantage	 of	 your	 inexperience.	He	 crafted	 a	 situation	where	 he	 could	 slip
into	 the	 role	of	comforter	and	hero,	all	 the	while	creating	 the	chaos	 that	 set
you	on	that	path.	I’m	not	mad	at	you,	Wadsworth.	But	I’d	love	to	hit	Mephisto
with	a	walking	stick	for	being	such	a	blackguard,	even	if	he	did	make	peace
with	me.”

She	studied	me	carefully,	her	gaze	cool	and	sharp	as	a	blade.

“What	 do	 you	want,	Thomas?”	 she	 asked,	 her	 chin	 jutting	 upward.	 “No
teasing	or	quips.	Tell	me	what	you	truly	want.”

Her	question	surprised	me	into	answering	without	holding	back.

“I	want	you.	I	want	to	give	you	pleasure,	both	mentally	and	physically	all
day	 and	 every	 night	 for	 the	 rest	 of	 our	 lives.	 I	 want	 to	 be	 the	 reason	 you
smile.”	I	watched	as	a	slight	flush	crept	up	her	neck,	pleased.	She	longed	for



that	too,	it	seemed.	“I	want	to	spend	hours	and	years	of	my	life	figuring	out
ways	of	making	you	happy.	I	want	you	to	feel	 the	same	way	about	me.	Not
because	 I’ve	demanded	 it	 of	 you,	 but	 because	 every	piece	of	 you	 longs	 for
me.	I	want	our	passion	to	 ignite	 the	world	around	us,	making	even	the	stars
jealous.”

She	didn’t	seem	to	be	breathing.	I	worried	I’d	gone	too	far	when	she	asked
quietly.	“Is	 there	more?	What	of	anger?	Do	you	 think	we	can	move	beyond
my	mistakes?”

I	considered	my	emotions	with	precision.	It	was	time	to	lay	myself	bare.	“I
hate	 that	 there’s	 a	 chance	 you	 might	 care	 for	 someone	 else.	 I’ve	 never
despised	something	more	in	my	whole	existence,	but	I	refuse	to	become	the
monster	my	father	believes	I	am.	I	will	never	force	myself	upon	you,	even	if
some	untamed,	wild	beast	thrashes	inside	me,	begging	for	a	chance	to	destroy
anyone	or	anything	that	might	steal	you	away.”

“I	am	not	an	item	to	be	stolen,	Thomas.”

“True.	But	I	have	never	known	jealousy	until	I	was	introduced	to	it	aboard
the	Etruria.	I	want	to	deny	it,	to	pretend	I’m	some	perfect,	unfeeling	machine
who	didn’t	care,	but	that’s	a	vicious	lie.	I	cared.	I	cared	so	much	I	wanted	to
punch	a	wall,	as	senseless	and	idiotic	as	that	would	be.	I	considered	shoving
that	pompous	ass	of	a	ringmaster	right	off	the	deck,	knowing	I’d	rejoice	in	his
drowning.	 It	 gave	me	 unparalleled	 pleasure	 just	 imagining	 his	 demise.	You
have	 no	 idea	 the	 strength	 it	 takes,	 shoving	 that	 beast	 inside,	 remembering
that’s	not	the	kind	of	person	I	want	to	be.	Not	now,	or	ever.	I	will	not	become
a	monster	for	you.	The	kind	of	love	I	crave	isn’t	cruel	or	possessive.	Do	not
expect	me	to	act	either	way.	I	will	never	beg	or	use	subversive	tactics	to	win
your	heart.	I	will	earn	it	because	you	choose	to	give	it	to	me	of	your	own	free
will,	or	I	won’t	have	it	at	all.	I	will	never	manipulate	you.	No	one	should.	And
if	they	do?	They	aren’t	worth	your	time.”

“Is	 that	 what	 you	 think?”	 she	 asked,	 her	 voice	 deadly	 quiet.	 “That	 I
allowed	myself	to	be	manipulated?	Did	you	ever	stop	to	consider	that	I	knew
exactly	 the	 sort	 of	 games	 he	was	 playing?	 That	 I	 tried	 to	 play	 along,	 even
when	he	was	writing	the	rules?”

Her	glare	could	have	frozen	over	the	Atlantic.

“I’m	not	perfect,	Cresswell.”

No,	 she	wasn’t.	But	neither	was	 I.	Or	anyone	else	 in	 the	world.	But	 she
was	 perfect	 for	me.	 It’s	what	 I	would	 have	 said,	 had	 she	 not	 continued	her
impassioned	speech.



“I	make	mistakes.	I	know	what	kind	of	person	you	are,	and	I	knew	from
the	moment	I	first	met	him	who	Mephistopheles	is.	Yes,	I	could	still	picture
being	friends	with	him,	even	after	he	tried	manipulating	the	situation.	I	don’t
believe	in	hating	someone	because	they’ve	made	poor	choices.	Perhaps	I	am
naive,	but	I	will	always	hope	the	best	will	win	out	in	a	person.	Maybe	one	day
that	will	change,	but	for	now?	I’d	like	to	believe	redemption	is	possible,	even
if	that	makes	me	the	biggest	sort	of	fool.”

I	reached	a	hand	out	uselessly.	“Audrey	Rose,	I	didn’t	mean—”

“If	you	and	I	are	going	to	move	forward	together,	we	will	need	to	do	so
knowing	 that	 we	 are	 flawed.	 I	 will	 hurt	 you,	 Thomas.	 I	 hope	 never	 in	 the
same	manner	 again,	 but	 there	will	 undoubtedly	 come	 a	 day	when	 I	 royally
make	a	mess	of	things.	And	I	do	want	you	in	all	the	ways	you	want	me,	you
bloody	 fool.	 I	 want	 you	 so	 much	 it	 drives	 me	 to	 utter…”	 her	 attention
fastened	 on	 my	 lips,	 her	 mind	 seemingly	 at	 a	 loss	 while	 she	 fought	 the
longing	I	saw	in	her	gaze,	“…	distraction.”

Her	focus	remained	on	my	mouth	and	whatever	leash	I’d	managed	to	tame
myself	 with	 slipped.	 I	 inched	 closer	 and	 pulled	 her	 to	 me,	 careful	 of	 her
injury.	 I	 didn’t	want	 to	 fight	 about	 people	who	didn’t	matter.	 If	 anything,	 I
was	glad	she	had	more	experience	to	draw	from.	I	now	knew	with	certainty
that	 she	 did	 choose	 me.	 Not	 because	 I	 was	 the	 only	 option	 available,	 but
because	she	truly	wanted	me.

I	 thought	 about	 the	 dragon	 cane	 I’d	 commissioned,	 the	 reason	 why	 I
wanted	to	gift	her	with	that	particular	symbol.	And	yet…	it	didn’t	feel	like	the
right	 time	 to	 broach	 that	 subject.	 There	 would	 be	 plenty	 of	 time	 for	 other
serious	discussions.	For	now…

I	ran	my	thumb	over	her	lower	lip,	memorizing	the	shape	of	her	mouth.	I
could	gaze	at	the	dip	in	her	upper	lip	for	hours,	enchanted	by	the	spell	it	cast
over	me.	I	slid	my	hand	along	her	jaw	and	her	eyes	fluttered	shut,	a	sound	of
contentment	escaping.

My	pulse	roared	like	a	raging	river	in	response,	but	I	held	back.	I	slipped
my	hand	into	her	hair,	angling	her	face	 toward	mine,	savoring	each	hitch	 in
her	breath,	each	jump	of	my	heart.	It	seemed	like	we’d	waited	a	millennium
to	get	here.	And	I	 languished	in	the	slight	 teasing	before	our	kiss.	I	brushed
my	 lips	 against	 hers,	 once,	 twice.	 Each	 pass	 gaining	 the	 slightest	 bit	 of
pressure.	 I	 moved	 before	 our	 mouths	 made	 that	 final	 contact,	 kissing	 the
corner	of	her	lips,	her	cheek,	along	the	underside	of	her	jaw.

I	drew	slow	circles	down	 the	 side	of	her	bodice	and	she	arched	 into	my



touch,	urging	me	lower.	I	wanted	to	slide	my	fingers	along	the	silkiness	of	her
stockings,	 feel	 the	 layers	of	her	 full	 skirts	brush	over	my	skin	as	 I	explored
her	body	the	way	she	seemed	to	beg	me	to.	I	brought	my	mouth	back	to	hers
and	kissed	her,	slow	and	languorously,	savoring	the	feel	of	her.

She	replied	with	a	sigh,	a	plea.	“Thomas.	Please.”

I	 nearly	 came	 undone.	 Our	 kiss	 deepened.	 My	 tongue	 swept	 into	 her
mouth,	 teasing,	 light.	 She	 moaned	 and	 yanked	 me	 partially	 on	 top	 of	 her,
knocking	the	books	off	the	settee.	I	couldn’t	help	a	nervous	bout	of	laughter
from	 escaping.	 “Easy	 there,	 Wadsworth.	 I’d	 want	 to	 ravish	 me	 too,	 but	 if
we’re	not	careful,	we’ll	alert	the	whole	household.”

“I	 don’t	 care,”	 she	 said,	 flashing	 a	 wicked	 grin.	 She	 wound	 her	 arms
around	my	neck	and	brought	me	near.	This	time,	running	her	hands	down	my
back.	Her	touch	unleashed	me.

Careful	 of	 her	 injury,	 I	 fit	 myself	 between	 her	 legs	 and	 resumed	 my
attention	 to	 each	 place	 she	 directed	 it.	 I	 used	 every	method	 of	 deduction	 I
knew	to	discover	what	she	liked	and	did	it	again.	I	dropped	kisses	and	trailed
them	with	my	 tongue,	 adoring	 the	 gooseflesh	 that	 stood	 at	 attention.	When
she	 took	my	hand	and	placed	 it	on	her	 thigh,	my	breathing	stopped.	 I	knew
precisely	what	she	was	asking.	I	would	deny	her	nothing.

I	 traced	a	slow	line	down	to	her	calf,	 then	slipped	under	her	skirts,	heart
hammering	as	I	inched	upward.	I’d	never	done	this	before.	“Are	you	sure?”

A	bemused	smile	crossed	her	face.	“Are	you	afraid?	Or	 is	 this	 too	much
for	you?”

“Neither.”

I	grinned	against	her	 lips	as	she	angled	herself	 toward	me,	her	breathing
erratic	when	I	began	tracing	designs	along	her	bare	thigh.	Before	I	could	tease
her,	her	mouth	was	on	mine	and	all	my	 thoughts	 returned	 to	deducing	each
subtle	shift	of	her	body.

Soon	she	whispered	my	name	like	a	prayer	again	and	again.	I	didn’t	stop
until	her	grip	on	my	back	loosened	and	her	whispers	faded	into	sweet	kisses.
We	lay	there	in	the	parlor,	breathing	heavily,	flushed	bright	from	kissing,	and
grinning	like	two	besotted	fools.	I’d	never	been	more	content	a	day	in	my	life.

“I	love	you,	Thomas.”

“Of	course,	you	do.	I’m	the	tall,	dark,	hero	of	your	dreams,	remember?”	I
pressed	my	lips	to	her	temple	and	drew	her	into	the	circle	of	my	arms.	“I	love



you,	too.	For	much	the	same	reasons.”

She	buried	her	face	in	my	chest,	shaking	from	laughter,	and	I	fell	a	little
more	in	love.

We’d	 weathered	 the	 storm	 that	 was	 the	 RMS	 Etruria	 and	 had	 grown
impossibly	 stronger.	 It	 gave	 me	 hope	 for	 our	 future.	 I	 not	 only	 proved	 to
myself	that	I	was	no	one’s	monster,	but	Audrey	Rose	had	decided	on	me.

I	wouldn’t	care	to	repeat	it,	but	in	the	end,	I	couldn’t	deny	being	grateful
for	the	test.

Even	if	lingering	feelings	of	homicide	did	persist.

Just	a	little.
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Wadsworth	shook	her	head,	her	 lips	set	 in	a	determined	 line.	Liza	was	wise
enough	 not	 to	 glance	 in	my	 direction	 for	 assistance.	 She’d	 tried	 that	 a	 few
times,	and	Audrey	Rose	would	have	none	of	it.	I	set	my	pencil	aside,	glancing
at	the	diagram	of	a	shoe	I’d	made,	pleased	by	the	measurements	and	style.

“Oh,	 no,”	 Audrey	 Rose	 groaned	 at	 the	 large,	 powdered	 wig	 Liza	 was
holding	out.	“No,	no,	no.	I	will	not	wear	that	hideous	wig	again.”

I	choked	on	a	cough,	earning	a	swift	glare	from	both	girls.	I	raised	a	brow.
“The	powdered	wig	was	very…	Marie	Antoinette.	It	suited	you.”

Audrey	 Rose	 cursed.	 It	 was	 a	 wildly	 filthy	 string	 of	 expletives.	 I	 was
trying—and	failing—not	to	fall	over	laughing.	“It’s	not	funny,	Cresswell!	I’m
supposed	to	be	recuperating,	taking	it	easy.	This,”	she	motioned	to	the	riot	of
dresses	 scattered	 across	 the	 chairs	 and	 floor	 of	 the	 sitting	 room,	 “isn’t
conducive	to	peace.”

Liza	crossed	her	arms.	“If	we	didn’t	put	on	plays	for	your	benefit,	you’d
die	of	boredom.	Uncle’s	banned	us	from	taking	you	to	the	theater	until	your
fracture	is	less…	whatever	the	proper	term	is…	so	we’ve	brought	the	theater
to	you.	Now	stop	being	difficult.	This	play	requires	a	wig.”

I	hid	behind	my	sketchpad,	doing	a	miserable	job	of	keeping	my	shoulders
from	shaking	with	suppressed	laughter.	A	pillow	flew	across	the	coffee	table
separating	me	from	Audrey	Rose.	I	glanced	up,	surprised	to	see	her	dissolve
into	a	fit	of	giggles	herself.	Something	tight	unwound	in	my	chest,	bringing	a
bit	of	warmth	to	my	cheeks.	I	loved	when	she	set	herself	free.

“Ugh!”	Liza	said,	tossing	her	hands	up.	“I	need	someone	to	sing	soprano
with	 this	 role.	 My	 voice	 doesn’t	 reach	 the	 same	 octaves	 and	 will	 sound
ridiculous.	You	must	put	the	wig	on.”

The	 girls	 glared	 at	 each	 other—a	 silent	 battle	 waging	 between	 them.	 I



admired	how	much	Liza	loved	her	cousin.	She	never	let	her	fall	into	despair
and	also	never	pushed	when	Wadsworth	was	truly	frustrated.	Liza	read	people
much	 the	 same	 as	 I	 did,	 but	 on	 an	 emotional	 level.	 And	 she	 was	 right	 to
continue	 now.	Wadsworth	 had	 been	 particularly	 restless	 all	morning.	 Some
days	 were	 worse	 than	 others,	 and	 the	 dropping	 temperature	 and	 barometer
changes	always	seemed	to	cause	more	pain.

In	 the	margins	of	my	experimental	 shoe	designs,	 I’d	been	keeping	notes
about	weather	patterns	over	the	last	week	and	possible	connections	to	shifts	in
Wadsworth’s	increased	symptoms.

I	 don’t	 think	 she	 noticed,	 but	 I	 subtly	 watched	 each	 wince,	 each	 slight
pause	 she	 took	while	 re-situating	herself	 on	 the	 settee	or	bed.	One	 constant
pain	remained	when	she	first	stood.	Her	leg	troubled	her	more	than	she	cared
to	admit.	 I	had	nothing	 to	compare	 it	 to	personally,	but	 recalled	my	mother
speaking	openly	about	her	chronic	pains	before	she	died.	She	told	me	one	of
the	 hardest	 parts	 of	 her	 condition	was	 the	 permanence	 of	 the	 pain—how	 it
chipped	away	at	her	mood	gradually.

I	was	too	young	and	inexperienced	to	help	then,	but	 that	wasn’t	 the	case
now.

I	sighed	and	held	a	hand	out.	“Give	me	the	wig.	I’ll	show	you	both	how
it’s	done.”

Audrey	Rose	straightened,	eyes	narrowing.	“You	sing?	Since	when?”

Since	never.	But	I	was	willing	to	give	it	a	go	if	it	would	make	her	laugh	so
freely	 again.	 I	 shrugged.	 “I	 am	 a	 man	 of	 many	 talents	 and	 mysteries,
Wadsworth.	Please	try	to	not	look	so	surprised.	It’s	rather	detrimental	 to	my
fragile	ego.”

Fifteen	minutes	 later,	 Liza	 had	me	 sitting	 on	 a	 piano	 bench,	 clad	 in	 the
powdered	 wig	 with	 pink	 bows	 and	 fake	 birds,	 crimson	 lips,	 and	 a	 painted
mole	on	my	left	cheek.	I	hadn’t	even	had	an	opportunity	to	dazzle	Wadsworth
with	my	singing	ability	before	she	collapsed	in	a	fit	of	laughter.

I	 crossed	my	 arms.	My	 pale	 blue	 suit	 directly	 out	 of	 the	 court	 of	 King
Louis	XVI	pulled	 tightly	 across	my	back.	 I	 prayed	 that	 I	wouldn’t	 split	 the
seams.	 I’d	 never	 live	 it	 down.	Liza	 plopped	 onto	 the	 settee	 next	 to	Audrey
Rose,	biting	her	lip	so	hard	I	thought	she’d	injure	herself.

“You’re	 both	 terrible	 human	 beings,”	 I	 said,	 keeping	 a	 mostly	 straight
face.	“Don’t	be	surprised	when	Satan	ushers	you	both	straight	into	Hell.”

Whatever	control	they’d	had—which	was	very,	very	little—shattered.	Liza



gripped	Audrey	Rose	tight,	wheezing	with	laughter.	I	feigned	injury	and	lifted
my	chin,	determined	to	keep	that	smile	on	Wadsworth’s	face	at	the	sacrifice	of
my	remaining	dignity.

I	inhaled	deeply,	puffing	my	chest	out	with	great	exaggeration,	and	began
playing	the	piano.	I	belted	out,	in	my	most	high	and	clear	voice:

Sing	a	song	of	sixpence,

A	pocket	full	of	rye,

Four-and-twenty	blackbirds,

Baked	in	a	pie.

I	hid	my	own	laughter	as	Audrey	Rose	toppled	onto	her	side,	tears	leaking
from	her	eyes.	Pretending	to	not	notice	 just	how	horrendous	my	tone	was,	I
added	a	flourish	to	the	family	nursery	rhyme’s	chords	on	the	piano.

When	the	pie	was	opened,	the	birds	began	to	sing,

“Wasn’t	that	a	dainty	dish	to	set	before	the	king?”

The	king	was	in	his	counting	house,	counting	out	his	money.

The	queen	was	in	the	parlor,	eating	bread	and	honey.

Liza	 fell	 off	 the	 settee,	 landing	 in	 a	 heap	 of	 discarded	 dresses.
Miraculously,	 I	kept	a	 straight	 face	as	 I	 finished	 the	 last	of	 the	 song,	 stood,
then	bowed	deeply	at	the	waist.	My	cursed	wig	crashed	onto	the	piano	keys
and	the	girls	cried	from	giggling	so	hard.

An	hour	later	I	set	two	chocolate-and-mint	tortes	down.	One	for	Wadsworth,
and	one	 for	me.	She	gazed	at	 the	dessert	and	grinned.	“You’re	spoiling	me,
Cresswell.”

I	cracked	the	outer	chocolate	shell	of	mine	and	moaned	while	dipping	my
spoon	 into	 the	mousse	 filling.	 “Which	 is	 for	 purely	 selfish	 reasons,	 since	 it
allows	me	to	spoil	myself	too.”

“Naturally.”	 She	 shook	 her	 head.	 “I	 had	 no	 idea	 you	 could	 sing	 so…
loudly.	Tell	me,”	she	teased,	“which	alley	cat	gave	you	lessons	as	a	kitten?”

I	snorted.	“I’ll	have	you	know	alley	cats	across	the	globe	take	offense	to
that.”

We	settled	 into	our	 sweets,	 and	 I	 finished	mine	off	with	a	 strong	cup	of
espresso.	The	bitterness	of	the	coffee	paired	well	with	the	sugar,	and	I	found
myself	wishing	 for	more	of	 each	 as	 I	 set	my	cup	down.	Perhaps	 I	was	 just



nervous	to	broach	the	next	subject.

“Well?”	she	asked,	drawing	my	attention	away	from	thoughts	of	bakeries.
“What	are	you	pondering	now?”

I	crinkled	a	brow,	trying	to	not	show	my	surprise.	“How	do	you	know	I’m
pondering?”

“You	 stare	 longingly	 at	 your	 empty	 plate.	 Like	 you’re	 hoping	 for
something	else	 to	 appear,	 so	you	can	keep	 sorting	out	your	 thoughts	before
you	share	them.”

She	gave	me	a	 self-satisfied	 look	when	 I	blinked	back	at	her.	She	 really
was	 getting	 too	 good	 at	 reading	me.	 I	 stretched	my	 legs	 out,	 stalling.	 “I’ve
been	thinking	about	what	we	talked	about	in	Romania.	About…”	I	rubbed	a
hand	 through	my	 hair.	 “About	whether	 or	 not	 you’d	 like	 to	 begin	 a	 formal
courtship.”

She	 became	very	 still.	My	heart	 slowed.	 “Are	 you	 asking	 permission	 to
write	to	my	father?”

“Yes.”	 I	 met	 her	 gaze	 unflinchingly.	 “I’d	 like	 to	 formally	 and	 publicly
court	you.	I’d	like	to	be	yours	officially,	if	you’d	accept	me.”

She	 bit	 her	 lip,	 and	 for	 the	 life	 of	 me,	 I	 couldn’t	 decipher	 if	 she	 was
pleased,	terrified,	or	searching	for	an	excuse	to	delay	my	request.	She	swiftly
reached	for	my	hand	and	held	it	against	her	heart.	It	was	pounding	like	a	war
drum.	I	drew	my	brows	together,	and	she	laughed.

“Of	course,	I	accept	you,	Thomas!”	She	brought	my	hand	to	her	lips	and
kissed	it,	her	smile	growing.	“After	everything	that	happened	on	the	Etruria…
I	was…”	she	exhaled.	“I	wasn’t	sure	if	you’d	still	want	to	court	me.	And	then
when	you	didn’t	 say	 anything	 after…	 I	 thought—I’d	hoped	you’d	 ask	 after
we’d	discussed	Mephistopheles.	When	days	passed	and	you	didn’t	bring	it	up,
I	didn’t	think	you	wanted	to.”

I	studied	her	closely.	“Did	you	think	I’d	changed	my	mind	about	us?”

“Honestly?	I	couldn’t	be	certain.”	She	lifted	a	shoulder.	“I	made	mistakes
that	affected	you.	You	have	every	right	to	change	your	mind	and	make	your
own	choices	because	of	them.	I	could	hardly	blame	you	if	you	wanted	nothing
more	to	do	with	me.”

I	was	the	one	who	went	very	still.	“And	you	would	have	let	me	go?”

She	opened	her	mouth	and	closed	it,	considering	her	words	carefully.	She
tucked	 a	 strand	 of	 raven-colored	 hair	 behind	 her	 ear.	 “You	 always	 let	 me



choose.	It	would’ve	been	hard,	but	I	would	do	the	same	for	you.	Always.”

Somehow,	 when	 I	 wasn’t	 paying	 attention,	 we’d	 moved	 closer	 to	 each
other.	Our	knees	brushed,	sending	a	jolt	of	feeling	through	me	at	the	contact.
My	pulse	 fluttered.	 “I	 still	 choose	you,	Audrey	Rose.”	A	 tear	 slipped	down
her	 cheek.	 I	 gently	 brushed	 it	 away.	 “Would	 you	 be	 all	 right	 if	 I	 sent	 your
father	a	letter	also	requesting	a	betrothal?”

Her	 answer	was	 a	 kiss.	 The	 kind	 that	 shattered	 dark	walls	 and	 replaced
them	with	light.
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THOMAS’S	ROOMS

FIFTH	AVENUE,	NEW	YORK	CITY

20	JANUARY	1889

I	stared	at	the	ink	bottle,	palms	curiously	damp	as	I	rolled	the	nib	between	my
fingertips.	 I’d	 spent	 the	 better	 part	 of	 the	 last	week	mentally	 practicing	 the
exact	wording,	knowing	 the	precise	points	of	punctuation	and	where	 they’d
fall.	How	the	piece	of	parchment	would	look	with	the	negative	space	between
the	 words.	 The	 commas	 and	 exclamation	marks	 that	 would	 never	 properly
express	my	enthusiasm.	The	pauses	I	wanted	to	take,	 the	points	I’d	make	in
favor	of	why	I’d	be	a	perfect	suitor.	It	might	not	be	mathematically	probable,
but	I	was	certain	no	one	loved	another	as	much	as	I	loved	Audrey	Rose.

Dear	Lord	Wadsworth,	esteemed	Baron	of	Somerset,

I	write	to	you	under	great	duress.	I	cannot	seem	to	properly	ask	to

formally	court	your	daughter	and	ought	to	be	put	out	of	my	misery

at	once.	Please	send	a	vicious	brood	of	vampire	bats	to	dispatch	me

at	 your	 earliest	 convenience.	 It	 would	 clearly	 be	 an	 improvement

over	this	letter…

Your	daughter’s	hopeful	yet	stupid	suitor,

Thomas

I	crumpled	the	parchment	and	tossed	it	into	the	rubbish	bin.	I	hadn’t	had
this	much	trouble	asking	his	permission	for	us	to	attend	the	forensic	academy
in	 Romania.	 This	 should	 be	 no	 different.	 Except	 it	 was.	 Much	 different.	 I
closed	my	eyes	and	tried	to	imagine	speaking	to	Lord	Wadsworth	in	person.	I
pictured	blurting	out	that	I	wanted	to	marry	his	daughter.	I	wanted	to	take	her
into	my	 arms	 and	 selfishly	 never	 let	 go.	 I	wanted	 to	wake	 up	 to	 her	 every
morning	and	fall	into	bed	together	at	night…

I	didn’t	think	it	would	be	a	good	idea	to	point	out	those	exact	desires.	I	set



the	 pen	 down	 and	 rubbed	my	 temples.	 Hopeless.	 I	 was	 utterly	 hopeless	 in
matters	of	the	heart.	I	needed	assistance.	I	picked	my	pen	back	up	and	quickly
scratched	out	another	note,	much	easier	to	write.

Dear	Daci,

I	wish	to	ask	for	Audrey	Rose’s	hand	and	fear	putting	a	foot	in	my

mouth	instead.	The	taste	of	leather	soles	doesn’t	suit	me.	You	know

what	I	think	of	fools,	and	I’m	the	worst	sort.	Please	help.

Your	massively	intelligent	yet	moronic	brother,

Thomas

There.	If	only	all	letter	writing	could	be	so	simple	and	direct.	I	shook	fear
and	doubt	out	of	myself.	 I	 thought	about	how	Audrey	Rose	and	I	 felt	about
each	 other—how	 strong	 our	 bond	 had	 become.	 I	 pictured	 growing	 old
together,	sitting	in	the	gardens	of	a	country	home,	the	salty	sea	air	crisp	and
soothing	while	a	cadaver	waited	for	us	in	our	own	personal	morgue.

Perhaps	one	day	there	would	be	children,	if	Audrey	Rose	wished	for	them.
Or	 perhaps	we’d	 have	 a	 pack	 of	 cats	 and	 dogs	 to	 spoil.	Whatever	 path	we
chose,	we’d	do	 it	 together.	Our	 future	belonged	only	 to	us.	Our	pasts	might
have	shaped	us,	but	we	were	the	masters	of	how	they’d	continue	to	do	so	in
our	present.	 I	would	only	be	a	monster	 if	 I	allowed	myself	 to	be	one.	I	was
also	 free	 to	choose	another	path.	One	 that	was	 filled	with	 love	and	 laughter
and	light.

Dreams.	 I	 would	 always	 choose	 dreams	 over	 nightmares.	 Light	 over
darkness,	 and	 love	 over	 hate.	 And	 I	 would	 continue	 to	 make	 that	 choice
forever.	Each	of	us	held	the	power	to	decide	our	own	destiny.

I	 was	 no	 longer	 in	 danger	 of	 becoming	 the	 dark	 prince—the	 threat	 my
father	 enjoyed	 taunting	me	with.	 I	was	Thomas	Cresswell,	 and	 I	was	more
than	good	enough	to	ask	for	Audrey	Rose’s	hand.	She	and	I	would	travel	the
world	 together,	 as	 equals,	 and	while	 there	might	 be	 another	 one	day	who’d
willingly	permit	her	that	freedom,	she	needed	no	permission	from	me.

I	grinned	down	at	 the	parchment,	unsure	no	 longer.	 I	brought	my	pen	 to
the	page	and	began	to	write.	The	words	poured	out	of	me,	quick	and	true.	I
was	 no	 longer	 hiding	 who	 I	 was	 and	 what	 I	 longed	 for.	 I	 knew	 before	 I
finished	 the	 last	 stroke	 of	 the	 pen	 how	 I’d	 sign	 the	 letter.	 I’d	 hold	 nothing
back	and	own	each	aspect	of	who	I	was.



Dear	Lord	Wadsworth,

I	am	writing	 to	you	 today	 to	 formally	 request	an	audience	at	your

earliest	convenience.	 I	wish	 to	discuss	 the	 important	matter	of	 the

possible	 courtship	 and	 betrothal	 of	 your	 daughter.	 It’s	 a	 bit

unconventional,	so	I	beg	your	forgiveness	in	being	so	bold,	but	I’ve

already	asked	Audrey	Rose	if	she’d	permit	my	request.	I	realize	you

know	as	well	as	I	do	that	she	would	tolerate	no	less	from	a	potential

partner.	Equality	is	something	we	all	ought	to	be	given	freely.	Or	at

least	I	firmly	believe	so.

I	hope	it	pleases	you—as	much	as	it	has	me—that	she	encouraged

me	 to	 send	 this	 letter	 to	 you	 at	 once.	 I	 want	 you	 to	 know	 I	 am

wholly	in	love	with	your	daughter,	sir.	Her	admirable	qualities	run

much	deeper	 than	beauty,	 though	I	could	certainly	pen	a	 thousand

sonnets	 to	 that.	Her	mind	and	soul	hold	me	captive—and	I	am	all

too	willing	to	stay	imprisoned	for	the	remainder	of	my	life.

I	would	like	nothing	more	than	to	have	Audrey	Rose	as	my	partner

in	life	forever,	should	you	offer	us	your	blessing.

Respectfully,

Thomas	James	Dorin	Cresswell,

son	of	His	Grace,	Lord	Richard

Abbott	Cresswell,	Heir	of

Dracula

PS

I	am	enclosing	two	first-class	tickets	for	you	to	cross	the	Atlantic	on

the	next	ship,	should	you	like	to	speak	in	person,	though	I	wish	you

a	more	enjoyable	voyage	than	we	recently	experienced.	We	eagerly



await	your	arrival	at	your	mother-in-law’s	home	here	in	New	York.
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