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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   “God, ye sure smell nice tonight, Connie.”
 
   Constance turned to Benny and gave him a sly smirk. She had taken a few extra moments before coming downstairs for the night – Jasmine and Lavender oil under her arms to mask any body odor she might have by the end of the night. She didn’t want to waste the thorough washing she’d had that afternoon. 
 
   “Why thank you, Benjamin. You’re certainly the charmer tonight?”
 
   He blushed a deep rose across his pale cheeks. Benjamin O’Hearn was in his very early twenties, tall as a lamp post, and just as skinny, and he was one of Constance’s devoted regulars. He’d come to see her three years earlier, when after his first few weeks of working on the docks of the Thames, he’d made enough money to pay for the company of a girl. Despite the many young and bouncy girls found in the Keg and Barrel each night, Benny had chosen Constance. He wasn’t the first virgin to do so.
 
   “Think they like to be taken in hand, some of ‘em. The good’uns, anyway,” her friend Charlotte once said. “And I think you strike the poor babes as just the sort of girl to teach ‘em a thing or two.”
 
   She didn’t disagree. Constance had her way with Benny that night with a gentle hand and a patient word. Benny had lasted much of that evening, God bless him.
 
   A loud guffaw and the sound of mugs clattering to the ground drew everyone’s eye to some of Benny’s friends at a nearby table, one of them in the middle of planting his face into the cleavage of a well-endowed girl named Molly. By the red line across his nose, he’d be in upstairs or passed out in an alley in fifteen minutes.
 
   Benny leaned over the bar, nursing his pint of stout. Constance scanned the room. Though the raucous behavior was common for a Saturday evening, there was a strange lull to the crowd off in the corner. She leaned onto the bar to get a better look at the men settled there. Constance assumed they had one of two reasons for being so somber in such a place as the tavern known as the Keg and Barrel – either they were criminals, or they were gentlemen. Sadly, one was more likely than the other.
 
   “You like me, don’tcha?”
 
   Constance spun around to meet Benny’s cherubic face. “No, I adore you!”
 
   Benny beamed at her, showing off his crooked front teeth, something a more sober Benny would make every effort to avoid.
 
   “Why do you ask, love?”
 
   He frowned, his shaggy brown hair flopping over his forehead, half dangling into his drink. “Dunno. Guess I needed ta hear it.”
 
   “Well, then I’ll say it as many times as you like, handsome.”
 
   Benny smiled took a few more sips, then finally opened wide and took the rest in one big swallow. He quickly began to hack across the bar as Constance slapped his back. Another loud commotion broke out near the door, this time with anger and threats. In a flash, the red haired bartender, Henry Poole, was across the bar, a wooden club in his hand and menace in his voice. The offending fellows were tossed out on the cobblestones a moment later.
 
   Benny settled, finally, and Constance smiled at him. “Feeling better?”
 
   He shot her a grin. “I could be.”
 
   She exhaled out her nose in jovial rhythm and shook her head. “Fine, then.”
 
   Constance tucked her dark hair behind her ear and took Benny by the hand, his long, bony fingers gripping hers tight as she led him up the stairs. They made their way into one of the doors on the right, and Constance quickly shut her bedroom door behind them. Before another word could be spoken, she pressed he full weight against him, pinning him to the door, and lifted onto her toes to kiss his jaw.
 
   “Connie?”
 
   “Mhmm,” she said, playing at his belt buckle, pulling the leather strap free.
 
   “You’re gon’ be – Oh sweet Mary.”
 
   Constance chuckled, pressing her hand to the front of his trousers, feeling the familiar shape of his long, thin erection – a shape she knew well after three years of his regular visits. “I’m gonna be what?”
 
   Benny gasped, letting his head fall back against the door. Constance stroked him with a rhythm she knew he liked, feeling him respond to her until he was as solid as stone.
 
   “Christ, I’m sorry, Connie.”
 
   Constance stopped, her hand still on him, but her eyes searching his face. “What’s wrong?”
 
   Benny swallowed and looked down at him, his face peppered with tiny acne scars and fresh red marks across his brow. “I ain’t go’ anyfing ta give ye.”
 
   She yanked her hand away as though it was hot to the touch. “Benjamin O’Hearn!”
 
   He shirked from her, waiting to get swatted, but she just glared at him. 
 
   “You know I’ve been downstairs with you for over an hour. I could have been working,” she said, fuming.
 
   “I know, I know! I just needed yer company.”
 
   “Oh bollocks, you! You know I have rent to pay up here.”
 
   “I know ye do! And I’d pay it all if I could, Connie, ye know that!”
 
   She glared at him. “I don’t need your ‘coulds,’ I need to make a damn wage tonight. All the lads downstairs are well and settled with girls, and it’s late. For Christ’s sake, Benny. What were you thinkin?”
 
   Benny slumped down on the edge of the bed and put his head in his hands. Constance stopped dead as she watched the rather inebriated young man’s face contort, as though he was near tears. “I just needed ye. I’m so sorry.”
 
   Constance set her jaw, searching for the stern demeanor she was so known for, but watching Benny rub his eyes pulled at her heart. She took a deep breath and sighed. Then she crossed the small room to his side, pressing her chin to his bony shoulder. She sat there with him rubbing his back, and waited.
 
   “They didn’t pay us nuffin this week. Said payroll was backed up. Didn’t ‘ave nuffin. I ain’t got enough to feed mahself let alone be wif ye.”
 
   Constance didn’t speak. She’d learned over the years that when a man suddenly needs to speak his mind, it’s best to let him in silence. Some men get violent when they realize they’ve allowed themselves to seem vulnerable. Others simply shut down and leave in an ashamed huff. Benny would do neither, she was sure, but he might have more to say.
 
   “I shoulda just went ‘ome, but I needed the company.”
 
   Benny finally turned to her, and Constance took a deep breath. “You’re not starving, are you?”
 
   He shrugged. “Nah. I’m a rail. Don’t need much. Had some fancy bastards leavins down the way. That’ll last me.”
 
   “I’m being serious.”
 
   “So’m I. If ye know where ta go, you can feast in this city on the scraps of the rich. Couple fellas an’ I from the docks went searching before we came ‘ere. Not the most appetizing ta look at, but tastes fine.”
 
   Constance stared at him a moment. She remembered once finding herself in similar straits, begging her landlord to grant her leniency and another week to find a job. He assured her that there were other ways to make rent. Constance closed her eyes, pushing the memory aside. Then she exhaled out her nose.
 
   “You owe me,” she said, then pressed her hand between Benny’s legs, stroking him within his trousers. His eyes went wide, then softened with affection.
 
    
 
    “Constance!”
 
   Constance ignored Berty’s call and stared in the mirror another moment. Benny was gone, having succumbed to her touch in short order, then taken his leave for the night. However charitable she was feeling, she would not be letting him sleep in her bed for free. Constance tussled her dark hair, letting it fall over her shoulders. She shook it out, listening to the quieting sounds of the tavern below.
 
   Today was an important day; the anniversary of her first night in the Brothel. She’d started working her trade before the one they came to know as the Ripper started hunting women of her profession, but the Ripper wasn’t the first monster to come to Whitechapel and leave with his hands bloody. Yet, still she worked and still she survived. 
 
   Constance touched the pale skin beneath her eyes, stretching the skin enough to make the tiny lines at the corners disappear. Then she released the skin and watched them spring back into place. She sighed.
 
   “Miss High and Mighty! You got lads waitin down here!”
 
    Constance furrowed her brow. It was well into the late evening. Any man who came with the usual rush would have picked his girl by now, if not taken her upstairs for the hour – or the night.
 
   “Constance, you bitch! Get downstairs!”
 
   “I’m coming!”
 
   Constance grabbed her shawl from behind the chair and hustled out into the hallway.
 
   The upstairs smelled of gas lamps and sex, the sounds of other girls giving lads a good show in just about every room. All the girls not yet at work would still be downstairs entertaining the potential customers, plying them with whisky or absinthe, perhaps taking them into the back room to smoke opium – anything to seal the deal. Constance didn’t do that. Unlike many other girls, she didn’t feel the need to numb herself with substance and she preferred the lads who didn’t either. 
 
   “Thanks for joining us, yer Majesty.”
 
   Constance shot Berty a stern glare. Berty gave it right back. Berty was a tall, powerful woman, broad shouldered and wide hipped with wild white hair, a color that was blond before age took it. Berty kept her corset strapped tight at the waist, letting her breasts spill over the top just enough for the areola to peek from beneath the white fabric of her shift. She did a fair amount of business when she was working, but Berty didn’t have to work anymore if she didn’t want to; she was the madam now that her husband, Mr. Lyle Grisholm, was dead.
 
   “We need you down here. Girls are acting like idiots, tonight.”
 
   Constance glanced around at the girls, all in varying degrees of scantily clad. Many were younger than she. They tossed themselves about, tits bared, hiking their skirts for the sailors and workmen who came in after a long day on the docks of the Thames, looking to spend a day’s wage on drink and a bit of a pull. They’d buy the girls drinks, try to warm them up to a trip upstairs for a fair price. Constance could handle her drink, and easily fake drunkenness to get the lads loose and get them upstairs. These girls rarely faked it. 
 
   “They’re making fools of themselves down here.”
 
   “Cut em off.”
 
   Berty snorted. “Already did. Lads are buying the drinks. Can’t very well stop that.”
 
   Constance stood by the bar with Berty, taking in the cacophony. There was a sudden sound of glass shattering, then a low groan from the crowd, followed by laughter. Constance wrapped the shawl around her shoulders, pressing her hands into the corset at her waist. 
 
   “It’s late, I don’t see anyone in need of entertaining.”
 
   Berty glanced at her, then nodded toward the door. The somber crowd was still sitting quietly in the corner, heads down. As Constance watched them, one in particular kept glancing over their way. She met his dark eyes and stilled a moment. He didn’t turn away.
 
   It took another moment for her to shoot him a smile.
 
   “Those admirers of yours, then?”
 
   Berty had stopped servicing lads two years earlier. She only took her favorites to bed these days. That exclusivity seemed to drive some men mad, spending weeks, if not months, trying to court her. She rarely gave in for anyone new. 
 
   Berty raised an eyebrow and gestured to the bartender. He appeared a moment later with a glass and a bottle of green. “Ach, no. Customers of yours, I believe.”
 
   “Never seen em before in my life.”
 
   Berty tipped her glass to the bartender and watched the sugar cube burn and melt into the glass of absinthe. “Naw, but they’re yours nonetheless.”
 
   Constance watched the five men, speaking quietly to one another, glancing about the room from time to time with an air of almost disdain. They weren’t the kind of lads looking for a drunk girl to screw. Unlike most of the men that Berty threw her to – the virgins, intellects, and pious, the wealthy and articulate - Constance couldn’t quite read these men.
 
   “Berty, there’s five of them and one of me.”
 
   “Well, I’m sure they’re not gonna take you all at once. And if they do, charge extra.”
 
   Constance guffawed. “Is there anyone else to come with me?”
 
   “Naw. The older girls are all working upstairs and these fool girls are making idiots of themselves down here.”
 
   Constance boosted her breasts just so. “Cut the bitches off.”
 
   Berty nodded. “I intend to, once a few of the girls come back downstairs. You go handle those lads. Once you’ve made an arrangement, give me a sign and I’ll shoo the drunks upstairs.”
 
   With that, Berty turned her full attention to her drink and Constance made her way across the room, getting her ass grabbed by two drunks as she squeezed between the crowds and tables. She arrived to find the men were not playing cards, but were simply staring at their hands.
 
   “Forget the rest of this rabble, this is where the real fun is, ae?”
 
   The men turned toward her, but only one met her gaze. It was the same man from before, and his look startled her.
 
   He had deep green eyes, but the dark brows that framed them gave them an intensity that was almost unnerving. He met her gaze, taking her in, then rose from the table.
 
   “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” he said, extending a hand to her, eyebrows raised in wait of introduction. 
 
   She took his hand and shook it firmly. His brows went up, appraisingly. “Constance, your lordship.”
 
   He lifted her hand to kiss it, but stopped. “Lordship? What makes you say such a thing?”
 
   She smiled. She could feel the men’s attention shifting toward her now. “Your posture, the texture of the skin on your hand, and the ring on your finger. Takes more than riding clothes to hide high breeding in a place like this, m’lord.”
 
   He smirked, staring a moment, then kissed the back of her hand. “Please, Constance. Will you sit with us a moment?”
 
   She did, settling into the dark eyed man’s seat. The four quiet men finally began to look her in the eye, each appraising her, each almost suspicious. It was clear they were unaccustomed to such a place. She chuckled.
 
   “This your first time then, lads?”
 
   They shifted uncomfortably, but the dark eyed man just laughed, then dropped into the chair beside her. He set a hat on the table and planted an elbow beside it, turning to give her his full attention. His dark hair was smoothed back, falling just past his ears, and the smell of his pomade hit her, suddenly. It was rather pleasant. 
 
   “Might I ask you a few questions?”
 
   Constance shimmied in her seat, getting comfortable. “You may.”
 
   The man leaned in. “Where were you born?”
 
   “Right here in London.”
 
   “Do you have any family in the city?”
 
   “I do not.”
 
   A drunk girl burst into uproarious laughter and Berty began to yell from the bar, sending the girl upstairs with her customer.
 
   “How long have you worked in such an establishment?”
 
   “Several years. The exact timeframe is none of your business.”
 
   He raised a brow, but did not skip a beat. “Are you literate?”
 
   Constance glared at him a moment. “I am.”
 
   “Where were you educated?”
 
   “Oh, in the best schools, I assure you.”
 
   He smirked. “Please Constance. I’m curious.”
 
   Constance took a deep breath. “I learned from the books my brother brought home from school, if you must know.”
 
   “Did you, now? Your brother was educated, then?”
 
   “He was - for a time. Wouldn’t you be better suited asking where I learned to ride a cock? Isn’t that a far more pressing subject?”
 
   The man’s stern gaze shifted, and he leaned back in his chair. “You are as intriguing as the madam professed.”
 
   She snorted, softly. “Did she now?”
 
   The men suddenly shifted, turning their attention toward the room, their backs to her. 
 
    “We have a proposition for you, my dear.”
 
    “Then propose, m’lord. It’s rather late.”
 
   He smiled. “We are in need of a woman of your talents.”
 
   “Isn’t everyone?”
 
   “We have a carriage waiting outside to take you to our destination where you will be most welcome.”
 
   She stiffened. “Destination?”
 
   “It is my home. I am having a bit of a gathering this evening, and that gathering requires just such a creature as yourself.”
 
   Constance glared at him. “Will I be serving drinks in the buff, then?”
 
   He raised his brow and smirked. “No. Not quite.”
 
   Constance stared at him a moment, meeting his gaze with unwavering confidence. “Fine. You pay by the hour. Price is tripled for me to leave the brothel, and each lad pays for their own time. And I require an accompanying guard to assure my safety - who will also require pay.”
 
   The dark man’s eyes went wide, considering her. His lips betrayed a smile as he gestured to his companions. They were up and out the door with unnerving grace. 
 
   “Your stipulations are more than agreeable, my dear.”
 
   Constance’s mouth fell open before she could catch herself. She’d expected an argument. “Well, I’m glad.”
 
   He stood again, waving across the room to Berty. Constance turned in time to see her frown before she rounded the bar. Constance let the dark eyed man wrap his riding cloak around her and rose from the table. He offered her his arm, and as several of the nearby girls watched, Constance took it and let him lead her outside. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Roger Tims soon joined her in the waiting carriage, stubbornly agreeing to be the muscle that Berty sent as her insurance policy from time to time. Her ‘patrons’ left her to ride alone, climbing into a separate carriage up ahead. 
 
   The ride was relatively smooth, creaking and clomping its way through the streets of Whitechapel, then beyond. She settled into her seat, resting her shoulder against the wall of the carriage, watching the world change out her window. They hit a rough patch that lasted several minutes as the view out her window went from cobblestone streets, to mist laden fields, grey and silver in the moonlight. They’d ridden for close to an hour when the carriage driver hollered for the horses to stop. 
 
   Constance sat in the dark space, Roger’s nose whistling as he breathed beside her. She glanced over at him, finding him asleep. Roger had short dark hair, hidden under a wide brimmed hat, his handlebar mustache finely waxed and curled. She considered reaching over and straightening an end, letting him look a fool when they arrived to their destination - Roger in his brown suit and hat, his mustache sprouting like eyes from a potato, reaching for the sky.
 
   The door to the carriage opened before she could move and the dark eyed man stood just outside. Roger startled awake and the dark man stepped aside, gesturing to Roger. Roger climbed out of the carriage, leaving Constance alone with the stranger. She swallowed.
 
   Without his cloak, his high breeding was clear. His dark suit was tailored perfectly, his coat tails starched and straight. He swept them aside as he sat next to her, pounding his fist into the ceiling of the carriage to signal the driver. The carriage jostled back into motion, and the man turned to her.
 
   “Name,” Constance said before he could speak.
 
   He stopped, startled. “What was that?”
 
   “Doesn’t have to be your real name, as I understand discretion, but I would like to have a name by which to call you, if I might.”
 
   The dark eyed man narrowed his eyes. “Alisdair. You may call me Alisdair.”
 
   “Alright, Alisdair.”
 
   He paused, smirking. “Constance?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “How are you at taking directions?”
 
   She chuckled. “I am quite good at it, actually. When I want to be. Wouldn’t know it to look at me though, right?”
 
   He smiled. “There are rules for this evening that I need you to follow.”
 
   She paused. “Alright.”
 
   “It is absolutely imperative that you do as I say, can you assure me of that?”
 
   “Are you paying me to do otherwise?”
 
   He stared at her a moment. “No, I am not.”
 
   “Then I think I can manage. Thank you.”
 
   Alisdair scratched his chin, the corner of his mouth curled up just so. “We will arrive at the estate in silence. You are not to speak, not to question or make a motion unless commanded to do so.”
 
   Constance made to speak, but he continued.
 
   “If I ask you a question, you may respond. If I command you to speak, I will tell you what to say.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “You will be told where to go and what to do. At no time are you to look anyone in the eye or speak to anyone but myself. Am I understood?”
 
   “You are.”
 
   “If someone other than myself attempts to speak to you or make requests of you, simply walk away. Come to me, but do not speak.”
 
   Constance swallowed. “Shall I cease speaking now?”
 
   He chuckled. “You may speak now, but once we arrive – once the footman opens the carriage door, you are mute.”
 
   “Had you told Berty you required a mute, I assure you, she’d have suggested someone else.”
 
   Alisdair shot her a jovial glare. “I didn’t require a mute, I required a mind.”
 
   “Desired for my mind? How rare.”
 
   “Where were you educated, if I may ask? Please answer this time.”
 
   She sighed. “I wasn’t.”
 
   He watched her face, his brow furrowed. “You cannot hide your intelligence, Constance. It’s clear you’ve had learning.”
 
   “I have, but as I said, the learning I acquired came from books, not from school.”
 
   “Self-educated, then?”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   He turned his attention to his hands. “Interesting. Your parentage, then?”
 
   This was a strange question to be asked of a patron. “My father was a clerk, worked to put my older brother in the best schools -”
 
   “But not you?”
 
   She smiled. “Well, he died before I was of school age. Brother worked to care for us from there.”
 
   “How did you end up in Berty’s establishment, then?”
 
   Constance watched his face. It was strange to be asked such a question on this very day – the anniversary. “My brother and mother died when I was seventeen. Consumption.”
 
   “Aah, such a terrible disease.”
 
   “Certainly.”
 
   “Could you have not worked elsewhere? A girl of your mind could -”
 
   “I didn’t rush headlong into the brothel, if that’s what you think.”
 
   He shook his head, palms displayed in apology, but she didn’t let him speak.
 
   “I did try. Could have done a good number of things, perhaps married some miserable bloke, but the only room I could afford was in one of the Grisholm houses. Worked as many hours as there were in a day and barely made enough to pay rent. Meanwhile, these idiot girls were making rent and laying about all day in their underthings while I looked like a fool. Was only a matter of time, really.”
 
   This was almost true. She didn’t think he needed to know more – nor wanted to.
 
   “Would you change it, if you could?”
 
   Constance couldn’t help, but laugh. She shrugged. “I don’t think I would. Not yet, anyway.”
 
   “Really? Why is that?”
 
   The carriage jolted and shifted beneath them. They’d stopped.
 
   “Because, as it turns out, I really like sex.”
 
   Alisdair’s eyes went wide just as the carriage door opened. The footman bowed to them, stepping aside to allow Alisdair to exit. He climbed down the steps, then turned, holding out his arm to her. She let him help her down the stairs. 
 
   The word ‘estate’ did not properly describe the palace she found before her. The stone face of the home was decorated with great stone pillars, framing a grand staircase that led to the open doors. The stairs and the path to the house were lit by torches, all burning away on spires or held by the doormen. There were several carriages parked along the driveway, their horses being led to a nearby stable for rest. Constance swallowed, wanting to ask after the display. She quickly remembered herself and her orders; she wasn’t to speak.
 
   She stood aside and the horses clomped off, leading the carriage away. She stood there, the pebbles of the path grinding under her feet, and stared up at the palatial estate. Its interior glowed gold, taunting and tempting her in.
 
   Alisdair returned to her side, offering his arm to her again. She glanced up to him, hoping to share her thoughts by her expression alone. The desire was forgotten when she looked up find his face covered by a mask, the dark eyes still beautiful beneath. She glanced down at her corset, the laces dingy and worn with time. She straightened and took his arm.
 
   The house was lit by candles, hundreds of them, in sconces on the walls or in holders on the tables. The doorman took her cloak, leaving her there in her corset and dress, feeling exposed suddenly in that grand place. Alisdair led her down a long hallway, coming to high double doors. He knocked three times.
 
   The doors opened from within to show a grand ballroom, glowing in gold. There were candles in the chandeliers overhead, candles along the walls, and most unnerving were the large circle of figures, all in robes and hoods. They all held candles of their own, their faces hidden by masks. Constance faltered at the doorway as Alisdair tried to lead her inside. He turned toward her, meeting her gaze for an instant, a stern look of expectation – and a hint of beseeching - that reminded her of their agreement.
 
   Alisdair led her right through the center of the crowd, each masked face watching them, their candles casting flickering light across the marble floor. She kept her eyes straight, remembering not to look anyone in the eye, despite feeling their attention upon her. Some of the hooded figures were taller than others, and she began to feel certain she wasn’t the only woman present. Yet, these other women were of higher breeding, she was sure. Alisdair stopped at the center of the room, coming to stand before a high stone table. He released her arm and turned to face her, casting his arms out to draw the attention of all. 
 
   “Brothers and Sisters. We have our altar.”
 
   The masked figures spoke in low monotone, words jumbled and echoing off the high walls, too low for her to understand. 
 
   “We must honor her, accordingly.”
 
   Alisdair looked down at her, betraying the slightest smile. She quickly averted her eyes.
 
   “Disrobe.”
 
   Constance startled at this command. She glanced around, letting herself look no higher than each person’s feet, and quickly counted thirteen figures. Thirteen men and women all standing around waiting for her to bare her ass. She took a deep breath and reached for her corset laces. She sighed as the corset came loose, letting her stomach and chest relax. A dark haired footman lunged forward to take the garment from her as another lighter haired one quickly lifted the hem of her dress and helped pull it up over her head. She didn’t have time to protest as they pulled it from her arms. The blond footman tugged at the drawstring of her pantaloons and they fell past her hips, baring the dark hair between her legs. The darker one gathered her clothes neatly and they both flitted away as quietly as they’d come, leaving her to stand at the center of the room, naked. She let her hands fall at her sides, refusing to betray even a hint of trepidation.
 
   Alisdair held her gaze now, the corner of his mouth twitching upward. He turned with a flourish and rounded the high table, coming to stand at its head, his arms out. The dark haired footman rushed up behind him, helping him into his own robe. He did not pull the hood over his head like the rest.
 
   “Bring the vessel forward.”
 
   Two robed figures appeared at her arms and led her toward the table. One dropped to his knees at her feet, coming to settle on all fours. She opened her mouth to ask what on earth he was doing, but Alisdair stopped her. 
 
   “Please, take your place on the altar.”
 
   Her brow furrowed as she looked down at the kneeling man, the other figure coaxing her upward. Constance did as she was expected, planted her foot squarely on the bent man’s back, and climbed up on the high table. The surface was brutally cold against her bare backside. She stifled a yelp at the sensation, catching a reprimanding glare from Alisdair. The figures gently moved her on the table, making her lie down before Alisdair, her arms at her sides. She was completely bared to him. Though the table was cold, she steeled herself against it, fighting the urge to shiver. 
 
   “Bring forward the athame and chalice.”
 
   Constance stared at the ornate ceiling overhead, keeping her eyes focused. She was adamant that she follow Alisdair’s orders, earn her keep, but her heart was racing. There wasn’t a bed in sight, no drunk and naked men pawing at her, coming from something as simple as friction in their drunken and exhausted state. She swallowed the knot forming in her throat. 
 
   The knife appeared at her side and all semblance of calm was gone. Constance surged on the table, turning to lunge away from Alisdair’s reach, but there were hands at her arms and legs instantly, pinning her down to the table. She screamed, but a hand was soon clamped over her mouth, stifling her cries. She fought against the hands that held her, watching Alisdair raise the knife over her. Then he set it beside her on the table. Next he held a goblet high over her, speaking in soft tones, a language she couldn’t understand. 
 
   She glared up at him, the hand still held over her mouth, causing her breath to come in angry snorts through her nose. He looked down at her, his masked face smiling, then took up the knife as she growled in protest. He pressed it to his hand and sliced his own fingertip. 
 
   He barely winced as the blood appeared along the edge of the blade. Then he began to speak. The figures in the room responded to his foreign words with a string of their own, the silence thereafter still carrying a hint of the sound.
 
   Constance watched him, terrified, waiting for the knife to touch her skin, to pierce her body. She knew stories of girls like her meeting such bloody ends. She’d known one of the girls that died by the Ripper, and many of the johns that came to the Keg and Barrel knew the others. Now, she lay in a room full of high born lunatics, and they were waiting with bated breath to see her harmed, just like so many other girls of her kind. Bastards, the lot of them.
 
   Alisdair set the knife down, then held his bloodied fingertip over the glass. His blood fell into the cup with a near silent ‘plip.’ He turned to the dark haired footman, handing the knife and chalice back to him. The hand that held her mouth loosened, then with a gesture from Alisdair, left completely. 
 
   “You son of a -”
 
   Alisdair pressed her shoulders down, leaning down to her ear. “I did not command you to speak.”
 
   His words were hushed, just for her. He held her stare, his face upside down to hers, then pressed his fingertip to her forehead. She felt the warmth of his touch, then the cool of moisture left in its wake. He’d wiped his blood across her forehead. She jerked against the arms that held her, but they held fast. Alisdair gestured to someone at the foot of the table, then looked down at her again. 
 
   “Who has come to worship at my altar?”
 
   The figures all spoke in unison, including the ones holding her down, “We have.”
 
   Alisdair’s hold on her shoulders shifted as the men holding her took her by the ankles and spread her legs. She jerked against it, kicking at their strong arms to no avail. She glared up at Alisdair, seething. Whatever she was being paid, it wasn’t enough if there would be knives involved.
 
   The men bent her knees, pulling her legs up high over her. She wriggled in their grasp, crying out in protest, but there would be no fighting them. Jesus, where the hell was Roger?
 
   “If you hurt me -”
 
   “No one will hurt you, Constance. Release. We need you in a state of ecstasy, not rage.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   Alisdair glanced up to the foot of the table, and Constance followed his gaze. One of the robed figures was climbing onto the table. She took a sharp breath, steeling herself for what was to come. 
 
   Alisdair bent down to her ear, whispering for just her. “As my altar, I need you in a state of serenity. You’re meant to be a vessel for our Goddess. Your anguish will sour the work we do tonight, but your joy will empower it. Will you let us worship you?”
 
   Constance looked down at the figure now leaning over her, his mask still on his face. A low rumble began to fill the room and Constance realized the hooded figures were now chanting. The man over her pulled the hood of his robe back, and she recognized him - one of the stoic men from the brothel. He glanced up at her, his eyes darkened by the mask, then slowly lowered his head between her legs, never breaking eye contact. She watched, breathless, but didn’t protest. Still, she shrieked in shock, but Alisdair’s hand clamped over her mouth just as the man’s tongue touched her clitoris. She whimpered against Alisdair’s hand, his dark eyes inches from hers, watching her face. 
 
   “Your cries are welcome, as long as they are cries of pleasure. Will you behave if I let go?”
 
   The man’s tongue grew more fervent and she gasped. The men holding her legs apart responded to her by lifting them even higher, opening her to him. Alisdair loosened his grasp, pulling his hand away, slowly. Before she could respond, one of the men holding her legs lowered his own face to her sex, joining the first man in his pursuit. She felt their mouths warm on her, their tongues flitting against her, pressing and sucking as the muscles in her thighs spasmed. She cried out, only drawing a wicked smile from the face that still hovered over hers. He brushed her dark hair out of her face and ran his hand up under her arm, tickling the sensitive place there with the graze of his fingernail. 
 
   Alisdair glanced down at the men. “Is that the best you can offer this Goddess before you?”
 
   The men’s efforts doubled and Constance curled into herself, bracing against the fervor of stimulation. There wasn’t an inch of her they hadn’t tasted, and were now lavishing as she convulsed on the hard stone. 
 
   Alisdair’s hands took hold of her shoulders again, pinning her back down. “I want you to come, Constance.”
 
   She inhaled, sharply, looking up at him. 
 
   “Will you come for me?”
 
   She didn’t answer, unable to form words. He turned to the man holding her legs aloft. “Get it.”
 
   They released her legs, but she kept them where they were, pulling her knees toward her chest to let the men do their work. Her sex was throbbing, and her whole body vibrated in response to their efforts. If this continued, she would do exactly as Alisdair wanted.
 
   The man reappeared and handed something to Alisdair. She wriggled, frightened, craning to see what was in his hand. He took it and held it over her face, letting her see. It wasn’t a knife, but instead a carved wooden phallus, sanded so smooth it glinted in the candlelight. She whimpered at the sight of it, veins and contour clearly modeled after a real man, testicles and all. Alisdair smiled at her reaction and handed it back to the masked man who took hold of her leg again. Both of the men between her legs rose from their perch, allowing the third man to lower the phallus out of Constance’s sight. She fought against Alisdair’s grasp, trying to close her legs. She’d had so many men over the years, some of them stranger than others, she’d even seen a phallus like this once or twice, but never had one used on her. She swallowed, craning to watch the men that hovered over her. She felt the head of the wooden cock, cold and smooth, slipping against her wetness. Then she felt it plunge inside her, unforgivingly hard. Her whole body tensed and she cried out. 
 
   “Mmmm, I thought you might like that. She’s ready.”
 
   The two men returned to their work in earnest, lapping at every exposed inch of her, all while the third man drove the phallus in and out of her, letting the wooden testicles batter against her backside. She moaned against the sensation, unable to hold her breath any longer.
 
   “Yes, she is ready, isn’t she?” Alisdair whispered into her ear. His hand slipped down her collar bone and took hold of one of her breasts, kneading it in his hand. She arched her back, crying out again as Alisdair met her gaze. He was smiling. Then he moved over her and she felt the heat of his mouth clamped over her nipple, sucking at her as the other three men serviced her out of sight. She took hold of Alisdair by the hair, the smoothed locks cracking loose in her fingers, and pressed him down onto her breast, clutching the fabric of his robe in the other hand. Her screams seemed muffled by the solid shape of him over her, mingling with the constant chanting, their low voices causing the space to hum. 
 
   She moaned louder, then again, unable to stop the sounds as her whole body convulsed. She wrapped her arms around Alisdair, desperately in need of something to hold onto, biting into the fabric of his robe as she came. She screamed, shivering against the mouths that tasted her. The man withdrew the phallus from inside her as the two men relinquished her. Alisdair did not loose his hold on her breast, suckling a moment longer as she fought to catch her breath, as though the warm sensation of his mouth was slowly killing her. Then he moved to her other breast and lapped at her nipple, sucked firmly, then released her.
 
   He stood at full height, rounded the table, and without even a glance, slid his fingers into her sex. She stiffened, shocked by the sudden touch, then watched as he withdrew his fingers, displaying the wet he’d found there as the blond footman appeared at his side. The footman presented the chalice once more, and Alisdair lowered his wet fingers into the cup as the chanting in the room grew louder.
 
   He then took the goblet in both hands, raised it over his head, and then chugged its contents in two deep gulps.
 
   The chanting stopped and a silent reverence seemed to take its place as Constance lay there in shock, watching the masked faces. Alisdair set the goblet aside and pressed his hands flat on the stone table. Constance lay completely still, afraid to move. 
 
   A long silence passed. Finally, one of the figures shifted in the crowd.
 
   “Did it work?”
 
   Constance looked up at Alisdair, his face shielded by the mask. Still, Constance spotted a familiar twitch at the corner of his mouth. Suddenly, he turned from the table, his robes swirling around him as he went, and marched through the doubles doors and out of the ballroom.
 
   “The circle is closed!”
 
   With that he was gone, leaving an emptiness to the room in his wake.
 
   Constance lay there, listening to confused murmurs, their high born accents far more clear in English. Constance didn’t dare move, but a figure appeared at her side; the dark haired footman, holding a bundle of clothes to her. 
 
   “The Master’s carriage awaits to bring you home, mum.”
 
   Constance sat up on the table, and let the footman help her down. Her legs buckled under her and the servants were forced to hold her aloft a moment as she found her footing. She glanced to the dark doorway where Alisdair disappeared a moment before. There was no sign of anyone in the house beyond. The footman held the bundle of clothing to her. 
 
   She reached for them, but stopped. “Those aren’t my clothes.”
 
   These clothes were very fine; a silk dress in silver and white with blue satin ribbon at its hem and lining.
 
   “Yes, they are. Master’s gift to you.”
 
   She wanted to protest, but given her naked state and the absence of her own garments, Constance let the footmen dress her, taking their time with the buttons at her back. By the time she was fully dressed, the ballroom had emptied of all robed figures, leaving her alone with the servants.
 
   They led her out into the night air, and she found the drive already emptied of most of the other carriages. The footman opened her own carriage door to her as the gravel shifted under her feet. She found Roger Tims inside, his face gaunt as though shocked to see her. She smiled, gesturing to her new clothes, giving an eyebrow waggle, despite her expression betraying her own surprise at the gift. 
 
   “Master wishes you a safe journey home, mum.”
 
   The servant bowed and closed the carriage door. 
 
   “Good bit of help you were, Mr. Tims.”
 
   “Sorry. I’m sorry!”
 
   The driver hollered and the horses’ hooves clacked in the gravel as the carriage surged down the path. She glared at Roger a moment, then slumped back into her seat. Her body was warm; the place between her legs still tingled from the men’s hungry mouths, and sore from the wooden thing used upon her. She squeezed her legs together.
 
   “The well-to-do are a strange people.”
 
   Roger startled. “What?”
 
   “Lunatics. The lot of them.”
 
   “Shh!”
 
   “What? It’s just you and I, is it not?”
 
   Roger closed in, hissing his words as though the walls of the carriage were leaning in to listen. “The driver. He’ll hear you.”
 
   “Ha! Let him!” Constance pounded her fist against the roof of the carriage. “Ye hear that, lad? Your employer is a nutter!”
 
   “Constance!”
 
   She took a deep breath, blowing out through her nose in indignation. She needed to rail, needed to make a scene, do something, for if she didn’t, she might let memory settle, sink in, and twist her stomach. What had happened that night? What were all those people doing in their robes and masks, watching her be accosted by no less than four men – four noblemen, if she wasn’t mistaken? She leaned back in her seat, and turned her face toward the dark outside. What did that woman mean by, ‘Did it work?’ Did what work?
 
   She pressed her temple to the carriage wall and despite the late hour, succumbed to the racing of her thoughts. She wasn’t sure how long they’d traveled before the jostling of the road finally lulled her to sleep. 
 
    
 
   “Constance! Oh, you’re back!”
 
   Berty’s voice betrayed honest affection, but her body language was that of a guilty child caught stealing treats in the kitchen. Constance blinked against sleep, raising an eyebrow at Berty. It was well past hours and the brothel had quieted down. Only a single customer remained in the bar, slumped onto his table, fast asleep.
 
   “Well, of course I’m back. And exhausted. I’ll be in my room.”
 
   “Josselyn!”
 
   Berty barked up the stairs and the blonde girl appeared in the hallway outside Constance’s bedroom door.
 
   “You bitch! What are you on about? Get out of my bloody room!”
 
   Berty touched her shoulder, but Constance shook her off. 
 
   “Constance, it’s my fault. I told her to -”
 
   “You told her to go in my quarters? If anything is missing, Berty, I swear to you -”
 
   “It’s all here. All of it.”
 
   Constance turned to find Berty gesturing to a wooden box tucked just behind the bar. Constance glanced from the box to Berty’s face, saddened as though she bore some grievous news.
 
   “What in bloody hell?”
 
   “I’m sorry, love. Was doing a bit of rearranging.”
 
   “At four in the morning?”
 
   “Excuse me, Madam.”
 
   They turned to the sound and found the carriage driver standing there, his hat pulled low over his brow, his long riding cloak surrounding him, like a pillar of stone. He extended a hand to Berty, offering an envelope.
 
   “You have a good evening, Madam.”
 
   Then he tipped his hat to Constance. “And you as well, Miss.”
 
   A moment later the small gray haired man was gone, and Berty slumped against the bar, her hand pressed to her chest.
 
   “My god, Constance. What did you do?”
 
   Constance stared at her confused. The tone was startled, but sweet. Berty opened the envelope, letting Constance see the massive bundle of Pound Notes within – well over what she’d earned for her time. Constance swallowed, but Berty’s face furrowed as she pulled a card from inside. She stared at it for a long moment, wordless.
 
   “Roger!”
 
   He appeared from his room behind the bar almost instantly, his face betraying an exhaustion to match her own.
 
   “Take Constance’s things up to my room, please.”
 
   Constance and Roger both stared at Berty. “What?”
 
   She took a shallow breath, reaching for her snuff box on the bar. “Do as I ask please, Roger.”
 
   Berty gestured to the box and Roger obliged, disappearing up the stairs with Constance’s things. Constance watched him go, his shoulders rounded with the same strange quality as Berty’s cautious frame.
 
   “Berty, I can’t take your room. Just make Josselyn -”
 
   “It’s already done. Here. I believe this is for you.”
 
   It’s already done? What did she mean?
 
   Constance turned back to Berty who held out a small card. Constance took it, then held her hand out in expectation. Berty lit her cigarette, only pretending not to see for a moment. Then she sighed, dug into her skirt pockets and retrieved the envelope that held the large sum of money. She placed ten pounds into Constance’s waiting hand. Constance’s eyes went wide, then she shook her head, willing Berty blind to her surprise, put the notes in her pocket and opened her hand again. Berty groaned and handed Constance another ten pounds. 
 
   “Thank you, kindly,” Constance said, letting each word simmer with sarcasm to hide her almost giddy mood.  
 
   Berty waved her away, and Constance turned for the stairs. She passed Roger coming back and headed down the long hallway to the last door, the most secluded and spacious of all the bedrooms. She reached the doorway, smelling Berty’s perfume from within. The bed was a four poster, covered in silks and satins. The curtains matched the bedclothes, hanging from the high ceilings, but long enough to still brush the floors when a draft came in through the high windows. Roger had lit a lamp on the bedside table, and the room glowed in red and gold. Berty might be a crass creature at times, but she had rich tastes. Constance shut the door to the bedroom and turned her attention to the card –
 
    
 
   Until we meet again.
 
   -         A
 
    
 
   Despite the exhaustion she’d felt on the ride home, suddenly Constance was wide awake.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    “Damn it, girl! I need you here!”
 
   Berty’s voice boomed in the downstairs of the tavern, rattling the loose window panes.
 
   Sally tucked her shawl over her mouth and giggled, cruelly, her small carpet bag hefted onto her hip as she marched across the parlor. 
 
   “You’ll have to find someone else then, old Berty. I’ve a better offer.”
 
   The argument had started sometime the day before, but Constance was kept too busy by her regulars to pay much mind. Now with the lull of early morning, the entire house was privy to Berty’s business. Sally was a shorter girl, dark blonde hair, and missing a couple teeth at the corners of her smile, but she had a round ass and a girlish giggle, and the lads enjoyed that. The lads also enjoyed Sally for a particular expertise.
 
   “A better offer my arse! You know damn well how Coogan treats his girls. You’ll end up with your throat slit in some alley – or worse!”
 
   Coogan was a pimp down on Dorset Street; not a friendly part of Whitechapel. He sent his girls out to work the roughest streets in London and was more than happy to rough them up from time to time when they didn’t pull their weight. Members of his gang didn’t think twice either.
 
   Sally dropped her bag onto the floor and stared Berty down. “He pays a better percentage though, don’t he?”
 
   “Aye, and you pay for it! He’ll have you out in the streets, no protection at night, no -”
 
   “Say what you will, I’ll go where the pay is, and that’s that. Girls say they’re makin three times as much as we are pickin up fellas at the Ten Bells!”
 
    “God damn it, Sal. Listen to bloody reason!”
 
   But she was gone, her sandy blonde hair flying high above her head outside the window. Berty spun around from the door, her skirts swirling about her wide hips, and glared at the crowd, all gathered on the staircase and the upper landing. Her wild blue eyes darted from face to face, searching. She met Constance’s gaze for an instant, and turned, much as she had for the past month, as though unwilling to look her in the eye. 
 
   “You! Hilda.”
 
   “Yes, Miss Berty?”
 
   “You’ll be taking the ass work from here on.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   Many of the girls burst into laughter.
 
   “But I ain’t done it half as much as Sally. And she had twice the ass I’ve got.”
 
   Constance turned from the bustle and headed back down the hall to her room. Despite the weeks that passed since her new room assignment, Constance still hadn’t wholly moved in. She was sure any moment Berty would appear at her door, red in the face, demanding to know who the hell she thought she was sleeping in the nicest room in the place – the Madam’s room. Yet, each time Constance had tried to discuss the change in living arrangements, Berty waved her off, hardly meeting her eye for more than a second. Constance’s things were still tucked away in her bag, hidden just under the bed for quick retrieval if the need arose. 
 
   Constance sat down in front of her vanity, tucking the wisps of dark curly hair up and pinning them into place. She hadn’t the time to do it properly, given the ruckus that called from downstairs.
 
   Constance was on her third pin when Berty barreled in through the open door.
 
   “Foul girl. I swear to you, Connie, these girls are a bunch of mindless -”
 
   Constance turned, startled by the company. Though she and Berty could get along rather well, the past month had been strangely terse. Yet, here she was pacing the breadth of her former bed chamber, her hips bumping into Constance’s shoulder each time she passed. 
 
   “What I wouldn’t give to have a house full ‘a girls like you.”
 
   Constance furrowed her brow. “Like me how?”
 
   “With a lick of sense, girl! Frank Coogan? Of all the pricks, she’s going to work for Coogan? Bastard makes all his girls do ass work! She’ll find no favor there!”
 
   Constance turned in her chair to watch Berty pace, giving her full attention. Berty continued to fume, much of the words lost on Constance. Finally, Berty threw her hands up. “You know that prick lost two girls to Jack so far?!”
 
   She stopped, staring at Constance as though she’d insulted her mother. Constance frowned at her, reaching for her hand. Berty slumped down onto the side of the bed.
 
   “It was almost a year ago. Last time the detectives came in, they said the bastard was more than likely done, ae?”
 
   “Aye, but the streets ain’t any safer for girls like us now, are they?”
 
   Constance glanced around the room where she now saw her loyal clientele; red sashes and drapes, four poster bed, fabric wallpaper that wasn’t peeling at every seam. However temporary her current circumstances, she was sure there wasn’t another whore in the city of London working in better conditions. Still, even in her old room, Constance knew she had it made. The rooms were warm in the winter, not too hot in summer. There was food and drink downstairs, and the roof only leaked during long stints of rain. Berty had to turn a good number of girls looking for work away over the years, because she hadn’t the room. Any working girl in London would love to claim a room in Berty’s household. Constance had been unfortunately lucky enough to stumble into it, herself.
 
   “She’s a big girl. She has to make her own decisions.”
 
   “Aye, but she hasn’t the wits to make any good ones.”
 
   Constance smiled. “One could ask whether any of us do.”
 
   Berty shot her a sad smile, and for the first time in a month, held her gaze without trouble. She paused. “I worry about you girls, you know that, right?”
 
   Constance nodded. “I do. I know that.”
 
   “This ain’t an easy business to run. Always worrying for you lot, trying to catch the creeps at the door. When Lyle was here, he’d do ‘em one if they got too handsy. I’m not built for roughhousing, myself.”
 
   “I’d say you do a wonderful job. And you keep Roger and Henry around. You’ve done a fine job.”
 
   Constance set her jaw, fighting to keep her expression warm through mention of Lyle Grisholm – Lyle, the landlord that refused to extend Constance’s rent a week without some form of ‘payment’ – payment that involved Constance taking her first clients in the dingy corner room she kept in Mr. Grisholm’s tenements. The side of her nose twitched and Constance quickly looked away.
 
   Berty exhaled sharply through her nose. “Ain’t lost a girl yet.”
 
   This was no little claim, too. Whitechapel was one of the harshest places to live, even for the straight folk, and that was before the Ripper.
 
   In the late Summer of the previous year, a working girl was found with her throat slit down on Buck’s Row, her belly torn open as well. A few weeks later, the same. Each time another girl was found, she’d been done the same, only worse. They found a girl named Mary still lying in her bed, and from what Constance heard, the alley outside her room was covered in vomit from the poor policemen that came to investigate. The Star newspaper called him Jack the Ripper, and he did his dark work on the place. Whitechapel was used to violence, but carving up whores like they were Christmas hams and leaving them in alleys to be found and ogled by the locals was new. There’d been murders before the Ripper, and there’d been murders since, but he did his deeds with a certain kind of darkness that kept many girls like Constance up at night.
 
   Constance turned back to the mirror, twisting a curl up into the high expanse of her hair. She grabbed another pin, holding the lock in place, but Berty’s hand stopped her. Constance let Berty take the pin, slipping it into her hair with gentle fingers.
 
   “You take care tonight, love. Alright?”
 
   Constance smiled. “When have I ever not?”
 
   “I mean it. Moon is getting full. Crazies always come out on the full moon.”
 
   “I know it well.”
 
   Constance turned her head from side to side, appraising the updo she’d managed. Despite her profession, Constance enjoyed looking like a lady, the way her mother raised her. Berty assured her it was this - and many other reasons - that made so many men seek her above the others. “A true gentleman wants a lady, even if he’s working the docks, and even if he’s paying for her,” Berty often said. Constance was happy to oblige.
 
    
 
   The place was rowdier than usual, and Constance shot Berty a knowing smile when the second fist fight of the night broke out. ‘Full moon brings out the crazies,’ as Berty said. 
 
   Now, Constance was sitting at her vanity again, buttoning up her collar as Mr. Joe Flannery refastened his belt.
 
   “You’re always so good to me, Connie, old girl.”
 
   Constance smiled at Joe, a bearded layman from Devon. “You make me sound like an old mule.”
 
   “No, no! I don’t mean it like that! Though stubborn does sound about right.” Joe flashed her a grin from deep within his russet beard and she smiled back. 
 
   “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
 
   Joe set a couple coins onto the vanity and smiled at her in the mirror. “A little something extra this week.”
 
   Constance stood up from her seat and turned to him. “You needn’t do that, darling.”
 
   He smiled. “I want to. Won a bit downstairs playing cards.”
 
   “Don’t fib, Joseph.”
 
   He scratched his neck, sheepishly. “Well, I still want you to have it, alright?”
 
   Constance straightened his collar, turned to the vanity and took one of the two coins, slipping it into his jacket pocket. “Save this one for next time, then.”
 
   She gave him a warm kiss on the cheek, his curly beard brushing her chin. 
 
   He grinned ever wider. “What was that I was sayin’ about being stubborn?”
 
   Then he headed down the hallway and joined the rabble downstairs, glancing back at her with his hat tightly curled in his hands.
 
   Constance repinned her hair, straightened up her rouge and lip stain, and headed back out into the fray. It was a decent crowd downstairs, many tables fully occupied. She stopped at the top of the staircase, watching the crowd. She could feel eyes on her, and she scanned the crowd to find her admirer. He was at the bar, dressed in full suit, his cap settled on the bar stool beside him – the carriage driver from the month before. Across the bar from him, Berty stood, leaning in as though having some hushed conversation. Constance scanned the crowd, searching for Alisdair, but when she didn’t find him, she took a deep breath. It wasn’t odd for a working man to take a break at the Keg and Barrel on his way through the city. Still, Constance’s stomach grew tight as she made her way down the stairs. It had been a month since she lay on a stone table before a robed circle. Still, the memory of it made her heart race every time it came to mind. What if this man wasn’t here for pleasure? He certainly had his eye on her.
 
   “Good evening, sir. A pleasure to see you again.”
 
   The driver took her hand and bowed his head, rising from his stool to meet her, and tucking his hat under his arm. 
 
   “I’m here on behest of his Lordship.”
 
   Constance’s breath caught in her throat, but she nodded. “I see. Was he unable to attend, this evening?”
 
   “He was. He is awaiting our arrival at his estate.”
 
   Constance took a deep breath. “Oh.” She took a deep breath and steeled herself, hiding her nerves. “That will be fine - if Berty can spare the manpower this evening.”
 
   Berty stopped dead at the mention of her name, and shot a wary look between them. “Jesus, Constance. Look around you.”
 
   Yet, despite her tone of complaint, she turned and hollered across the bar. “Roger! Get over here, lad.”
 
   “That is fine madam, but your bodyguard’s services will not be needed this evening.”
 
   Constance and Berty both stopped and stared at the driver. Constance straightened. “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “Pardon. I said the services of a bodyguard are not necessary this evening.”
 
   Constance smiled, taking on the most prim and proper air that she could. “I do beg your forgiveness, sir, but I imagine it is I who decides whether his services are required or not.”
 
   The driver straightened himself, coming to stand just an inch or two shorter than she. “I have been given the strictest orders that you are to come alone, madam.”
 
   “Lovely. Then do give my kindest regards to your employer and have a safe journey home.”
 
   It was both Berty and the driver’s turn to act startled. 
 
   “Are you quite sure, miss?” he asked. 
 
   Constance stopped, pressed her hands to her corseted belly, and straightened as she turned back to him. “I do apologize, but I can and will not, under any circumstances, leave this establishment unaccompanied.”
 
   Constance turned back toward the stairs, giving one of the other more drunken patrons a stern look as he reached for her skirts. She felt almost relieved. Though she’d enjoyed her time with the circle physically, something about the whole experience haunted her dreams – often with a set of dark eyes at the center.
 
   “I can offer double the wage of your previous visit.”
 
   Berty inhaled sharply and held her breath. Though Constance didn’t know how much she’d been paid, she knew it was no small figure. Constance turned back to meet the driver.
 
   “Will my bodyguard be accompanying me?”
 
   “I’m sorry, madam, but I am under the strictest -”
 
   “Then do have a good night, sir.”
 
   With that, Constance turned up the stairs and ascended with such an air of regality that half of the bar hushed in reverence to watch her pass. Her stomach was in knots, but she set her jaw and held her head high to hide it. By the time she reached the landing, the driver was gone, slipping out the front doors with his hat under his arm.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “What were you thinking, girl? Do you know how much money he was offering you?”
 
   Berty hadn’t had a free moment the night before to scold Constance for her behavior. That was fine, as Constance’s pious march up the steps inspired several fellows in the crowd and Constance found herself fully booked with new clientele all night. 
 
   Still, Berty was not pleased.
 
   “For fuck’s sake, last time was more than most girls make in a month! This woulda’ been double? I can’t believe you. Should toss you out on yer arse for it, you know that, don’t ye?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Berty, but if you’d seen what I saw last time, you wouldn’t begrudge me the caution.”
 
   “Oh, aye. I saw what you saw. I saw a fat sack of cash, I did.”
 
   Constance chuckled, despite Berty’s stern mood. Whether it was a good deal of money or no, Constance still woke from dreams about that night – lying on a cold slab, mouths of wealthy, noble men moving all over her body, working to bring her to orgasm while a room of chanting robed figures watched. The driver could offer any amount of money; she would not go into that again, alone. 
 
   “I could kill you!”
 
   “Berty, if you were so desperate for the cash, you could’ve taken my place.”
 
   It was meant as a joke, but Berty stomped her foot. “Oh, I offered! Said it had to be you.”
 
   Constance turned to her, feigning jovial shock. “You didn’t.”
 
   “I did. Nothing I’d love more than to pocket that cash without owing any harlot a cut. Could buy myself a bloody house with a few months of that kind of work.”
 
   “You’re making me question this whole madam and whore relationship, suddenly.”
 
   Berty glared at her. “Oh, don’t you be getting any ideas now, love. I already lost Sally, can’t be losing you, as well.”
 
   Constance leaned back in her armchair, her cooling tea cupped in her hands. Her hair was down this morning, tossed over one shoulder in a cascade of tangles. She took a deep breath. “Did he really say that?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That it had to be me?”
 
   “He did. ‘His Lord’s request,’ he said.”
 
   Constance stared down at her near empty tea cup and pinched her lips between her teeth. A part of her was flattered, but that part was quiet in comparison to the part that felt a near dread to think of it.
 
   “What on earth did you do for the fella to win him over? Give lessons, for Christ’s sake. These other girls need em.”
 
   Constance smiled. “I don’t imagine I did anything.”
 
   She truly didn’t see reason for it. She’d lied on the altar, made a scene and forced them to hold her down at one point, then leaned back and let three or four men please her. She hadn’t even touched Alisdair for his own pleasure. In all her years of sex work, she’d never encountered anything like it. 
 
   Octavia appeared in the doorway, her olive skin glowing in the light from the high windows. Berty gave her a raised brow. Octavia was from Wales, but she milked her exotic appearance, faking a French or Italian accent when new lads came into the brothel. Many took her upstairs, begging that she coo to them in another language. She would do so, though no one knows what language she chooses, given Octavia admittedly doesn’t speak anything but the Queen’s English, and even that is questionable.
 
   “Sorry, Mum. There’s a lad down’ere askin for ya.”
 
   Octavia jutted her chin toward Berty and Berty sighed, heaving herself up from the side of the bed to follow Octavia downstairs. “Remind me to kick you out of my room before you get too comfortable, will ye?”
 
   Constance grinned.  “I still don’t know why you put me in here!”
 
   Berty mumbled something back, but she was halfway down the hallway now, and there was no deciphering a word of it. 
 
   Constance set her tea cup aside and ran her hands over her face. She’d had a long night, however uneventful.
 
   “Constance, love. Come on down, please. Octavia, wake up Roger.”
 
   Constance stood up swiftly and hustled down the hallway to find the familiar face of the carriage driver staring up at her from the bar below. Constance’s stomach tightened instantly. He nodded up to her, and she felt almost exposed, still dressed in her underclothes. Not a troublesome state for the average whore, but given behavior the night before, a bathrobe wasn’t the best outfit to maintain an air of regality. She pulled it tight around herself and gave him a curt nod in return.
 
   “Get dressed. You’ll be going with him, now.”
 
   “What? I made it very clear -”
 
   “Better be a good reason, getting me outta bed at this hour.”
 
   Roger stood in the bar below, disheveled and fresh from his bed in the back rooms of the tavern. 
 
   “You’re going for a ride, lad.”
 
   Roger raised his eyebrows. “What again?”
 
   Berty and Roger shared a long look, then he turned back toward his chambers. Berty seemed agitated, bustling about behind the bar as though she might clean something. Constance knew she’d sooner be caught dead than cleaning the bar.
 
   “Get dressed, love. Don’t keep the man waiting.”
 
    Constance met the driver’s gaze and held it. He was just a servant, it wasn’t his fault she found herself in these circumstances. Yet, the corner of his mouth twitched, and she wanted to slap him. Constance turned back for her chambers, shut the door tight and locked it, before turning for her small bag beneath the bed. She spotted the shimmery fabric and retrieved Lord Alisdair’s gift; the silver dress.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   “Bit early fer dis sor’a trip, wouldn’t ye say?”
 
   Constance turned to Roger, the sway of the carriage sending her lurching toward him with each uneven bump in the road. They hadn’t spoken more than two words since leaving the brothel, but with twenty minutes of silence behind them, Roger seemed to be getting antsy. Constance stared out her open window, watching Starlings flit from branch to branch in the trees that lined the road. They were out of the city now, and in the daylight, Constance could see the pristine grounds; fields of green, peppered with sheep and at some points, cattle. Roger had his window open as well. Despite the good breeze outside, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and the carriage grew warm quickly with the two of them in it.
 
   Constance forced a smile. “You did sleep half the day away.”
 
   “Sure, but idn’t it?”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Ain’t even had tea, yet. You fink he’s having ye fer tea, den? I hearda some fellas likin that sor’a thing. All dem proper gents. Pretendin yer their lady, or sumfin.”
 
   Constance frowned. She didn’t imagine Lord Alisdair was too concerned with something as mundane as having her for tea. She imagined Roger just wanted to complain, given the sour head he’d woken up to. That’s what you get for drinking too much whisky on the job, she’d thought. 
 
   Roger curled into himself, pressing his face to the wall of the carriage and the lapel of his jacket up over his eyes. Constance was happy to let him sleep. She was fighting dreadful knots in her stomach. She hadn’t heard anything from the Lord in the month since her strange visit to the estate, but that didn’t still the dreams – waking in the night, breathless and shaken, certain she’d open her eyes and find robed figures chanting around her bed. Yet the weeks passed without incident and she began to forget, or at the very least remember with distant curiosity. When the carriage driver appeared the night before, it had nearly knocked the wind out of her. Constance now sat on the cushioned carriage seat, watching the estate grounds pass outside. She fidgeted there, her fingers caressing the satiny fabric of her skirts.
 
   The jostling intensified as the carriage picked up speed. The estate was in view up ahead, and Constance shut the screen of her window, as though she might hide from the place. A few moments later, the carriage stopped, then shifted as the driver climbed down from his perch. She nudged Roger, who groaned his disapproval.
 
   “Welcome, Lady Constance.”
 
   Constance stifled a laugh at the strangeness of those words, but nodded graciously to the footmen who opened her door. She recognized them from her previous visit; two young men both donning perfectly slicked back hair and tailored suits. The blond bowed as he held open the carriage door, the other stood aside, holding out his arm to her. She climbed out with as much grace as she could muster and took his arm.
 
   “We are to escort you to the conservatory for tea.”
 
   She raised her eyebrows and smiled, turning back to shoot Roger a look. The carriage door was already shut behind her, leaving Roger inside, still asleep. She hooked her arm in the footman’s elbow and gave a squeeze before letting them lead her into the house. She caught a hint of a smile on the dark haired man’s face.
 
   Lit now by daylight, the place seemed more like a home than some Pagan Cathedral. They passed the same double doors to the ballroom, passed a parlor and a library, as well as the entrance to a large gallery and dining room. Then, after passing just outside the bustling kitchens, they came to the conservatory; a massive and bright room made entirely of glass. It housed whole trees, flowering plants and vines, and at its center, a beautifully set dining table. The footman led her to the head of the table, and pulled the chair out for her. She took her seat, laying the napkin across her lap as a young maid poured her a cup of tea. She’d never felt so out of place in her life.
 
   Suddenly, the space came alive with energy as maids poured in from the kitchens carrying trays and platters of food. They set them along the length of the table, everything from oranges and strawberries, to French pastries and fruit tarts. Yet another platter was set with half a dozen different kinds of cheese, followed by a pheasant, its feathers still intact, a grand flourish of plumage at the center of the extravagant spread. As the servants each retreated, one of the familiar footmen stood at her side, a bottle of wine in his hands. He leaned in to offer her a glass, but she politely declined.
 
   “I would have tea, if I could, please?”
 
   He bowed his head and stepped aside as the second footman appeared, as though loaded and shot from a cannon, piping hot kettle in his gloved hand. He poured her a cup, set the kettle aside, and the two men stepped back, setting their gaze on the far wall.
 
   Constance swallowed. “Will Lord Alisdair be joining me?”
 
   They shook their heads, but did not meet her gaze. “No, madam. He is indisposed at this time.”
 
   Constance looked around, confused. “Then who is this all for?”
 
   “You, madam. His Lordship wishes you to dine and enjoy yourself before we begin preparations for this evening.”
 
   ‘Preparations for this evening’ – those words almost robbed her of her appetite. Almost, but not quite. 
 
   “Am I to eat this all myself?”
 
   “His Lordship would have you enjoy yourself.”
 
   Constance inspected the bounty before her, settling on a plan of attack. She turned to the footmen and gestured toward the bottle. Suddenly, at the mention of that evening’s ‘preparations,’ a bit of wine didn’t sound too bad.
 
   As the footman poured her a full glass of red, Constance slathered a soft cheese on a slab of French bread, and took a noisy bite. 
 
    
 
   The Preparations were not what she expected. After she ate her fill, growing too nervous to truly enjoy the meal, three women came to collect her. They led her to a large bathroom, drew her a steaming bath, and proceeded to undress and bathe her. One of the women even unpinned her hair, washing it thoroughly with lavender oil, and Constance let her eyes fall shut at the sensation of the women’s agile hands. 
 
   The windows of the bathroom were growing dark by the time one of the women spoke. “When was your last monthly?”
 
   Constance startled at the question, meeting the gaze of the nearest woman, a young blonde with stern, gray eyes. She swallowed. “It was a good while ago.”
 
   “More than a week? Less than three?”
 
   Constance tilted her head, trying to think. She remembered making preparations for Joseph Flannery while in the midst of her menses, ‘plugging’ up the flood to keep from disappointing him on his bi-weekly visit. Constance nodded. “Would have been at least two weeks ago.”
 
   The stern woman then took it upon herself to wash between Constance’s legs, taking great care in the job. Constance startled, but dared not argue. Once every inch of her had been scrubbed, soaked, cleaned, and rinsed, they helped her from the tub and proceeded to douse every inch of her in a strange sugar and honey mixture, scrubbing it into the skin of her back, her thighs, and her breasts. 
 
   “Is this all necessary? I didn’t need a bath last time.”
 
   One of the women giggled softly and Constance felt a little more at ease. 
 
   “His Lordship’s request. Wants you to be at ease.”
 
   Constance almost laughed. That was a tall order given what she knew to be coming. Still, the warm water felt wonderful as they once again rinsed her from head to toe. Then they dried her and helped her into a light robe that seemed to float over the surface of her freshly washed skin.  
 
   The stern blonde was just tying her robe when the door to the bathroom opened and a familiar footman appeared.
 
   “Is she ready?”
 
   The blonde stepped back, as though appraising her work. Constance was naked beneath the robe, her skin tingling from its scrubbing, her hair still just a touch damp, now free and cascading down her back. 
 
   The woman nodded. “She is.”
 
   The footman stepped forward, but did not offer his arm as before. “You will follow me, mum.”
 
   He disappeared into the hallway, now dark, save for a golden glow coming from out of sight. She knew exactly which door offered that light, and followed the footman down the hall and into view of the ballroom. Just as before the chandeliers and walls were alight with candles, and just as before, the figures stood in wait.  Constance reached the door, her eyes darting from masked face to masked face, searching for the familiar presence. Yet, Alisdair was not there. She stopped.
 
   “Mum?”
 
   The footman gestured for her to follow him to the altar, where he and his partner swiftly untied the belt of her robe and relieved her of it. They then took her hands and proceeded to draw symbols on each of her palms, at her shoulders, at the center of her chest, and over her belly. She held her breath for much of it, willing herself to stand tall, unaffected, as the figures all watched, sheltered behind their masks. 
 
   “Is the altar ready?”
 
   She gasped at the familiar sound. That voice that haunted her dreams; he was here. 
 
   “She is, your Lordship.”
 
   A tall figure appeared at her side, taking hold of her hand to inspect the symbols drawn there. He came to stand in front of her, his face masked, but his green eyes still clear beneath. He smiled at her, and she willed her face remain still. 
 
   “Are you at peace, Constance?”
 
   She met Alisdair’s eyes and nodded. “Yes.”
 
   It was a lie. How could anyone be at peace in such circumstances? Still, she was as peaceful as she could be. That would have to do.
 
   “Join me, then. Please.”
 
   Alisdair held out his hand to her and led her to the stone altar. Just as before, she climbed atop it, lying lengthwise before him, her naked and marked body bared to all. Constance’s heart was racing. She watched his every move, exactly as before – as they’d been in her dreams since. Alisdair presented a goblet, cutting his finger and letting a drop fall into the cup before raising it high over his head. Then he turned his masked face to her, and he smirked. 
 
   “Join me in worship.”
 
   Constance swallowed, stifling a whimper as figures appeared at the four corners of the stone table. Despite knowing what was coming, still she was uneasy. The masked figures touched her, running their hands over her skin, up her inner thighs, across her belly, grazing their fingertips over her nipples and her throat. Suddenly, Alisdair leaned over the table, taking her by the wrists, and spun her sideways on the table so her legs now faced the circle. The first robed figure bent before the altar as two others lifted her legs up and apart. Then just as before, a masked face descended over her and the man’s open mouth clamped down on her sex. She arched her back, groaning against the warmth of his eager mouth, holding onto the edge of the stone table as the man pulled her ass closer to him. He made satisfied noises from between her legs, like some rooting pig searching for truffles. He wrapped his arms around her hips and held her there, pressing his face to her, lavishing her with his tongue. She sighed, bringing her hands to her breasts, holding them in her hands, the way she did when a man took her properly. Suddenly, Alisdair pulled her hands away, then snapped his finger to another two robed men. They leaned over her, clamping their mouths over her breasts, sucking and nibbling at her as she shuddered. 
 
   She could no longer watch the man between her legs, something that made sensation all the more intense. Instead all she could see were the masked faces right before her, their tongues moving swiftly over her breasts. She looked up at Alisdair, his face upside down to her, but still clearly smiling. He reached across the altar to one of the men holding her legs, and she caught sight of a familiar shape, carved of wood, solid and smooth. She whimpered, bracing herself for the familiar sensation; a sensation she relived many times in her dreams. She felt the smooth head sliding against her as the man that wielded it teased her, then slid it inside. She gasped, her whole body tensing as he slid it in and out, slowly. She pushed her legs against the masked men that held them, letting their strong arms hold her there, tightening every muscle in her body, readying herself for what was coming. 
 
   She winced in pain, then held her breath. She waited only a moment before the phallus drove too deep again, slamming her insides enough to cause pain. She winced again, fighting to hold her cries. She didn’t want Alisdair to see, to be disappointed. The man thrust it inside her again, too deep, too hard, and she couldn’t help but recoil from it, her legs kicking in retreat. She glanced down at the man, his face hidden by a mask, but his mouth unhidden. He was smiling up at her as he pushed it inside her once more. She met his gaze, and despite the pain, did not let him see it.
 
   “Roman.”
 
   The man wielding the phallus looked up, startled, and then relinquished his duties, stepping aside as the man holding her other leg took over. This man was softer. This man knew a woman’s body. He moved the phallus with care, but enough purpose to drive deep, to hit all the right places. Constance met his gaze, and though he smiled as well, this smile carried a very different meaning. Her thighs tensed and her head fell back. A man’s mouth returned to her sex, sucking at her clitoris as she sighed. She looked up into Alisdair’s focused face. He’d delegated every one of her needs to others, the masculine heads moving over her as their mouths pleased every part of her. He stood just inches from her, but not touching her.  She cried out and the phallus moved faster, so fast it nearly hummed inside her. Constance moaned long and loud, and without reason, reached her arms over her head, and took hold of Alisdair. He let her. She curled her fingers into the fabric of his robe, feeling the shape of his hips beneath. Her head fell back and she held her breath just as Alisdair leaned over the altar, taking hold of her legs and holding them aloft. She screamed, gasped, and holding her breath, reached between Alisdair’s legs to feel him through his robe. He was as hard as the altar beneath her. 
 
   He shuddered just as she did, stifling an almost whimper as he pulled from her reach. She screamed, quivering against the hungry mouths that attended to her, then gasped, panting over and over as the wave crested and finally subsided.  Each of the robed men relinquished their hold on her, the last turning her on the altar, laying her lengthwise again beneath Alisdair. He returned to her side, his face flushed now, the goblet in his hands. He didn’t look at her this time as he slid his fingers between her legs, then into his mouth. Then as the circle went silent, he drained the contents of the cup. He stood silent a moment, then laid his hands on the altar. 
 
   Constance gasped. Though it was subtle, almost indecipherable, the altar beneath her began to hum. She sat up halfway, pressing her hands to the stone. It was growing warm, then hot. She slid across the stone toward Alisdair, ready to leap from atop it. He did not move. She met his gaze, the stone warming her skin beneath her.
 
   He smiled. “Don’t be afraid, love. You are safe.”
 
     The words were meant for only her to hear. She swallowed and he lifted his hands from the stone. The humming ceased. 
 
   Alisdair turned for the footmen, let the first take the goblet from him, then ordered the second to take his robe. He was wearing black trousers and a white button down shirt beneath, the sleeves rolled up enough to show the chiseled shape of his forearms. He turned from the altar, looking foreign as he approached the robed figures behind him.
 
   “Roman?”
 
   One of the men perked up to the sound of his name just in time to take Alisdair’s right hook directly to the jaw. He dropped like an overripe apple. None of the other figures moved to his aide as the footmen offered their arms to Constance, helping her down from her perch. 
 
   “You ever behave in such a manner again, I will exile you from the circle. Am I understood?”
 
   He didn’t speak, but simply rubbed his sore jaw, nodding. Constance watched Alisdair washing his hands in a nearby basin, his black suspenders causing the fabric of his shirt to puff out at his waist. He looked like a regular man, as though he could be a clerk or a doctor, not this high born Lord she knew him to be. The footmen wrapped the robe around her, and tied it snugly at her waist. She didn’t take her eyes off him.
 
   “Did it work, Ali?”
 
   This was a woman’s voice, chiming in from the figures in the circle. He turned to face the masked crowd and grinned. Then he gestured to the footmen and they quickly led Constance out of the ballroom. She could hear their muffled voices as she was led back to the dressing room.
 
    
 
   Roger greeted her from the carriage with a scowl. “Jaysus, anover one? Ow many dresses a girl need, den?”
 
   Constance climbed into the carriage wearing a new red satin dress with full skirt, her silver one now tucked into a leather travel case that the blond footman tucked into the carriage beside her. She settled next to Roger, feeling strangely giddy, and stopped the door before the footman could shut it.
 
   “What is your name, may I ask?”
 
   The light haired footman looked startled. “Uh, it’s George, miss.”
 
   She leaned out to look at the second footman. “And yours?”
 
   He turned his eyes to the gravel beneath his feet. “Thomas, miss.” 
 
   “George and Thomas. Thank you for taking such good care of me.”
 
   They both bowed, bending their knees in an almost curtsy. “Madam.”
 
   Then they shut the door, banging a fist on the carriage wall to signal the driver. 
 
   “Goh, miss high and mighty, ae?”
 
   Roger was in rare form. He’d been sitting there for well over five hours, waiting for her. Clearly he’d recovered from his hangover, but not his usual disposition. It does take a certain kind of fellow to work in a brothel day in and day out. Constance turned to Roger and offered him a small bundle, wrapped in brown paper. He lunged forward, snatching it from her. Inside was a large piece of crusty bread, several slabs of cheese, an apple, grapes, two chocolate pastries, and a mincemeat pie. He groaned at the treasure inside, tore a large piece of bread free, and settled into his meal. Constance leaned against the wall of the carriage, letting the rhythm of the road drown out her companions loud chewing, and thought about the man she’d heard called Ali.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Despite the late hour of her return to the tavern, Constance was up with the sun. She made her way downstairs to find Henry Poole’s rusty red head bobbing behind the bar. He was in early as well, making good work of washing up the last remaining glasses from the night before. He assured her he was in to take inventory for the next order of spirits, but Constance caught the way he looked at Charlotte over the bar, and Charlotte – a tall strawberry blonde with hair so curly it created a halo around her face a good half meter wide - didn’t hide the returned smiles she shot his way. Constance imagined the budding romance of a brothel barkeep and a rosy cheeked whore, and the frighteningly Ginger haired babies they would produce should they have an accident. She couldn’t help, but smile. Her jovial mood didn’t stop her from scolding Henry when he became distracted from her order of a Full English or breakfast.
 
   “Don’t be yelling at him. You haven’t paid fer yer breakfast in three days!”
 
   Constance startled at the sound of Berty’s voice, turning to find her coming down the stairs fully dressed and ready to start the day.
 
   “Well, he didn’t ask for my coin, so I didn’t offer,” Constance said, smirking in mischievous admission. Henry Poole shot her a playful glare and set the plate of bacon, eggs, beans and toast on the bar before her.
 
   “Don’t you be getting me in trouble, lass!” He hissed, but grabbed her fingers and gave them a squeeze before returning to his post down the bar, just across from Charlotte.
 
   “You’re up early.”
 
   Constance stifled on a bite of egg and toast, nodding to avoid being rude. She swallowed before she spoke. “Woke up with the sun, it seems.”
 
   “Well, it ain’t that early. Still, ain’t seen you downstairs before noon in a long time.”
 
   Constance smiled, dipping her toast into the baked beans. “I keep rather late nights.”
 
   She winked at Berty and took a big bite. Berty flapped a rag at her and disappeared into the back of the tavern, slipping down to the cellar for something.
 
   The door to the tavern gave its familiar chime and all the girls turned to see who’d come in at such an early hour. Constance swallowed hard at the sight of the man.
 
   She recognized him from many months earlier. He wasn’t a John or a gangster coming to threaten Berty and get chased into the streets by their in house Irishman – this man was a detective with the London Police. 
 
   “Good mornin,’ ladies.”
 
   The girls chimed in with somewhat lackluster greetings. Not a one of them was wholeheartedly trusting of the police. Still, this man wasn’t a street copper, looking to haul in girls and their customers to make an example of them. This was a detective, and those usually only came around when someone turned up dead.
 
   “Can I help you, sir?” Henry offered from behind the bar. 
 
   The man took off his hat and gave Constance a quick nod before answering. “I do hope so, sir. Would you mind horribly if I asked some of the girls a few questions?”
 
   Henry snorted. “If ye can, lad. If ye can.”
 
   The man gave another nod and turned to Constance, who still sat hunched over her breakfast. She quickly found herself without an appetite. He raised her brows at her, a silent request. Constance gave him a nod.
 
   “Mornin, dear. Do you mind if I have a seat, then?”
 
   “No, go right ahead.”
 
   The man sat beside her, shifting onto his bar stool as he set his hat on the bar. He was wearing a light brown tweed jacket and dark trousers, his mustached perfectly combed and waxed. He was about Constance’s height and seemed to have an almost gentle way about him. Many coppers did when they wanted something.
 
   “Chilly reception this morning.”
 
   Constance raised a brow at him. “Did you expect pomp and circumstance? Come by with good news sometimes. You might find that helps.”
 
   He chuckled. “Fair point. My name is Detective Kevin Jenkins. May I ask your name?”
 
   “Constance.”
 
   His brows went up just so. “Constance. I think we may have talked before, no?”
 
   Constance nodded. “We did.”
 
   “Glad to see you’re doing well. How is business, then?”
 
   She gave him a sarcastic glare. “Enough of that. What can I do for you?”
 
   “I appreciate your candor. I’ve come to see if any of you girls might’ve been acquainted with an Alice McKenzie?”
 
   Constance shook her head. “Not that I know of. Is she a working girl?”
 
   “She was, yes.”
 
   Was. Constance took a deep breath, exhaling through her nose. This wasn’t welcome news. “How’d he do her?”
 
   The detective startled at this. “What’s that?”
 
   “The girl. McKenzie, you said? Was it him? Is he back?”
 
   Detective Jenkins displayed his hands, touching her shoulder gently in an effort to slow her concern. “Hang on, now. I didn’t say anything -”
 
   “You coppers said he was done, didn’t you?!”
 
   They both startled at the sudden bellow from the back of the bar. Berty appeared there, her eyes narrowed to slits. 
 
   “Said we wouldn’t see any more of that, didn’t you?”
 
   “I never said -”
 
   “Of course. But what of all the girls that went before – or since for that matter? Girls die in these streets all the time, but the only time we get one of the likes of you is when they’re being killed by a lad brazen enough to write bloody letters to the newspapers. Made you lot look like a bunch of bumbling fools and suddenly you’re comin’ around, askin all sortsa questions.”
 
   “Mrs. Grisholm -”
 
   “Answer her question – was it him, then?”
 
   By now, poor Detective Jenkins had the full attention of everyone in the room. He swallowed, steeling himself against the Berty’s barrage. “We don’t want to jump to conclusions, but it bears some sim -”
 
   “You shoulda caught him by now.”
 
   Constance turned down the bar to see Charlotte’s eyes trained on the detective as Henry reached across to her, touching her hand. 
 
   The detective took a deep breath. “I don’t disagree, but that’s why I’m here. I want to make sure that we do everything we can to bring him to justice.”
 
   “Good,” Charlotte said, taking a sip of her very early glass of whiskey.
 
   The detective turned his attention back to Constance, clearly finding her to be the most easily reasoned with. “I understand your concerns. I’d only suggest that you all keep your work within the tavern. We don’t know yet if it is connected, but best to be safe.”
 
   Constance nodded, trying her best to give the man her attention without the disdain of her jaded counterparts. “What happened to the other detective?”
 
   “Who’s that now?”
 
   Constance remembered another fellow that came round the tavern several times while the London Police were investigating the Whitechapel murders of the previous year. “Can’t rightly recall his name? Started with an A, had glorious mutton chops -”
 
   “Abberline?”
 
   Constance gave the detective a playful tap on the knee. “That’s the one. Is he not on the case anymore?”
 
   “He is. We all are, I assure you.”
 
   Constance nodded, though she didn’t feel any real assurance from it.
 
   “Mrs. Grisholm? Might I have a word with one of your employees? A Mr. Tims?”
 
   Berty stood just behind the bar, listening to their conversation, though refusing to take part. At this she and Henry both turned their full attention to the detective.
 
   ”What ye want wit ‘im, then?” Henry asked.
 
   “Just wanted to ask him a couple questions, if I might?”
 
   Berty rolled up the rag in her hands and jutted out her chin. “Ye mightn’t. He ain’t here.”
 
   Constance’s brow furrowed. “He isn’t?”
 
   Berty shook her head. “Room’s empty.”
 
   “Do you know when last someone saw him?” The detective asked.
 
   “Last night. He came in with me around four this morning.”
 
   Berty and Henry both gave her menacing look. The look screamed loud and clear – never rat to the police. She was so confused to hear of Roger’s absence that she hadn’t even considered it.
 
   “Alright, and what of the night of July 16th, do you have any notion of where he was then?”
 
   Constance glanced to Berty and Henry, wary of further reprimand, but her mind quickly raced through the days of the week, searching for an answer. The sixteenth was a Tuesday. Words came nonetheless. “He was here! All night.”
 
   The detective’s brows shot up as Berty hissed at her. Constance ignored her. Tuesday was Joe Flannery’s night. She could set her watch by his arrival, and Joe loved his cards. Roger may be a surly bastard, but if a woman was murdered on a Tuesday night, it couldn’t have been him.
 
   “How can you be sure of that?”
 
   “Tuesday is one of my regular’s nights. He has a standing card game with Roger every week before he comes up to see me. Been here every week for three months straight. Roger was here.” 
 
   The detective gave her an appraising nod. “You’re sure of that?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   Henry and Berty stormed off, openly showing their disgust for Constance’s declarations, but she didn’t care. Had it been either of them, she’d have done the same. 
 
   The detective gave the room a quick scan, finding it near emptied since his arrival. Constance watched him a moment. Curiosity finally won. 
 
   “Where did they find her? This time?”
 
   He swallowed. “Round about Goulston Street – in Castle Alley.”
 
   Despite herself, Constance exhaled in relief. This murder was further away than the last. The detective touched her hand, giving a reassuring pat as he stood from his stool. “Well, can’t imagine I’ll be getting much from the other girls, will I?” 
 
   He shot her a wink, picking up his hat from the bar.
 
   “I’m sorry, detective.”
 
   “It’s fine. I’m accustomed to cold receptions in this part of town. Just spread the word for me. Avoid the streets after dark if at all possible - don’t go anywhere with anyone alone.”
 
   Constance nodded. “Of course.” 
 
   He gestured to Henry, giving a curt nod and a thank you, then was back out the door into the yellow light of London’s streets.
 
   “What the hell were you thinkin, rattin on Roger?”
 
   Constance turned to meet Berty’s gaze with equal fire. “I wasn’t ratting on him, I was defending him. The two of you might’ve done the same!”
 
   “We know better than to talk to the coppers -”
 
   Constance was up from her seat, unwilling to be berated by anyone at this early hour. She made her way up the stairs, Berty hollering from below for the whole tavern to hear. 
 
   “They ain’t on our side, girl! None of ‘em are!”
 
   “At least he’s trying!”
 
   Berty slapped the rag onto the bar, shaking her head in disgust. “Stupid girl.”
 
   With that Constance stormed down the hallway, passing the pale faces that peered from their own bedrooms, curious of the ruckus. Constance disappeared into her room, slamming the door behind her.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Constance lay there awake, listening to the sounds of the household coming to life around her. There were Johns taking their leave, roused by the commotion of the early morning. Some were surely waking with a sour head from a night of drinking, shamed to find themselves in the bed of a whore. Others woke with a spring in their step, regulars who were happy to be the lucky chosen one to spend the night with their favorite girl. Constance very rarely let a man sleep in her bed for the night – no one for three years now. 
 
   Her body was sore in unspoken places, bruised from the previous evening and the overzealous fellow she knew as Roman. It was nothing to be troubled by; she’d been roughed up far worse in her years, but still she felt the dull ache. Constance turned her pillow over, resting her cheek against the newly cool surface, and closed her eyes, pushing the thoughts of Alice McKenzie from her mind.
 
   There was a soft knock at her door.
 
   “Who is it?” She asked, letting her voice ring clear with disdain for the interruption.
 
   “Octavia?”
 
   The voice was timid, strangely. Octavia wasn’t a timid girl by any means, but still her answer came as though she herself questioned it. Constance regretted her vitriol.
 
   “Sorry, Tavi. Come in.”
 
   Constance sat up in the grand expanse of her bed, and watched the woman shuffle in, glancing at the door.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Octavia shut the door behind her, then hustled over to the corner of Constance’s bed and sat down. She leaned toward Constance, her voice hushed.
 
   “What did the copper want?”
 
   Constance took a deep breath. “Was asking about a girl they found. Wanted to know if I knew her.”
 
   “Another one? Oh god.”
 
   “Yes. Found her down near the wash house, he says.”
 
   “Did you – know her?”
 
   “No. Her name was Alice something. I’d never heard of her.”
 
   Octavia nodded, her eyes still darting toward the door. “Damn it, I knew he wasn’t done.”
 
   Constance reached for her hand to console her, but she didn’t have any words to offer. Instead she just held her hand a moment in silence.
 
   “You been alright? Going with that fancy lad, there?”
 
   Constance shot her a side eye. “I imagine so. Why do you ask?”
 
   “He weren’t odd?”
 
   “I can’t rightly say.” Her brow furrowed and despite the drama of the morning, she snorted. If only you knew, Constance thought.
 
   “Cause I seen that lad before. When I’s working down on Dorset.”
 
   “Which lad?”
 
   Octavia leaned in further. “The fancy one, in the suit?”
 
   “The driver?”
 
   Octavia shrugged. “Dunno. Whoever it were that you and Roger left with. I saw ya go last time and wanted to tell ye, but didn’t get to you in time. I knew him for certain.”
 
   Constance sat up, waiting for Octavia to explain her strangeness. Octavia called him a lad, but the driver, whose name was Gregory as she’d discovered the night before, was no lad, by any means. He was weathered in the face, with tufts of gray hair puffing out at his ears beneath his hat. He was always somber faced, always with his hands locked at his back, and shoulders squared. “I don’t really speak with him, myself. He just takes me where I’m meant to go -”
 
   “He’s a driver? I thought he were fancier than that.”
 
   Constance tried to shake her head.
 
   “Don’t go with him again, Constance.”
 
   She paused, thinking of the detectives warning. “Why?”
 
   Octavia shook her head, urgently, her voice dropping to no more than a whisper. “I’m tellin ye, when I’s workin down on Dorset, that lad there – he used to come to Ten Bells. He’s the lad that come for Saoirse. Took her off for a night like he does for you, but she never came back.”
 
   Constance thought about the fat wad of pound notes she’d delivered into Berty’s hand the night before – the month before as well. It was well over a month’s worth of pulls and shags, for all the girls in the brothel combined. Had a girl the notion, she could easily take the cash and be gone, make the trip to Boston or New York – anywhere. Could start a whole new life with that kind of cash – fresh and unknown. Constance understood the temptation, especially if Saoirse had been working on Dorset Street. Dorset was by far the worst part of Whitechapel. Constance had felt the temptation herself. 
 
   “I’m sure she just ran off.”
 
   Octavia shook her head again, urgently. “She would’na done that. She had a wee girl. She weren’t the best mum in the world, but she would’na left.”
 
   Constance’s heart ached at this news. “What happened to the girl?”
 
   “She were taken in. Better off for her, prolly.”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   Octavia went on, barely pausing to breathe. “And then Gilly. You remember Gilly, ae?”
 
   Constance nodded. Gillian was a young Irish girl with wild red hair that had been in the brothel six months earlier, lasting less than a month before she hightailed it to greener pastures. 
 
   “She went with that fancy lad of yours, there, too.”
 
   Constance furrowed her brow. “Gilly went with the same driver?”
 
   “She went with the really fancy one. The one with the fancy hair.”
 
   Alisdair.
 
   “You’ve seen Alisdair here before?”
 
   “Is that ‘is name? Dark haired? Gilly went with him one night, and she never come back, either. Just like Saiorse.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this?”
 
   “Because I don’t want you to up and disappear, Connie. I don’t trust that lad. Just think, they never caught the Ripper. Now you say he’s killin again - t’isn’t safe for girls like us, especially out there.”
 
   “Oh, come on, Tavi. You can’t think a man like Alisdair is the Ripper -”
 
   “- And the way Berty went on after you left that first time, I swear I didn’t think you were coming back either.”
 
   Constance frowned. “What? How did she act?”
 
   “Like she were at a bloody funeral. She were sulking upstairs in your room, packin all your things up. When you came back, she were shocked.”
 
   Constance remembered Berty’s strange demeanor that night. She swallowed, her stomach churning in something far from hunger. 
 
   “I just don’t think you should go again, alright?”
 
   Constance paused. She had to think. Octavia was a younger girl, an excitable girl. Arguing wasn’t the best course of action when she had her hackles up like this, surely. “Alright. I’ll remember that.”
 
   “You promise?”
 
   Constance pictured Alisdair’s stern, but warm eyes over hers, watching her face, coaxing her to enjoy the touch of half a dozen high born men as he caressed her cheek. Despite the fear of that circle, of the strange words they chanted over the sounds of her being pleasured, Alisdair did not inspire fear. He inspired curiosity, caution, and perhaps even affection, but not fear. Could such a man be responsible for these murdered girls?
 
   “I don’t know, Octavia. I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Damn it, I’m telling you -”
 
   “Ladies care to join me downstairs?”
 
   Constance and Octavia both jumped at the sound of Berty’s voice, speaking sternly from the bedroom door. She hadn’t knocked. 
 
   Octavia hopped up like a child caught in the larder and Constance slid out of bed, pulling her robe about her.
 
   “No, Constance. You’ll want to get dressed.”
 
   Constance raised an eyebrow. “It’s still early, what am I to be doing?”
 
   “You’ve been summoned, again.”
 
   She tied the robe and surged past Berty down the hallway, coming to stand on the landing overlooking the bar. She met the eyes of Gregory, the carriage driver, standing in the middle of the room, hands locked behind his back. His hair was wiry and wild, but combed into a middle part, flattened by the absent hat’s long wear. This was the first time she’d laid eyes on him without it.
 
   “Your company has been requested by his Lordship.”
 
   “But I was just there last night!”
 
   Constance stepped aside to let Berty by, hustling down the stairs to properly greet the man. He gave her a curt nod.
 
   “Yes, and he would have Miss return this evening.”
 
   Octavia was at her shoulder, but Constance did not meet her gaze. It was as though Constance could feel Octavia’s concern surging behind her, like blood from an open vein. She shot Berty a questioning look.
 
   “I – my bodyguard isn’t available this morning.”
 
   “That really isn’t necessary, Mum.”
 
   Both Berty and Constance turned to look at Gregory. Berty spoke first. “I’ll return in a moment – with Roger.”
 
   Constance watched Berty, confused. “But I thought -” 
 
   Berty shot her a glare and disappeared into the back rooms. 
 
   Octavia yanked Constance away from the landing and hissed into her face, her shoulders hunched as though frightened. “You can’t go, Connie. Tell me you won’t go!”
 
   “If Roger is coming along - I haven’t had any trouble thus far, why would that -”
 
   “I weren’t lyin! I swear to you, he’s trouble.”
 
   The driver cleared his throat and the two women glanced over the railing to find the wiry haired man idly waiting by the door, oblivious to them. Still, she felt caught, as though he might hear them besmirching his Master’s name.
 
   “Roger!”
 
   Constance heard Berty hollering, then hustling into the bar below. She watched the robust woman slump against a barstool, flustered. “Sorry, love. Still can’t find the fool.”
 
   Constance felt Octavia squeezing her arm, as though she might anchor her to the spot and replayed the warning of Detective Jenkins in her mind.
 
   Constance took a deep breath. “Sir, I don’t want to keep you longer than necessary. I’m so sorry, but I will have to decline the invitation.”
 
   Both the driver and Berty’s faces went slack, but Berty was the one to speak first. “Connie, you don’t want to disappoint the man.”
 
   She glared at Berty, appalled that she would push her out the door after what the detective said. “I’m sure His Lordship will understand a woman’s preference for chaperone.” Constance turned her attention to Gregory, whose brow was furrowed. “Please accept my apologies, but if my bodyguard is not available, I will not be able to attend this evening.”
 
   “Is there nothing I can say to change your mind, Miss?”
 
   Octavia hissed softly at her shoulder, “No. Say no!”
 
   Constance straightened and smiled, and suddenly, despite the warnings of that morning, felt a strange pang of remorse at refusing an opportunity to see Alisdair. Still, she nodded. “I am sorry you had to come all this way, Gregory. Please send my regards.”
 
   And with that, Constance turned from the landing, ignoring Berty’s frustrated calls, and walked down the hallway toward her room. Despite the regal air of her actions, her stomach was churning with nerves. 
 
    
 
   “Well, you’ve cocked it up royally, you have. Had yourself a regular that paid a month’s wages in a day, and now you’ve cut that tie. I understand you weren’t comfortable, but by God – for that kind of money -”
 
   Berty was in rare form. Normally, Berty wouldn’t speak a single word to Constance for a few days to show her disdain, even go so far as to turn one of Constance’s regulars away, but today she had much to say. She’d waited a few hours, fuming and glaring in silence, but by tea time, she’d barreled up to Constance’s room and was railing from the rafters. Several of the other girls chittered down the hall, listening to Berty’s diatribe. They didn’t know Constance’s crime, but Berty made sure everyone knew she’d committed it. It was mid-evening now and Constance was certainly the talk of the Keg and Barrel - and Roger still hadn’t turned up for his night’s work. 
 
   “I’m sorry, but -”
 
   “You’re sorry? You’ve never seen the kind of money that man was bringing in. In one bloody night!”
 
   Constance felt a sudden surge of righteous indignation. “Perhaps I should have. Might’ve motivated me to endanger myself further for your profit.”
 
   Berty was pacing across the carpet at the foot of Constance’s bed, her hair wild about her head. She’d come to rail at Constance after trying to pull her hair out, it seemed.
 
   “You little bitch.”
 
   “There’s a bloody monster killing girls in the street and you’re mad at me for wanting to stay in tonight? Even that detective would -” 
 
   Berty lunged at her, pointing a finger into her face. “Your Lordship might’ve gotten you a nicer room, but I promise you this’ll be the last night you sleep in it.”
 
   “Wait, you gave me this room because of -”
 
   “Did you think it was out of the kindness of my own heart, love? You’re dafter than ye look.”
 
   “Alisdair had you switch my room? Why?”
 
   “Constance! Berty!”
 
   The voice cracked slightly as it called up the stairs, betraying a nervous, almost panicked tinge. Constance was up from her chair and hustling down the hallway toward the landing, just a few steps behind Berty, who despite her girth could move like a fox. 
 
   Berty reached the landing first. “Good evening, your Lordship.”
 
   Constance stopped dead at the top of the stairs, staring down at the handsome face of Lord Alisdair, tucking his bowler hat under his arm as he bowed in greeting. “Good evening, ladies. I was hoping to have a word with our Constance, here.”
 
   Berty glanced back at Constance, her once wrathful gaze now softened, and almost pleading. Berty acknowledged the nobleman and invited him up the stairs.
 
   Constance tugged at Berty’s sleeve, whispering. “What’re you doing? I’m not properly dressed!”
 
   “You’re a whore, Connie. I’m sure the man expects no less.”
 
   “Bitch.” Constance hissed at Berty as Alisdair made his way up the steps.  He was dressed in a brown and taupe three piece suit, his dark brown vest peeking out from under his tailored coat. He was dressed for a day of traveling it looked, his hair perfectly slicked back, despite having been beneath the hat.
 
   Constance glanced down the hallway, catching the peeking faces of all the other girls, curious to see what was happening this early in the evening. Four in the afternoon on a Monday wasn’t the busiest time for a brothel. 
 
   Alisdair reached the top of the stairs and Berty curtsied awkwardly. Then she ducked down the stairs. Alisdair reached for Constance’s hand, and when she offered it, he bent and kissed her knuckles. The gesture made her stomach churn. 
 
   “Is there somewhere private that we might talk?”
 
   She swallowed. “Of course. Follow me please – err, My Lord.”
 
   He chuckled, giving a nod to the faces in each of the doorways as they passed. Constance reached her door at the end of the hall, and Alisdair gestured for her to go first. He then closed the door behind him. 
 
   “Do forgive my impertinence. I should have sent word that I would be coming.”
 
   Constance shook her head. “No, no. You needn’t apologize. It’s not exactly an appointment only establishment.”
 
   He laughed, and pointed to the chairs by the window. “May I sit?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Will you join me?” He asked, gesturing to the other chair.
 
   “No, you will forgive me if I choose to stand for the moment, please?”
 
   He smiled. “Of course. Such an articulate creature.”
 
   She watched him settle in the chair, nervously playing with her fingertips. “Not what you’ve come to expect in the Keg and Barrel?”
 
   She was joking, but her tone was terse. Constance was pacing, she realized – short little paths across the length of the Oriental rug. She was also tugging at the fabric of her sleeve, twisting the corset ties at her waist over and over until the blood began to pool in her fingertip.
 
   “I’ve heard you were unwilling to attend this evening.”
 
   She stopped, and for the first time since he arrived, looked him in the eye. She imagined the room of robed figures without a willing altar to pray over. She swallowed. “Well, I am sorry.”
 
   “You needn’t be. I completely understand your caution.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   Constance’s voice cracked with her words, and she winced to hear it. Alisdair simply leaned back in his chair, setting his hat on the side table before entwining his fingers in his lap. “I do. And I think I owe you an explanation.”
 
   She glanced at him before her pace returned. “Of what?”
 
   He chuckled. “Well, of why I need you as I do.”
 
   “No, no. I don’t need to know anything about that.”
 
   Her hands had shot up before her, splaying her fingers as though she might hold his words at bay. She instantly conjured notions of Devil Worship and going to hell for all eternity. Perhaps if she didn’t have knowledge of their dealings, she wouldn’t be dragged to hell with them – not that she wasn’t already doomed there anyway. Whoring wasn’t the most pious profession.
 
   He raised an eyebrow at her, smiling. “Not interested?”
 
   “Not in the slightest.”
 
   Alisdair rose from the chair and stepped toward her. “I find that hard to believe.”
 
   “Believe whatever you like.”
 
   “For a woman as powerful as yourself, I’m surprised you’re not more curious.”
 
   Constance turned, watching him move along the edge of the bed, reaching down to run a finger across the tiny perfume bottle she kept there for scenting her pillows. “Powerful? Sir, I think you must be mistaken.”
 
   “I think not.”
 
   Alisdair began to meander around the room, taking special care to touch the curtains over the bed, the lampshade, leaning in to inspect a photograph that hung on the wall. “Do you find your new accommodations acceptable, Constance?”
 
   “I do.” She paused, remembering what Berty said. “How do you know they are new?”
 
   He smiled up at her as he moved, sauntering around the room with his hands locked at his back. “Because I paid for them.”
 
   Constance shook her head, bewildered. “Why would you do that?”
 
   “Gesture of my gratitude.”
 
   Constance felt lightheaded, and she realized her heart was pattering away in Alisdair’s presence. She leaned against the bed post and closed her eyes a moment. “Do you treat all the girls so well?”
 
   He smirked. “I can’t say that I do.”
 
   The words triggered deep in her stomach, and she took a step back. He noticed.
 
   “What is wrong?”
 
   Her talk with the detective surged to memory and she swallowed. “The other girls. How many other girls have you taken to your estate?”
 
   “More than I can say. It took a good long while to find you, my dear.”
 
   “What? Find me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She took hold of the bed post with both hands, her head growing lighter by the moment. She was becoming frightened, an effect Alisdair had never had on her before.
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   “I’m fine,” she snapped, shutting her eyes tight as though she might restore herself with a moment of darkness. When she opened her eyes again, Alisdair was inches from her face, his hand coming up to her cheek. She lunged back out of his reach. He frowned.
 
   “You needn’t be afraid of me, love.”
 
   “Don’t call me love. And how do I know that?”
 
   “Because I am saying it to you.”
 
   “I’ve had many years to learn what a man’s word is worth.”
 
   She backed herself into the wall, fighting to stay upright. Something was wrong. Her head was swimming, the edges of her eyesight growing blurry. She began to slip down. Strong hands gripped her at her shoulders, holding her up. She opened her eyes to see Alisdair’s face before her again, a frown of concern on his face.
 
   “Constance. Fight through it.”
 
   “Don’t touch me!”
 
   She shrugged him off and instantly began to fall again. Despite her protests, he took her by the arm and led her to the arm chair, settling her there before squatting down to her. 
 
   “You are ferocious, aren’t you?”
 
   His tone made it sound as though he referred to some tiny kitten with its hackles raised. She opened her eyes long enough to glare at him.
 
   “Settle into it, girl. It will pass if you take hold of it.”
 
   “Of what?” She snapped, but the words fell dully in the wake of her swimming head. 
 
   “Your power.”
 
   She glared at him. “What rubbish!”
 
   Alisdair settled his hands on her knees. “Close your eyes and breathe deeply.”
 
   She took a moment to let him bask in the full glory of her stern gaze, then she did as was asked. The act of closing her eyes was well received. 
 
   “Picture a light around you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Just do it.”
 
   She swallowed and did as she was told. There was light all around, blinding her, letting a strange reflection of her own pupil play across the inside of her eyelids. She watched it change color, blast and recede, then as though hiding in the corners of her sight, she saw a bloody alleyway – Castle Alley – and she jerked against Alisdair’s touch.
 
   “My goodness, I had no idea…”
 
   Her eyes opened and they burned into him a moment. “What?”
 
   He smiled, exhaling through his nose in a half laugh. “I had wondered whether you might be affected by my work. I see that indeed you are.”
 
   “What in bloody hell do you mean?”
 
   He sighed, softly. “You are a conduit, after all.”
 
   Constance glared at him, waiting for an explanation. He rose from his crouch, reached into his jacket pocket, and retrieved a small pipe and match. Before he could light it, Constance raised her brows, silently warning him against such an endeavor. He shrugged, nodding in apology, and tucked the pipe back in his pocket. “Alright, there are some that call it Kundalini -”
 
   “Kunda-what?”
 
   “Kundalini.”
 
   “And what in Sam Hell is that?”
 
   Alisdair smiled at her, and she warmed to it, despite herself. She did not let him see. 
 
   “It’s what some people call the energy we seek during ritual. They believe it to be a life force that we all carry in us - that we exchange it with others; in conversation, in argument, and most powerfully during sex. If there is such a thing, I would venture that you give it more freely than any other creature I have ever met. As soon as I walked into the room, I was basking in it. I’m sure you have a very devoted group of clientele”
 
   Constance furrowed her brow. “If there is such a thing? You don’t believe in your own rituals?”
 
   He shook his head. “Oh, I believe more than anything, I just don’t perform ritual to attain it.”
 
   “Then why do you perform these rituals?”
 
   He took a deep breath. “You’re willing to bear such knowledge?”
 
   “I – yes. I think so.”
 
   He scratched the crown of his head, then nodded. “There are old works that describe a means to summon the power of Gods.”
 
   “Gods? More than one?”
 
   “Oh yes. There are many. And many of them enjoy being summoned with ancient rites.”
 
   “Involving naked women?”
 
   He chuckled. “Involving willing altars, yes. It can be a man or a woman, but in this time, women are more readily able to give of themselves in that way.”
 
   “You mean sex?”
 
   He paused. “I mean in all ways.”
 
   Constance watched him as he seemed to search for words.
 
   “Women are more willing to be open, to be vulnerable. One has to be open and vulnerable if they are requesting the presence of a God.”
 
   “I never requested that.”
 
   He chuckled. “No, but I did – through you.”
 
   “If you’d told me that was your plan, I might’ve refused.”
 
   “Yes, well. I’m telling you now. Will you refuse?”
 
   Alisdair stared at her a moment. She stared at him, mute.
 
   “What are you thinking?” He asked finally, breaking the silence. 
 
   “I’m thinking you’re mad.”
 
   Alisdair laughed heartily at this. “Ah, but I believe you’ve seen exactly what I am talking about. In fact, I think you’re harboring it right now.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Are you feeling lightheaded, still?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, not as much.”
 
   “But you were? When I came in?”
 
   “After you came in.”
 
   He smiled. “Perhaps I’m failing to fully empty the vessel, if you will.”
 
   “You are talking nonsense, you realize this.”
 
   He rushed over to her in excited conspiracy, as though he wanted to discuss an already shared secret. “Oh hush, Constance. You’re too open to speak so harshly of this. Tell me, you felt something last time, didn’t you?”
 
   She remembered the humming from within the stone, the way it grew warm beneath. She didn’t mean to answer, but found herself nodding.
 
   “This ritual was written hundreds of years ago. It’s meant to draw in the Gods themselves, summon them to you through a willing vessel, and request their power be granted to you.”
 
   “I don’t want anything of the sort!”
 
   “No, the best of us rarely do.”
 
   Constance stared at him. “But you do…”
 
   Alisdair smiled. “I do, but more as a precaution than a prize.”
 
   “Precaution of what?”
 
   “To keep it from those who would abuse it, love.”
 
   They both sat there in silence a moment, the words falling between them and filling the room. When Alisdair finally spoke, he had an almost pensive tone to his voice. “If you’re affected in my company, perhaps a part of the Gods I summoned into me remain sheltered in you.”
 
   “This is blasphemy, what you say. You know that, yes?”
 
   “These Gods are far older than blasphemy.”
 
   Constance sat up in her chair, waiting to decipher whether her head settled enough to stand. “So, you say you’re using me to summon a God?”
 
   “I am. A Goddess, actually.”
 
   “And you think it worked.”
 
   “I know it did. I just haven’t deciphered how to make the effects permanent.”
 
   She took a deep breath. “If that is all you need then, there are plenty of other girls you could hire.”
 
   He smiled. “None of them are like you, Constance.”
 
   She snorted, but he continued.
 
   “Any woman here could do what you do, physically -”
 
   “I beg to differ.”
 
   He chuckled. “So to speak. Yet, I bet you have many devoted clients, yes?” She nodded. “Well, it isn’t the sex that brings them back – if you’ll pardon my candor - it is the way your company feels that brings them to you. They are enlivened in your company. They feel like Gods when they are with you, because deep down, they know they are in the arms of a Goddess.”
 
   “Oh what rubbish!”
 
   He rose from his perch before her and took the opposite seat, pulling his trouser legs up as he settled. “It’s true! So many women in your profession have nothing left. They’re been beaten down by this life; haven’t enough energy left to simply be, let alone share with another. Then there is you.”
 
   “And what of me?”
 
   He gave her a once over, as though assessing her anew. “You ooze grace; pouring it out in everything you do, sharing it in the simplest of interactions. You know your worth.”
 
   “You make me sound like a leaky faucet.”
 
   “A marble fountain, more like. And the most surprising piece of your enigma; no matter what happens to you, you sustain it. I witnessed the way you held your head high when you found yourself stripped before a room full of strangers. It was as though you dared them to gaze upon you. Honestly, it’s quite remarkable. I completely understand why Berty suggested you to me.”
 
   Constance leaned back in her chair again, eyeing him. “Berty did?”
 
   “She did.”
 
   He slumped into the chair beside her and leaned onto the armrest, drawing closer to her as he spoke. “I believe it’s that fire in you that powers our rites. For when I call upon a Goddess through you, she actually responds, because for the first time, she sees a vessel that is worthy of her. It’s far easier to summon a Goddess through a channel where one already resides.”
 
   “You know, my services are paid for with coin, not flattery.”
 
   He guffawed, then beamed at her. “My dear Constance, you have won me. You know, I have attempted this rite every month for over a year now. Each woman that came to me was either drained of that fire you have, or just never had it. I was nearly at my wit’s end when I came to Berty. I asked for a woman of spirit. She did not disappoint.”
 
   Every month for a year. Constance had only attended twice. “There were ten other girls?”
 
   “No. Much more than ten. I only just took over as septon. Before me, they’d attempted for several months. And each full moon lasts three nights. Some months we attempted a different girl each night. None of them could do what you can do.”
 
   She swallowed. “I don’t do anything.”
 
   “You have no idea, dove.”
 
   Constance couldn’t meet his gaze anymore. She contemplated the number of women who had lied upon that same altar and fallen short of the circle’s needs. Octavia spoke of two girls. Two girls went missing, not thirty. Still, this was Whitechapel. Even without the Ripper, girls had a way of meeting ill fates. The Keg and Barrel kept its girls indoors, away from the darker characters, but many other girls weren’t so lucky. Perhaps Saiorse and Gilly truly had taken their wages and fled. Constance sometimes thought herself a fool she didn’t do the same.
 
   Alisdair turned his attention to the fireplace, rising from his seat to touch the mantle and a small framed picture of Constance’s mother that rest there, turned toward the wall.
 
   “What became of the girls?”
 
   Alisdair turned to her, pensive. “Couldn’t rightly say. I suppose the same that happens to any girl of this trade. I did send them home well paid, as you know. Though not as well paid as yourself, for obvious reasons.”
 
   Constance took a deep breath. “There were two that never came back.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Alisdair’s expression changed quickly. This wasn’t a feigned humor. There was honest concern on his brow.
 
   “One named Gilly; redhaired girl that worked here about six months ago. She left with you lot and never came home.”
 
   “That’s not poss -”
 
   “The other was a year ago. Girl named Saiorse from down on Dorset Street. Both went for the evening with you and never returned home.”
 
   “Are you accusing me of something?”
 
   “Should I?”
 
   He frowned, shaking his head. “You must know I would never hurt you, Constance?”
 
   “Rubbish. You’re a highborn Lord -” His eyes went wide, but she continued, startling herself with her impertinence. These words were coming from somewhere deep and the lightheadedness was swiftly returning, coupled by a strange electricity that was beginning to spread down her spine, and into her fingertips. “Women like us are but trinkets to be bought.”
 
   “Do you think that of me?”
 
   “Should I?”
 
   The two sat silent a moment, holding each other’s gaze as equals. Finally, Constance spoke and the words were unexpected. “What is the goal of these rites? Summoning this Goddess? What are you hoping to keep from the wrong hands as you say?”
 
   Alisdair swallowed and licked his lips. “It’s complicated.”
 
   “I’m a smart girl.”
 
   “Yes, I’m well aware. I just worry you’re not ready…”
 
   She waited, letting the silence speak for her. 
 
   “I’m afraid you won’t like the answer.”
 
   “If I wouldn’t like the answer, why would I want to be part of it?”
 
   He forced a smirk. “For the wages, I’d hope.”
 
   She stared at him. “You don’t know me very well.”
 
   Alisdair closed his eyes a moment. “That is true, sadly.”
 
   They both stood in silence, eyes fixed on one another. Constance did not waver. When Alisdair didn’t speak, she crossed the room, coming to stand just beside the door. She took hold of the doorknob. 
 
    “My Lord, either you are mad, or I am.”
 
   He smirked, exhaling through his nose. “Why do you say that?”
 
   “Because though I want to believe it all rubbish, if there is any chance it is not..”
 
   She stopped. She didn’t want to admit what she felt on that altar, the unearthly rattle of it when the rite was done. What if this talk of ancient Gods was true? 
 
   “You feel you cannot take part in some dark work?”
 
   “Yes. And I’m mad to put stock in it at all.” Constance opened her bedroom door and stood aside as a gesture for him to take his leave. She kept her eyes from his, afraid he might see how little she truly wanted him to go. “I am grateful and flattered by your compliment, but I fear if I do not know what I am taking part in, that I cannot be your…”
 
   “Conduit.”
 
   “As you say.”
 
   Alisdair took a deep breath. “If I tell you – if I show you – do you promise not to be frightened.”
 
   Constance crossed her arms. “No.”
 
   He chuckled, softly. “Fair enough.” She could feel him staring at her, waiting for her to meet his eyes. Constance steeled herself against what that handsome face did to her, and met his gaze.
 
   “This is why.”
 
   With those words, he lifted but a finger and gestured toward the door. The heavy wooden shape slammed shut of its own accord.
 
   Constance lunged back, her stomach turning as girls in nearby rooms voiced their chagrin at the noise. She slammed her back into the wall, desperate to get away from this feeling, this electric tension in the air, as though waking from a nightmare in a dark room. Alisdair stepped toward her as she stumbled sideways and almost fell. 
 
   She screamed. “Don’t come near me!”
 
   “Constance, you needn’t be afraid.”
 
   She scrambled further from him, fighting tears. “This is some work of the Devil! Don’t touch me!”
 
   Alisdair’s expression was pained, but his eyes were growing darker. “Calm yourself. You needn’t be afraid. There is no devil here.”
 
   “What did you do to those girls?”
 
   “Nothing,” he said, his tone growing stern.
 
   “Liar. What fucking witchcraft is this?”
 
   “That’s all it is, Constance. Witchcraft. Please, calm down.”
 
   Constance opened her mouth and screamed for help, and Alisdair was on her, his hand clamped tightly over her mouth. She fought him with everything she had, tearing at his pomade smoothed hair, slapping his face as he pressed her against the wall, his eyes inches from hers. She kicked at his shins, smacking his arms, beating his back as he pressed his body into hers, holding her still.
 
   “Shh, Constance. I don’t mean to hurt you.”
 
   Constance opened her mouth wide and bit his hand. He pulled away, hissing in pain, but before Constance could cry out again, he grabbed her.
 
   “This is you, woman! I can only do this because of you!”
 
   Her eyes went wide and she spit in his face. “Bastard!”
 
   He glared at her, unaffected. “Men like me have attempted this ritual for generations. Some felt its power, others not. I read every letter, every note from Septons before me, none came close to what I have achieved with you.”
 
   “Let me go!”
 
   “You gave me this gift. I want to reward you for it.”
 
   Her voice began to even. If this man meant to harm her, she could do little to stop him. She chose to scathe with words, if not with fists. “Ha! You’re a monster. That is no gift.”
 
   “I am not a monster.”
 
   With that, he released her, and she nearly crumpled to the floor. She straightened herself and went for the door. Yet, just as her hands reached the knob, she heard a tell-tale click from within. She turned the knob. It was locked. Constance banged on the door, twisting the knob in futility, then turned on Alisdair, a growl readied in her throat.
 
   Alisdair stood before her, serene.
 
   “Open the door!”
 
   “Constance, are you alright, love?”
 
   It was Octavia, her timid knock almost inaudible on the other side of the door.
 
   “No! Get Berty!”
 
   Octavia’s footsteps could be heard skittering down the hallway as other girls voices began to chitter, muffled in the distance.
 
   Alisdair took up his hat from the table, dusting off the top as though preparing to leave. 
 
   Constance took a shaky breath. “What did you do with the other girls?”
 
   “I sent them home.”
 
   “I know you’re lying!”
 
   “You know nothing, Constance. But you could, if you’d calm the hell down for a bloody instant!”
 
   “Did you hurt them?”
 
   “I did not. They were well attended to.”
 
   Constance gestured to her room, with its satins and lace. “Is that what you call this? Did they get such palatial accommodations?”
 
   ”Of course not! I had no reason to attend to their happiness like I do yours. I had no need of their services. They were paid and paid well, that is all!”
 
   “My happiness? What business is that of yours?”
 
   “It is entirely my business.”
 
   “You like happy whores then, do you?”
 
   Alisdair’s voice dropped lower. “Enough.”
 
   He took a step forward, and Constance felt the place between her legs tingle with fear. Yet, as she stood there facing the Lord down, the rest of her body was vibrating with something far stronger, and she was riding its wave, helpless. “Tell me you remember Gilly!”
 
   “I don’t!”
 
   “She never came home.”
 
   “I’ll not defend myself against this bollocks!”
 
   His accent had shifted, and he began to sound more like the dockworkers than his fellow aristocrats.
 
   “Saiorse had a little girl!”
 
   Alisdair turned, taking two steps toward her. “Accuse me then. Say it!”
 
   Constance leaned toward him, narrowing her eyes, and the words came in a hiss. “What of Alice McKenzie, then? They found her just last a fortnight ago.”
 
   “You think me capable of that?”
 
   Constance stalled, and Alisdair moved closer to her. 
 
   “I beat a man for causing you the slightest amount of pain – a man born to a noble family far older than mine, and you come at me with these accusations. How dare you?”
 
   “Find some other girl.”
 
   She let these last words slither past her lips, hearing the distant chittering of other girls – their voices carrying now. Damn it, where was Berty? 
 
   “Constance, you know I need you.”
 
   She stepped toward the tall man who stood grounded at the center of her room. “Why would I help the Devil?”
 
   “You wouldn’t! That is why I need you!”
 
   She faltered. He saw it and pushed forward, taking a step toward her. “I am not the only man of my kind, and mine is not the only circle. There are men who would summon something far darker than I -”
 
   “And you wouldn’t?”
 
   “Never.”
 
   She sneered at him. “Promises from a man’s lips.”
 
   “It’s true, Constance. This Rite could grant a man great power, endless life – for all we know, its completion could make him a living God.”
 
   “No good man would want such things?”
 
   “Exactly. That is why I am trying to take it from them.”
 
   She stared at him, the strange buzzing in her ears growing to a cacophony of sound – a constant hum that made the world shimmer. She searched his face and found an almost pained expression, a pleading. She straightened, but did not speak.
 
   “I am the first to catch a glimpse of its true power, the first to get this close in centuries. Once I complete the rite, no other living man can achieve it. I would use this gift to help, to protect. I cannot say the same for the others.”
 
   “You alright, Constance. You want I have someone come jimmy the door?”
 
   Octavia was back and it sounded as though she brought friends. Constance met Alisdair’s gaze. 
 
   She swallowed. “No, love. I’m alright.”
 
   Alisdair seemed to almost slump in relief. His brow softened, but she did not.
 
   “Tell me what became of the other girls.”
 
   Alisdair shook his head, his brows high. “Constance, I am not lying. I sent them home well paid. Always. If they did not return home, I know not what became of them. I am frightened to think they met with harm.”
 
   Despite her nerves, this strange grief to his tone softened her. She believed him. She closed her eyes a moment, stilling herself against the strange hum in her ears.
 
   Alisdair touched her hair and she jerked away, only making her head spin faster.
 
   “You feel it, don’t you? I can tell. Like a wasp’s nest inside your skull.”
 
   Constance shook her head, and he stepped toward her. She moved away, displaying her palms to him as she pressed her back to the wall. “Don’t.”
 
   “I can make it stop.” 
 
   She swallowed. The buzzing seemed to grow stronger with each step he took, as though those wasps he spoke of grew agitated at his presence. She began to feel lightheaded again, slumping against the wall. She met his gaze and nodded. 
 
   “Forgive me for how this may feel.”
 
   Then his body was pressed to hers, his hands at her cheeks, fingertips at her temples, lost in tendrils of her dark hair. She swallowed, shutting her eyes tight. “Make it stop.”
 
   Alisdair’s breath was warm against her throat as he whispered to her. “Close your eyes.”
 
   There was a sudden heat between her legs, the way it felt when a man’s mouth was on her long enough to make her climax. It was instantaneous and pulsing, shooting down her thighs and across her belly. She gasped at the sensation, opening her eyes to find Alisdair’s just inches away, watching her intently.
 
   “Close your eyes. I’ll not hurt you.”
 
   “What’s happening?!” Her head tilted back and she cried out. It felt as though her body was quaking, from orgasm or sickness or exhaustion – just quaking uncontrollably. She braced against him.
 
   “Stop fighting it.”
 
   She met his gaze, confused and helpless. “You’re scaring me.”
 
   He leaned in closer, letting his lips graze against her cheek. “It’s not me.”
 
   Constance threw her head back as her eyesight turned white. She trembled against the wall, held there only by Alisdair’s weight against her. She shuddered, holding her breath, as he whispered in her ear, a darkly familiar string of words in a tongue she did not speak – the chant of the circle. The room spun then with such speed that Constance swooned in his arms, then as he cooed to her softly, the world went dark.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Constance felt a coolness at her temples, the touch of a person hand against her head. 
 
   She swatted the hand away, thinking it to be Berty. 
 
   “Stop,” she whispered.
 
   She opened her eyes to find Alisdair leaning over her. He straightened, slowly taking his hands from her face, watching her. She moved on the bed, then placed her hands over her skirts, pressing to feel beneath them. There were legs there. She was solid.
 
   “What have you done?”
 
   He took her face in his hands and inspected her eyes, pressing his fingertips to the side of her neck. Then he settled his gaze on her, seemingly satisfied with the state he found her in. He smiled. “That wasn’t me.”
 
   She swallowed, letting her eyes focus on his. The buzzing in her head was gone now. She knew she should be afraid, cry demons and strive against him, but she was strangely serene, taking in the events of the day with an almost distant complacency, as though in a half sleep. “I don’t understand.”
 
   He sighed, and braced for her as she moved to the side of the bed, willing herself to stand. He did not fight her. He stood there beside her, gently squeezing her hand in his like some doting nurse to an ailing patient. 
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “If I were to wager a guess?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “I believe by summoning something powerful through you, perhaps pieces of it are left behind – in you.”
 
   “This doesn’t sound good.”
 
   “It’s not bad. It’s a blessing. Imagine what you could do if you learned to control it. I imagine you’d put me to shame.”
 
   Constance laughed, darkly, and shook her head, turning her face away. “Lunacy.”
 
   “You know it to be true. I know you do.”
 
   Constance sat up in bed, meeting his gaze steadfastly. “There is nothing special about me.”
 
   “Ah, but you don’t really believe that, do you? There’s magic in you, yet, dear Constance.”
 
   She looked away, her brow furrowed. She was a whore; a dreg of society. What right did she have to think highly of herself?
 
   “Magic. I find that word hard to stomach.”
 
   Alisdair smiled, looking off at the window, his hat still settled on the table there. “Had I not met you, I might feel the same.”
 
   Constance scowled at him.
 
   Alisdair smiled, pointed a finger toward the table, and his hat slid off and skitted across the carpet as though someone had thrown it. Constance startled, stepping back from the hat as though it were a rat scampering across the rug. She’d seen this before, but it was no less unnerving a second time.
 
   “How’d you do that? Tell me! It’s a trick, isn’t it? It must be.”
 
   Alisdair gently took her hand. He was strangely serene. “I’ve been able to do that since the first night you came to my estate.”
 
   He turned to face the room, as though searching for something. He fixated on the wardrobe doors and flicked his finger. One of the doors creaked open, as gently as though pushed by a lazy cat. 
 
   Constance swallowed, thinking of those masked faces, chanting around a man who could conjure such things. “Do they all know? Do they know you can do these things?”
 
   “Not yet, no. Only you do.”
 
   Alisdair touched the skin of her bare arm and she shivered, shirking away from him. “Why would you show me this?”
 
   He took a deep breath. “Because you asked. And strangely, I trust you.”
 
   He crossed to the now open wardrobe, pulling the doors wide to investigate within. A moment later, he’d pulled the red dress from its hanger and was laying it across the bed before her. 
 
   “Sadly, it fades with each passing day. I am an act of nature with you as my altar before me. I feel this power surging through me, humming just under the skin. Then you leave, and as each day passes, the sensation fades. When you returned this month for the second full moon, the power of that rite almost overwhelmed me. Don’t ever tell anyone, but I nearly fainted at your feet.”
 
   Constance remembered the way the altar grew hot beneath her; how Alisdair settled his hands there as it hummed.
 
   She swallowed. “How long will you need me, then?”
 
   “Until I get it right.”
 
   Constance searched his face. He winked at her, then stooped to pick up his hat. “Come. I’ll dress you.”
 
   She stared at him a moment, waiting for explanation, but Alisdair simply tossed his hat onto the bed. Then he slipped out of his coat, folding it neatly beside the hat. He smoothed out the sleeves of the dress, unfastening the last of the buttons down its back.  She moved to the foot of the bed, and stood beside him. Without a word he untied the knot at her waist and pulled the robe open, revealing the underthings beneath. She wore short knickers and a waist length, short sleeved chemise. He took in the sight of her and the energy of the room shifted instantly. 
 
   She knew this dance, the deliberate shift of conversation to something more intimate – something physical. She hadn’t expected it throughout their conversation, but now that he looked down at her body, she braced herself for what was to come. Despite the chaos she felt in his company, she didn’t protest. 
 
   He let his hand trace the line of her hip, back to the slope of her buttocks, then seemed to remember himself, making quick work of slipping the robe off her shoulders. He tossed it aside and reached for the dress. The dance had begun, and the next step was hers. Constance stopped him with a hand at the front of his trousers, pressing firmly against the shape beneath. He wasn’t wholly soft when she touched him, but he swiftly became hard. He inhaled sharply, turning his face up as his body responded to her. She pressed her nose to his jaw, then kissed the ridge there, slipping the tip of her nose up along the line to his ear, smelling the hint of the pomade in his hair.
 
   “Constance -”
 
   The word stilled in his throat and he smiled, then gasped as her hand moved with increasing pressure. He pressed his hand over hers, letting her touch him. His breath caught and he stiffened, taking hold of her hand. He held it in his, firmly, but gently.
 
   “I can’t, love.”
 
   She searched his face, confused. Why had he taken off her robe? “What do you mean?”
 
   “I can’t. It’s for my work.”
 
   Her eyebrows shot up. “I’ve seen your work. I’d say this is the main part, is it not?”
 
   He exhaled through his nose in a half laugh. “For me it isn’t.”
 
   “Rubbish.” She took her hand from his and touched him again, still hard in wait of her touch. He inhaled sharply, his shoulders rising, and again took hold of her hand. His eyes remained closed a moment as he rode the sensation back.
 
   “I can’t. I must remain celibate. It’s for the ritual.”
 
   “Not experiencing pleasure is for the ritual?”
 
   “Yes. They say if you save such acts for ritual, it makes them stronger.”
 
   “You must be mad.”
 
   He chuckled, shifting himself under the fabric of his trousers. “Perhaps. You’ll think me far madder when you know how long it has been.”
 
   She let Alisdair help her into her dress, fastening the buttons up the back as she held her long hair aside, but the idea wouldn’t leave her. “Well, you must have at some point.” 
 
   Alisdair shook his head. 
 
   “Not even by yourself?” She met his gaze and he blushed. Constance felt her chest tighten at the sight. She smiled back.
 
   “Well, how powerful you must be,” she said, chidingly.
 
   He chuckled. “You have no idea. That’s why I asked for you to remain celibate during the month as well.”
 
   Constance furrowed her brow. “What’s this, then?”
 
   “Celibacy? It’s when you don’t have carnal relations -”
 
   “No, what’s this about asking me not to work?”
 
   “Yes. It was for the ritual. Once I realized I would have you back, I -” 
 
   “Alisdair, I didn’t hear anything of the sort. And besides, a girl has to work to feed herself.”
 
   Alisdair stopped and stared at her a moment. “I paid for your room and board. Far more than that, in fact.”
 
   Constance smiled. “It did little good, then.”
 
   “Are you telling me you’ve been seeing men all this time?” His demeanor had shifted. The gentle but stern way about him was giving way to something sharper, something jagged around the edges. 
 
   Constance looked him in the eye, fearlessly. “I am.”
 
   Alisdair snatched his hat from the bed and was across the room to the bedroom door. The lock clicked audibly at his touch, and he was down the hall in five strides.
 
   “Alberta Grisholm!” He bellowed, and the sound summoned every girl in the place to the landing.
 
   “Yes, My Lord.” 
 
   Berty was huddled behind the bar downstairs, conspiring with the bartender over something or another when Lord Alisdair marched down to meet her. She scrambled to the end of the bar and curtsied again, but when Alisdair met her there, Berty seemed to shrink to half her size.
 
   “Did I or did I not pay you for Constance’s room and board?”
 
   “You did, sir. Of course.”
 
   “And did I or did I not give express instructions that she not be required to work?”
 
   “Well, I can’t rightly control the girls, m’lord. She’ll do as she pleases.”
 
   “Were you told of my wishes?”
 
   Alisdair glanced up the staircase to where Constance stood, stuck halfway down the stairs, watching the unfolding below. Constance shook her head, too shocked to speak. 
 
   Alisdair turned his attention back to Berty. “No. Not told. And did you make this woman pay for her meals this past month? Or the month previous for that matter?”
 
   “Of course no –”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   All the girls startled, then snickered as Henry Peele, the curly haired bartender, spoke on Constance’s behalf. He continued. “Every single one, sir.”
 
   Alisdair brushed the top of his hat, as though distracted, but when he spoke, his words carried such subtle ferocity as to chill her bones.
 
   “My dear Berty. You were paid one hundred pounds -”
 
   Every girl in the place gasped. Constance just stared, dumbstruck.
 
   “- to tend to this treasure of mine. That sum should have paid for room and board for years. I thought this was just a friendly visit, but I realize now, I’ve come to collect.”
 
   Berty shook her head, vehemently, backing away. “I don’t have it, m’lord. I’ve nothing to give you!”
 
   Berty’s voice was shrill with fear. Alisdair continued, just as calm. “That money was for Constance. Where is it?”
 
   “I lost it.”
 
   He took a deep breath and looked at his own reflection in the mirror behind the bar. He settled his hat atop his head as the door to the bar opened and a young woman slipped inside, tugging her shawl up around her shoulders. “Berty?”
 
   Henry Poole touched his fingers to his lips, signaling for the girl to be quiet. 
 
   “As I see it, Mrs. Grisholm, you owe me one hundred pounds -”
 
   “I’m so sorry, sir. I don’t have it!”
 
   “- and if I don’t receive my money when I return in exactly one month, I’m going to shut this hovel down.”
 
   Constance clutched the railing, taking two steps down. “No, Alisdair. You can’t do that!”
 
   He wriggled his hat atop his head until he was satisfied with his appearance. He’d taken on an almost foreboding air, but it melted when he turned to look at her. 
 
   “I can, and I intend to.”
 
   Constance rushed down the remaining steps and moved toward him, drawing close enough to speak low. “No, Alisdair. Please. These girls need this place. We need it.”
 
   “Nonsense. This place is a rat’s hole. You can make your trade -”
 
   “You don’t understand. It’s not safe out there for us! Rat hole or no, this place keeps up safe. You don’t know what it’s like. Girls don’t stand a chance. You can’t shut it down -”
 
    Suddenly Constance caught sight of her reflection; holding onto Alisdair’s lapel, her chin pressed to his shoulder in intimate exchange. She quickly straightened, remembering herself.
 
   Alisdair took a deep breath, then glanced down the bar to Henry Poole, his mop of rusty curls flopped slightly to the right this evening. Alisdair shared a nod, then turned to Berty.
 
   “I stand corrected. The Keg and Barrel is temporarily under new management.”
 
   Alisdair leaned across the bar and shook Henry’s hand. The Irishman’s face grew ruddier than Constance had ever seen it. “What, sir? Yer jokin me?”
 
   Alisdair then leaned into Berty. “Have my money by the time I return, or you lose the place permanently. Am I understood?”
 
   Berty swallowed. “Yes, m’lord. I’m sorry, m’lord.”
 
   Alisdair turned to face Constance. “Would you attend this evening?”
 
   Her eyes went wide, but she didn’t speak. The girl by the door called for Berty again, but Berty was too frazzled to greet her, slipping past the bar and into the back room. Hilda hustled down the stairs to meet the girl by the door.
 
   “You’re welcome to bring your male friend – the bodyguard fellow.”
 
   Constance swallowed, averting her eyes from Alisdair’s. “He’s not around this morning.”
 
   “No?”
 
   Constance shook her head. She was searching desperately for an answer. Could she stomach another night of the circle, knowing now what they were capable of? Could she stomach the audacity it would take to refuse a Lord in the clear throes of temper? It was one thing to refuse a driver, but it was something entirely different to say it to his Master’s face. 
 
   “I will chaperone you myself.”
 
   She paused, searching his face, seeing the beseeching eyes despite his stern expression. “Alright, then. Yes.”
 
   She battled with the word before she said it, but it came nonetheless. For a moment, she thought herself mad.
 
   “Anyone seen Sally, then?”
 
   Constance turned toward the door to find Hilda searching the faces upstairs. Alisdair offered his arm to her, but Constance watched as Hilda took the helm for the young girl hollered again. Constance frowned to this new young woman, and offered the same response all the other girls were giving from the stairs – No, no one had seen Sally.
 
   Constance took Alisdair’s waiting arm and let him lead her out to the waiting carriage. Despite their agreement, the sight of it made her stomach clench.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Constance felt Alisdair’s presence like a feather caught in the light hairs of her arm. He sat across from her in the carriage as it rocked over the cobblestone streets toward the outskirts of London. She’d made this trip now several times, yet none of them felt so tense as this. Alisdair didn’t speak, but Constance could see him out of the corner of her eye, watching her intently. She wanted to fill the silence with witty banter or some flirty exchange – the very things that made her so good at her work – but there was no wit to the words she wanted to say to this man, a man she’d seen move things with a thought, slam a door from across the room with a flick of his wrist. How could he be capable of such things? And perhaps more importantly, how had her involvement been the key?
 
   It was growing dark now, they would arrive at the estate with dusk. She wondered if she could stomach a meal in the conservatory again, waited on by maids and footmen, feasting on cheeses and wine and chocolate pastries. Her stomach was in knots, stealing glances at Alisdair’s folded hands, wondering what else they were capable of.
 
   “Do you have any questions for me, Constance?”
 
   She startled, turning to meet his dark eyes and coughed, clearing her throat.  “I think too many, if I’m being honest.”
 
   He smiled. “I would prefer you be honest.”
 
   There was a lull, Gregory bellowing something to the horses as they clomped over a bridge. 
 
   Finally, Constance shook her head. “It’s not important.”
 
   Alisdair leaned across the carriage, touching her hand. “I’ve no secrets from you. If you have a question, I will happily answer it.”
 
   She did have a question, but she felt almost embarrassed to ask it. He’d told her of the power he might attain, but not why the pursuit involved her naked and trembling at the hands of many men. She understood the power that could be shared in moments of passion, but how did that apply to this. Summoning some ancient being through moans and flitting tongues seemed rather – odd.
 
   “I beg you, dove. What it on your mind?”
 
   She crinkled her nose, her lip curling as though she smelled something strange. 
 
   “Why sex?”
 
   Alisdair laughed, smiling at her from ear to ear. “It’s a worthy question. Would you believe because that’s what it says in the book?”
 
   She set her brow. “You’re not serious.”
 
   “I am. Rite is to be performed over a willing altar in the throes of ‘completion,’ if I quote correctly.”
 
   “What sort of man wrote that load of rubbish?”
 
   Alisdair smirked. “It was a woman, actually.”
 
   Constance’s eyes went wide.
 
   “It makes sense, if you consider it. We are at our most open when we are intimate with another. It is near impossible, I think, not to bare at least part of your soul when you lay with someone. The more willing and open you are, the easier for the Gods to come through.”
 
   Constance thought of many other girls she’d known, so jaded and beaten down by their circumstances that they often admitted to shutting off when a man touched them – creatures near incapable of baring their souls. She’d been with many men over the years, most of which did very little for her in those intimate moments, but the ones that did have an impact – the ones that made her toes curl and her breath catch in her throat – they all had one thing in common; they were all rather fond of her. The more telling detail of these men, she thought, was that she was rather fond of them in return.
 
   “Will you just do it over and over until it works?”
 
   Alisdair shrugged just so. “I try different things each time. It’s been a different girl many times. Then I found you and saw that it was working, so I changed it to better serve you – better please you.”
 
   “To better please me? Is that why you fed me first last time?”
 
   “It is.” He smiled. “The better rested, the more comfortable you are, the more invested you are, the better your mood. The better your mood, hopefully, the more open you will be. It’s like a fire, you understand? The bigger the flames, the faster the egg will fry.”
 
   She laughed. “So, I am the fire in this kitchen?”
 
   He chuckled. “Oh, you most definitely are the fire, Constance. Now I’m just trying to decide the best kindling to make you burn.”
 
   “Whoa!” The carriage driver called, and the horses bustled and shook against their tethers. The carriage pulled to a stop. Constance glanced out the window to find they’d arrived, the footman she knew as Thomas rushing up to the door outside. 
 
   “Welcome back, m’lady,” he said, bowing as he held his hand out to her. She stifled a laugh at being called m’lady. It was taking some getting used to.
 
   “Thank you, Thomas.”
 
   The footman’s eyebrows shot up. The footman quickly averted his eyes from Lord Alisdair as he climbed down from the carriage behind her. It was clear Thomas appreciated being remembered, but it also looked as though such a thing wasn’t common. Thomas turned to offer Constance his arm, but Alisdair patted him on the shoulder.
 
   “I will escort her to supper myself. Thank you, Thomas.”
 
   He bowed his head and hustled off toward the house. Alisdair offered his arm and led Constance not up the stairs to the door, but instead toward the gardens, leading her like some proper lady on an afternoon stroll with her betrothed.
 
   “Tell me, Constance. What do you think of all of this?”
 
   She furrowed her brow. “What does that matter?”
 
   “It matters a great deal to me. And I am curious about your parentage.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your mother. Was she a mystic like yourself?”
 
   Constance startled at this question so thoroughly that she almost shook him off. “Like me? You are mistaken, sir. I’m a Presbyterian.”
 
   He chuckled. “Of course you are. That isn’t what I meant.”
 
   “Well then, what do you mean?”
 
   “One can be a Presbyterian and still have the mysticism. The Old Testament speaks of the wise women – witches of old that were revered by their communities for their healing abilities and their craft -”
 
   “Well, I’m not one of them!”
 
   “Perhaps you don’t know that you are.”
 
   “Excuse me, but I think I would know if I were harboring some witchcraft in my -”
 
   “Not necessarily. Many of your kind are simply born, rather than made. I myself was made, much like my father. I studied for the gifts and practices I possess. You, I speculate, were born this way.”
 
   “Bollocks.” He stifled a laugh at this, but she continued. “I wonder how many other rich young men find themselves bored and searching libraries for magical rites to involve naked women in.”
 
   “I wasn’t a rich young man, sadly.”
 
   Constance stopped, turning to search his face. He looked the part of a true gentleman, every inch of him as proper as a knight. 
 
   He smiled, slowing his pace as they reached the back corner of the house. The walled gardens stretched out in every direction, rosebushes lining the stone walls, peppered with flowers of purple, white and pink. It was pristinely kept, and beautiful, buzzing softly with contented honey bees. 
 
   “Your mother; she wasn’t a bit -?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Unique?”
 
   Images of Beatrice Fernald flooded to her mind; of her curled onto her side in dingy bedlinens, sweating and coughing away until the sheets were stained with blood. This wasn’t the woman Alisdair asked after, but it was the memory of her mother that burned deepest in her mind. She pushed these thoughts away, searching further for the prim and proper lady she had once been, her house dress always buttoned up to her chin, even when home alone. 
 
   Constance shook her head. “She was a proper lady. Church goer. There was nothing mystical about my mother.”
 
   “Your father, perhaps?”
 
   She laughed. “My father was a clerk. A damn fine one, but he’d have had nothing to do with this chanting circle nonsense. God, he used to spit at the mention of the masons.”
 
   Alisdair raised his eyebrows, appraisingly. “I see where you get your spirit. His mother then? What of her?”
 
   Constance took a moment, searching for the stories his father told of his parents. Her father had fought his entire childhood to lose his accent, the accent of his parents. George Tully had assured his children and wife that it was far easier to get and hold a job in London if the city thought you belonged.
 
   “His parents were Scottish. I know little more.”
 
   Alisdair snapped his fingers. “There you have it. I’d wager she was a white woman, like you. There’s a mystic in every croft up in the Highlands. Must have the Viking blood in you.”
 
   Constance couldn’t help but smile. “And you’re full of nonsense.”
 
   “What better way to summon the Gods, that to descend from them?”
 
   He smiled, leading her around the back of the house to the doors of the conservatory. He opened the door for her, standing aside to let her in. She took a moment, glancing out across the grounds to the expanse of green field beyond the garden. It was pristine, lined on both sides by conifer trees, planted decades ago with geometric intent. The field rolled off until it dipped down and disappeared, surrendering to a cloudy sky. All of this, she thought, Alisdair’s family made. He wasn’t born to this, he made it. She wondered how many other fortunes were built with naked ladies lying on tables.
 
   She slipped inside, instantly greeted by the familiar faces of Thomas and the several maids from the previous evenings. Their expressions seemed to go gaunt when they saw the figure stepping in behind her. It was as though their efforts quadrupled, without so much as a movement.
 
   “Will you be joining us this evening, M’Lord?”
 
   Thomas bowed before them, waiting his answer.
 
   “I will be, Thomas. If that does not inconvenience you.”
 
   Thomas shook his head vehemently, clearly unable to engage in the joke. Alisdair just patted him on the arm.
 
   “She knows, Thomas. You can end the pretense.”
 
   Thomas glanced up to Constance, then Alisdair, then his shoulders slumped. “It’d be best if I keep it up. Wouldn’t want to let it slip at the wrong time, tonight.”
 
   Constance shot Alisdair a confused look.
 
   He just smiled. “Thomas and I were schoolmates when I was growing up. He works for me, but he’s by no means my servant. None of them are.”
 
   Alisdair showed Constance to her seat, pulling out her chair so she could settle before the great spread, seemingly even more extravagant than before. The maids and footmen moved around them with the same professional urgency, but Constance watched them with new eyes. She wondered how they spoke to their ‘master’ when no one was around.
 
   Alisdair took his leave after they finished their meal. He gave a curt nod to each of the staff, smiling with warmth, despite their seeming incapacity to return it. Once he was gone, the ladies rushed forward to collect Constance and take her for her bath. As before, she let the women undress her, bathe her, and rub her skin with salt and sugar scrubs, leaving her skin glowing and smelling of honey and lavender. Constance thought to ask after this strange concoction, imagining just how popular it would be with her other regulars. 
 
   “Will you allow us to braid your hair, m’lady?”
 
   This was the tall red haired woman’s question, a girl named Heidi, as Constance discovered after much effort. The women behaved as though they were meant to be invisible, daring not to make eye contact or laugh when Constance joked with them. Instead they kept their heads down, training their eyes on Constance’s skin, hair, even her fingernails. 
 
   “Of course, do whatever you are meant to.”
 
   They glanced at one another then, expressions betraying some strange sadness beneath their professional demeanor. Heidi began the work of unpinning Constance’s hair, taking it up in thick strands to weave it down her back in a loose, but perfect braid. Finally, the ladies wrapped her in a familiar robe and led her down the hall. Constance recognized the doors, a line of gold glowing at its edge, betraying the familiar scene within. Heidi knocked at the door three times, then the girls all skittered back down the hallway, leaving Constance to wait alone. The door opened a moment later.
 
    “Constance, darling. I have a great favor to ask of you.”
 
   Alisdair appeared in the hallway at her side, startling her so thoroughly that she almost shrieked. 
 
   “What is it?” She asked, with a hint of eagerness she hadn’t intended. His smile was bright beneath his mask.
 
   “You may refuse. I would understand if you did -”
 
   With that he pulled his hand from the folds of his robes, brandishing a familiar blade for her to inspect. “I am about to begin this rite, and once I do, I will use this to draw my own blood.”
 
   “I know. I remember.”
 
   He smirked. “Of course you do. Well, I was hoping to try for something more.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He took a deep breath. “Would you be willing to share your blood, as well?”
 
   She stared at him, his dark eyes gentle even beneath the mask.
 
   “You want to cut me?”
 
   “No. No, I will let you do it yourself.”
 
   “You’re not serious.”
 
   He flattened his lips and raised his brow. “I am.”
 
   Constance swallowed. “You didn’t need it before?”
 
   “I still don’t know if I do. It is a theory, if I am being honest. From all the books I’ve read and recounts I’ve found, blood exchange amplifies all rites, especially the willing exchange of - ”
 
   She took the knife from him, glancing her fingertip against the blade. It was freshly sharpened. Dangerously so. She took a deep breath. “How much do you need?”
 
   “Oh, just a drop, love. Just a pin prick will do.”
 
   She gave a curt nod. “Fine.”
 
   With that she turned to face the door. Alisdair lunged for, planting a kiss on her cheek before ducking away just in time for her to greet Thomas, alone. He bowed to her as the robed figures approached. They took her hands and led her into the ballroom.
 
   Candles burned on every wall, every surface, glowing from chandeliers to reflections in the mirror over the great mantelpiece. The robed figures stood around the ballroom watching her as she was led through the crowd toward that same stone table. She took a deep breath, glancing at the hooded figures that stood closest to the altar. She wondered which of them was Roman, and if he would be a part of the ritual again this evening. She scolded herself. She’d had Alisdair all afternoon, but it never occurred to her to ask, to declare her preference that Roman not be involved. 
 
   The doors to the room were closed and locked, and the pomp and circumstance began.
 
   “Thank you brothers and sisters,” a voice boomed from the far end of the ballroom. She startled, turning to find the tall robed figure striding across the room toward her. She recognized it as Alisdair under the mask, and despite spending hours in his company, her stomach went a flutter. He took his place at the head of the altar.
 
   The footmen stepped forward and helped Constance out of her robe as one of the masked figures knelt before her, helping her up onto the cold stone surface. She settled there, lying down on her back, willing her heart to stop pounding in her ears.
 
   “Welcome to all, and thank you for being my circle in this holy rite. Tonight, I feel certain we will see something profound.”
 
   The figures began to speak to one another, but Constance couldn’t hear a word as Alisdair suddenly took her hand and helped her to a seated position.
 
   He gestured to Thomas who quickly delivered the chalice, already brimming with red wine. 
 
   Alisdair held the blade out to her and waited. She opened her palm before him, pointing a finger into the air. “You do it.”
 
   His brows shot up as he glanced down to her waiting hand. He licked his lips, nervously and lifted her hand to his lips. With a sudden movement, he took her fingertip in his mouth, sucked at it hard, and then bit it with enough force to make her wince, but not to break the skin. Before the sting of his bite could subside, he pressed the tip of the blade to her finger, and pushed. Blood bubbled from beneath the blade, but the pain seemed almost distant, and he quickly turned her finger over the waiting chalice, letting a drop of her blood fall into the contents. Alisdair smiled at her, helping her to lie back down onto the altar before he turned the blade to his own hand. A moment later, his blood was pooling in the chalice of wine, flitting about with hers. Thomas took the chalice aside as Alisdair held the knife high into the air and began the familiar drone of a language she did not speak, calling to the other figures to join him.
 
   The figures appeared at her ankles, pulling her legs apart as another pair appeared at her shoulders, lowering their masked faces to her skin, to kiss any inch of her that was exposed. She took a sharp inhale, letting the familiarity of the experience lull her. Yet as the masked man lowered his mouth between her legs, tasting her as he had every other time she lied on this very altar, she did not watch him. Instead, she watched Alisdair just a few feet away, chanting as he dipped his fingers into the wine and flicked its contents at the base of the altar. He was chanting over the proceedings, watching the robed men work, delegating their actions as though orchestrating every turn of her pleasure. Finally he met her gaze, and his face flushed. 
 
   Thomas soon appeared with the same object she’d come to recognize – the carved wooden phallus. Alisdair took it from the tray on which Thomas offered it and turned to one of the robed figures. The masked stranger reached for it, eagerly. 
 
   “No.”
 
   Alisdair turned to her, startled by this whispered protest. “What is it, Constance?”
 
   She shook her head. “No.”
 
   “What is wrong?”
 
   She swallowed, searching what little of his face she could see as he leaned over her, the robed men still touching her, kissing her skin, their tongues dancing against her. She gasped as the man between her legs doubled his pace, and Alisdair smiled. 
 
   “You do it.”
 
   Alisdair’s brows shot up. “What? “
 
   She gestured toward the wooden thing, fighting to keep her words from fading into some primal wail from sensation. “You want me let go - be open, yes?”
 
   “Yes. Are you not enjoying this?”
 
   She whispered these words, half afraid to speak them aloud. “I would enjoy it more if it was you.”
 
   Alisdair stared at her, his cheeks flushing. Then he brushed her hair from her forehead, his mouth falling open as he came to a decision. “It would?”
 
   She nodded, biting her lip as the man between her legs slid his fingers inside her. 
 
   “Yes!
 
    Alisdair took a deep breath and took the phallus from Thomas. Alisdair then gently pushed one of the robed figures aside, coming to stand at her hip as another man lifted her legs high over her. He stood there a moment, watching the other three men work; one teasing at her breast, flitting his tongue against her nipples as two other men lavished the same treatment between her legs. Alisdair seemed to be studying them, glancing at her each time she sighed and moaned, then back to the mouths against her skin. Suddenly, he smiled.
 
   He quickly shrugged out of his robe and lifted his tall frame up onto the altar with ease, coming to settle on his knees before her. The masked men drew away, making room for him to settle there before her. He wore a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up, black trousers and black suspenders. He looked like any average working man, save for the ornate mask on his face. She watched him move, gently pushing last man aside as he planted his knees between her legs. She held her breath; this was not what she expected. He leaned over her, lowering himself onto her as though to mount her himself. She felt the hard head of the wooden phallus pushing against her swollen sex, then as Alisdair moved over her, lowering himself into position, he pushed it inside her. She gasped, her legs jerking against the hands that held them aloft. Alisdair planted a hand beside her head, moving his hips between her legs, letting the illusion do its work. It wasn’t him inside her, yet with the heat of him over her, the smell and sight of him, every tiny sensation amplified. He moved between her legs, keeping hold of the phallus as though it were an extension of him, thrusting it inside her as he moved. Constance met his gaze, the wicked smile still playing on his face as he watched her. 
 
   “Is this what you want?”
 
   Constance grabbed at him, pulling him against her, completing the illusion as the phallus moved deeper. His smile was beautiful and mischievous as he watched her, softly chanting the words of the circle as he moved over her, playing at this thrusting with a satisfied expression. Constance let her head fall back, her body curling beneath him as she felt her sex begin to throb. These sensations were unlike those the masked strangers could offer. These were something so much stronger, pulsing through her, from her chest to her fingertips. He lowered himself more now, letting her feel his weight, begging him on as she tugged at his shirt. Finally, she reached for his face, pulling the mask away. He startled for only an instant, then as his eyes darted across her face, he doubled the ferocity of his movements, and kissed her. 
 
   Just the light flit of his tongue against hers was enough to work its magic. Constance shuddered beneath him, curling her fingers into his hair as she came beneath him, the phallus as hard and solid as stone. Alisdair continued to move, continued to taste her lips as she gasped into his mouth, shaking beneath him. He moved over, unceasing, grunting softly deep in his throat as he moved, the way she imagined he would were to take her himself. She ached to know that sensation, to feel him succumb in her arms in that way. He moved a moment longer as she collapsed beneath. Then, he pulled from the kiss, glaring down at her as he rose to his knees, leaving the phallus still inside her. He gestured for Thomas to bring the cup. 
 
   His energy was strange, agitated almost; urgent. Thomas did as he was told, moving swiftly, and Alisdair took the chalice, pulling the phallus from inside her. He glared up at her with an intensity that was almost unnerving, then lowered his face to her sex and tasted her with his tongue. Constance shuddered, crying out against the sudden sensation, startled by how different, how much more wonderful it felt when he did it, even just for a second. Her hands flew to cover her exposed sex and shield herself from him and this wild feeling. He stopped then, rising to his full height, and raising the glass over them both. He drank it deeply, his Adam’s apple bobbing with each swallow. 
 
   Constance‘s fingers remained between her legs, as though shielding herself still from further assault. She felt the wetness there, slick against her wounded finger. 
 
   Alisdair slumped down between her legs, letting the empty chalice lie across her stomach. Constance saw red still pooled within the glass. 
 
   Thomas came to the altar, taking the chalice from his hand, setting it on a tray on the nearby table. Alisdair took deep ragged breaths, his head down, his eyes still closed. Constance began to worry, watching him breathlessly, just as the rest of the circle seemed to. Finally, one of the robed figures spoke.
 
   “M’Lord?”
 
   Alisdair’s dark eyes went wide and he turned his head sharply, glaring at the robed circle just as every candle in the room went out. Their voices went shrill, screaming in the dark, confused and frightened. The room was near pitch, but Constance didn’t dare move, still feeling Alisdair’s solid shape kneeling between her legs. There was commotion, the sound of candelabras being knocked askew, incense burners skittering across the floor, leaving trails of sparks in their wake as the robed crowd scampered for the door. Constance heard one of the female voices yelling at her husband that she’d had enough, and another male voice bellowing for Roman. Someone found the door and a large blast of light fell across the ballroom floor as the figures all rushed out into the hallway, their robes flitting about them as they fled toward the front door of the house. Constance watched them go, her heart pounding in her ears, still aware of Alisdair, his body close, humming like a tightly wound guitar string. 
 
   She waited until the distant clamor faded away, then she reached for him, letting her hand graze against his thigh. He grabbed her hand in his and squeezed just as Thomas lit a match by the mantle. Thomas’ face appeared in gold and yellow light as he lit the candles of one candelabra. It was enough light to make out the shapes of her own body, the curve of the marble columns around the perimeter of the room, and Alisdair, silhouetted from behind, still kneeling over her, his loose hair hanging over his face. 
 
   Thomas moved closer, and as the light cast across Alisdair’s face, Constance could see his expression – he was smiling.
 
   Alisdair pushed his hair up and out of his face, then turned to Thomas. “That went better than I ever could have imagined.”
 
   Thomas nodded, grinning just so. “It was rather pleasant, M’Lord.”
 
   Alisdair rubbed Constance’s thigh, then hopped down from the altar. “Do get Miss Constance her robe, would you Thomas?”
 
   “Of course, M’Lord.” 
 
   “Stop calling me that, damn it. The night’s over.”
 
   “As you wish, Master.”
 
   Alisdair chuckled. “Prick.”
 
   With that Thomas offered his hand to her and Alisdair moved toward the back doors of the ballroom.  
 
   “The carriage is ready when m’lady is so inclined.”
 
   Constance turned, startled, and found a dark figure silhouetted in the far doors. Thomas lifted the robe around her shoulders just as Alisdair called from behind. “She will not be returning this evening.”
 
   Constance, Thomas, and Gregory all spoke at once. “What?”
 
   “Yes. Constance, if you would humor me, I would ask that you stay.”
 
   Constance’s heart began to race before she could form the words to respond. “I wouldn’t want to impose, M’Lo-”
 
   “Well then, it is settled. Thomas, would you please show her to her quarters. I think the White Parlor would be the best suited, don’t you? Thank you, Gregory. That will be all.”
 
   Alisdair went over to the table and began to wash his hands in a basin. Thomas hustled over to the door of the ballroom and stood aside, waiting for Constance to follow. She moved slowly, waiting by the table for Alisdair to pass. He glanced up at her as he dried his hands and winked. Then he slipped past her out the ballroom doors. Thomas followed him with his eyes a moment, and as he did, Constance reached for the chalice and dipped her finger into the red liquid that remained there that sat there. She pulled her hand back and slipped her wounded finger into her mouth. She could taste the salt of herself still on her fingers, and beneath that the sharp flavor of the wine. She sucked her finger gently and tasted the metallic tinge of blood. 
 
   Much like the bees that bustled in the garden that afternoon, her head began to buzz softly. She swallowed, pulling her finger from her lips just as Alisdair reappeared at the door.
 
   “Are you coming, Constance?”
 
    
 
   The White Parlor was as described; a White and pristine sitting room, attached to an equally luxurious bedroom. There was a fainting couch, two high backed chairs and a small table, the perfect nook for having afternoon tea. It was tucked into the back corner of the house, its windows facing out onto the beautiful garden. Thomas showed her into the room, still clad only in her robe. Then he took his leave, letting her stew in the quiet space, little more to light it than the moon shining through the windows. 
 
   Constance moved around the room, her bare feet padding across hardwood and woven rug, touching the small trinkets on the mantle or running her fingers over the fine velvet of the couch. Curiosity quickly won and Constance moved into the attached bedroom, letting her fingertips search here, the satin of the bed linens, the cold, smooth wood of the bedposts. Finally she came to a small table by the window, a pair of frames settled there, the images within turned to each other as though in silent conversation. Constance bent down to inspect the pictures. There was a man in one, a woman in the other, both wearing what looked to be their wedding day finest. Their finest didn’t compare to the room in which they were displayed. They were strangely regular, almost familiar. They could have been her own parents, they looked so demure, so plain.
 
   Plain, but happy.
 
   “My father was a shoemaker.”
 
   Constance startled, turning to meet the source of the voice. Alisdair stood in the doorway watching her, his shoulder settled against the doorjamb.
 
   “Is this him? Your father?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   Constance leaned down to look closer, finally picking up the frame to hold it in the moonlight. He seemed a shorter, stockier breed than Alisdair, but the brow betrayed their familial connection – the brow and the dark, stern eyes. “My goodness.”
 
   He smiled, nodding. “That was taken on their wedding day.”
 
   “Were they in love?”
 
   Alisdair crossed the room to her, holding the image of his mother for her to see as well. Though it was rare to see a smile in such a thing as a photograph, she did seem content.
 
   “They were, yes. Love wasn’t quite enough for my father, though.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Alisdair took the picture from her hands and set them back on the table. “He loved my mother, but he wasn’t quite content. That is why he became what he was. I told you I’ve seen magic make fortunes?”
 
   Constance nodded. He had indeed. She simply never imagined he referred to his own. “Yes?”
 
   “I knew many of the servants here when I was young. We played together. Our fathers worked together. Now they work here for me. I pay as great a wage as I can offer, which I am happy to say, is quite generous.”
 
   She thought of that hundred pounds Berty gambled away and didn’t doubt him for a moment.
 
   “My father studied texts, taught himself to read and speak Latin. Once our fortunes began to turn, others of a like-minded way appeared, many of them are rather well off. Seems to go with the territory.”
 
   Constance glanced around the room and at Alisdair, still clad in his shirt and suspenders, looking ready to work the docks as much as dictate a household. “Your father built all of this?”
 
   “Well, no. He bought all of this. Someone else built it.”
 
   “You know what I mean!”
 
   She swatted at him and he snatched her hand, squeezing it before smiling at her.
 
   “Couldn’t you share this with others? Perhaps help others turn their fortunes?”
 
   “I do try. Sadly, not everyone has the stomach for this, and often those that do, you don’t want wielding any kind of power at all.”
 
   Roman came to mind.
 
   “I’ve taken Thomas as an apprentice. He shows promise, but sadly I cannot let the rest of the circle know. They wouldn’t want a layman infiltrating their ranks.”
 
   “Like you?”
 
   He smiled. “Like me.”
 
   Constance took a deep breath. “Perhaps I should give it a try.”
 
   “Oh, you’d be a force to be reckoned with.”
 
   “You think so, but with my luck, they’d hang me as a witch.”
 
   Alisdair shook his head. “I doubt it. Very few true witches were ever caught, dear Constance.”
 
   She met his gaze in the dark, feeling the strange tension that existed between them. As she held his gaze, that familiar tension began to rise – just as it had that afternoon. Constance was alone in a bedroom with a man, well into the night hours, and Constance was wearing little more than a shawl around her naked frame. If this man wanted her, he could have her. For the first time in a very long time, it was her that wanted the man.
 
   “Would be nice not to live in a brothel anymore.”
 
   Alisdair moved toward her, leaning his shoulder into the wall beside her, his face now lit wholly by the full moon outside. “Yes, about that.”
 
   She chuckled. “About what?”
 
   “Would you agree to live here for a time?”
 
   Constance’s mouth fell open as she searched his face. His expression was serene, but cautious. “You can’t be serious.”
 
   “Oh, I am. It would benefit me greatly.”
 
   “What? To have a live-in whore?”
 
   He ignored the sentiment of her question. “You would have free reign of the grounds. Come and go as you please, of course. This would be your room, if it pleases you. And you may have your own valet if you so choose -”
 
   “What about Berty? I can’t very well just leave the Keg and Barrel and expect them to accept me back when I’m done playing house in the country.”
 
   “Constance, if you will stay with me, I assure you, you will have no need to return to the Keg and Barrel when we are done.”
 
   She stopped, watching him a moment. “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means that your financial situation will be vastly different when you leave here.”
 
   She swallowed, suddenly aware of how empty her stomach was. “What is the catch? There must be a catch.”
 
   He smiled. “There is.”
 
   He crossed the room to the mantle, plucking the top off a bottle of brandy and pouring two small glasses. He returned to her, offering the second glass. She took it.
 
   “You will have to be celibate.”
 
   She huffed into her brandy at this, almost choking. She was laughing. “You want a household whore that doesn’t -”
 
   “I want you. I want this precious creature to be content and cared for. As I said, the more content you are, the better for me.”
 
   “So what? I never get boffed again? And you’ll pay me for that?”
 
   “Outside ritual you will refrain from getting ‘boffed,’” he said, unable to still his laughter at saying the word. 
 
   “So you’re offering me all of this if I just promise not to let anyone diddle me -”
 
   “You’ve such a way with words, my dear.”
 
   “For how long? A month?”
 
   “Perhaps longer.”
 
   She stared at him, dumbfounded. “But my things? I can’t very well just up and leave it all -” 
 
   “No, of course not. You may ride into town any time to collect your effects if you so choose. Or I can send Gregory to collect them if you would prefer. My carriage is at your disposal.”
 
   Her mind was reeling. The thought of sleeping in this bed, of waking to the sounds of that garden rather than the ruckus of whores and hungover dock workers – it all seemed for too good to be true. Yet, the greatest allure of this arrangement stood just inches before her, sipping at his glass of brandy.
 
   “What if being celibate doesn’t make me content?”
 
   She reached for him then, the brandy already warm in her belly. She tugged at one of the belt loops in his trousers, pulling him closer. He closed his eyes, still sipping his brandy. He let her pull him closer before setting his glass of brandy on the windowsill.
 
   She pressed the tip of her nose to his jaw. “I wasn’t celibate tonight.”
 
   He leaned over her, his lips coming close to hers. His body hummed in her arms, like some electric thing. She pulled him against her, clutching his backside. 
 
   He didn’t protest. “No, you certainly were not.”
 
   Constance lifted herself onto her toes and kissed him. He opened his mouth, letting her taste the brandy on his lips and tongue. He took her face in his hands, kissing her as she tugged at his belt, walking him toward the bed. She let herself fall back onto it and to her utter delight, Alisdair lowered himself down onto her. 
 
   He took her mouth like some ravenous thing, his breath broken and ragged. She ran her nails down his back, feeling the smooth skin of him under his shirt. She tugged at his shirt, pulling it up from his trousers so she could feel the warmth of his skin under her fingertips. She grazed her nails across him, sure she would leave marks. He groaned into her mouth. He was moving over her, grinding her into the bed with his hips, letting her feel him move between her legs. The flimsy robe slipped aside, leaving her bare legs free to wrap around him. She gripped his belt and pulled him, pressing her hips up to meet him. This rhythm, the feel of his warmth and weight over her instantly reminded her of the ritual, of the illusion of him penetrating her, thrusting into her. She wanted to know that sensation without illusion. She wanted him completely. She moved her hand around to the front of his trousers, slipping her hand under the waistband to take hold of him beneath. He was hard and ready, pulsing in her fingers. She moaned to feel it.
 
   He jerked at the touch, almost whimpering as he suddenly pulled away, rising to his full height. He was across the room in two strides, tucking his shirt back into his trousers.
 
   “Alisdair, let me please you.”
 
   He ran his hands through his hair, groaning. “My God, Constance, don’t talk like that. It’s hard enough just being near you.”
 
   “Why won’t you let me?”
 
   He crossed to the window, snatching up his glass of brandy and slugging it down in one go. “I can’t. And if you agree to this arrangement, neither can you.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   He gestured toward her with the empty glass before rushing to the mantle for a second pour. “You may not achieve release.”
 
   “Well, if I haven’t a willing partner -”
 
   “Even by yourself.”
 
   Constance stopped and watched him. He was wound tight now, an excited ball of nerves. She ached to soothe him, feel him succumb in her arms, a shuddering satisfied mess, and then settle into the bed beside her like rain through cobblestones. 
 
   “How long has it been, Ali?”
 
   He seemed to perk at that name, shooting her a glare, then smiling as he tugged at the front of his trousers, repositioning himself. “Over a year.”
 
   Constance took a deep breath. “M’Lord, let me give this to you. I need to give this to you. A man isn’t built for this kind of denial. You’re not a monk.”
 
   “Ah, but I am. Just of a different kind of church.”
 
   They both sat there in silence a moment. He drank his second brandy down and set the glass on the table beside the pictures of his parents. 
 
   “Will you ever be able to?”
 
   He exhaled. “Hopefully, yes. After I get it right.”
 
   “Get what right?”
 
   “The ritual.”
 
   Constance slumped back onto the pillows. She could feel the strange buzzing behind her eyes, feel it trickle into the tips of her fingers. She watched him there, still thrumming with energy even in silence. “I thought it worked, tonight.”
 
   He turned to her then, shooting her a toothy grin. “It did. God, watching those uptight bastards run was one of the most satisfying moments of my life.”
 
   Constance smiled. “If it worked, then why deny yourself?”
 
   He chuckled, crossing the room to her. “Because I can already feel it fading. When I get it right, it will be permanent.”
 
   She ran her toes against his elbow and he grabbed her foot, squeezing it in his hands before kissing the tip of her big toe. “I’m close. I know I am.”
 
   “Are you hoping a month of lavishing me with food until I’m plump and keeping me frustrated will be the final straw, then?”
 
   He smiled. “I am.”
 
   “It’s torture, this. Inhumane.”
 
   He leaned over her again, pressing his lips to hers. “Believe me, Constance – I know.”
 
   She reached for him, again relishing in the feel of his smooth skin beneath his shirt, but he pulled from her touch, turning back for the door of the bedroom. “I’ll bid you goodnight then.”
 
   She sat up in bed, watching him go. “Alisdair?”
 
   He stopped in the doorway, turning to meet her gaze. “Yes, Constance.”
 
   “Will you teach me?”
 
   Alisdair smiled, and even in the dark she could see the joy on his face. “I would love to.” 
 
   They sat in silence a moment, watching each other. Finally, Alisdair turned for the parlor. “You will join me for breakfast then, yes?”
 
   Before she could answer, he slipped out of the bedroom and was gone. She watched after him, hearing the distant sound of her parlor door being shut, then his footsteps retreating down the hall. Constance sighed, settling into the mound of pillows beneath her, a mountain of brocade and silk. She stared at the open bedroom door a moment. Then with the constant burning still just under her fingertips, she lifted her hand to point at the door and flicked her fingers.
 
   She let out a startled yelp as the bedroom door swung shut.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   “I can’t make out these words, here.”
 
   Alisdair crossed the library to stand at her shoulder, glancing down at the ancient handwritten page. He ran his fingertips across the paper, running them just under a string of words, scribbled with flourish into the borders of the page.
 
   “Amor Vincit Omnia,” Alisdair said, and smiled at her.
 
   “Yes, that helps entirely. Thank you.”
 
   She’d been sitting at that table for weeks, craned over a number of seemingly ancient books, scribbling into her notebook whatever notes and details she found useful – writing wishes on bay leaves and burning them, two pence left under a full moon and carried in the pocket will attract money – all sorts of nonsense. Yet, the more intense reading was where her patience wore thin, because these sections were when Alisdair truly engaged her reading, leaning over her, letting her feel his warmth, his breath, smelling his pomade - all the senses piqued in his presence, all while forbidden to touch him – or herself for that matter. She was growing anxious for the full moon, the night when she would finally be allowed to perhaps touch this man she’d grown so fond of, and perhaps be touched by him. Given her frustrations, she felt Alisdair could excuse a bit of sarcasm.
 
   “It’s Latin. It means ‘Love Conquers All.’”
 
   Constance glared down at the page, her brows raised. She was reading the finer details of why and how a willing human altar is used in certain more powerful rites. It seemed rather strange to toss such a sentiment into the margins of such serious subject matter.
 
   “Strangely romantic, isn’t it?”
 
   Alisdair shook his head. “Not at all. Here, look.”
 
   He leaned over her, flipping two pages forward to an image Constance quickly covered with her hand. The first sketch showed a robed figure holding a blade over a naked form on the altar. The second showed the same robed figure plunging the blade into the chest of the naked figure. She gasped at the sight, surging back from the table, shocked and disheartened to see such a thing in a book Alisdair poured over so ravenously.
 
   “No, no. Constance, don’t be upset. Read what she writes.”
 
   Constance glared up at him, darting her eyes toward the pages. She swallowed, trying desperately to ignore the tightness in her chest at the sight. She found the words above the image and began to read:
 
   Images found in the Tomes of the Hellfire Circle. The Hellfire Witches taketh the life force of their altars, stealing from the unwilling. They believe this to be the most powerful method for summoning the darker of the Gods. Yet, we know these acts are an affront to all Gods. No altar should be stained with unwilling blood. Even with the darkest of deities, an altar that is willing is far more powerful.
 
   Alisdair met her gaze, checking to see that she was done reading, then turned back to the page with the doodle – Amor Vincit Omnia.
 
   “See? Even monsters are better won with honey.”
 
   Constance retraced the words on the page, feeling the smooth paper beneath her fingers. The strange buzzing beneath her skin, the tell-tale sign of the ritual’s effect had faded just as Alisdair said. She’d kept it from him, that strange power, the ability to move the world by will alone. She’d seen things move, seen wary glances in response to her, but it had faded quickly, leaving her with only the longing and memory of that thrill, humming just under her skin. “This Hellfire Circle – they killed people?”
 
   “They did, certainly. The Hellfire Club, they called themselves. From what I gather they sacrificed many things, human and animal alike.”
 
   She stared down at the pages of her book. These words, written in the gentle flourish of a woman’s hand, were written over a hundred years before she was born – written by an herbalist, midwife, and healer who would later be burned as a witch.
 
   “Did they ever succeed?”
 
   “I don’t know. I imagine not, given they are not with us to profess to their success.”
 
   Constance turned up to him. “Is that a part of it? Living forever?”
 
   “Some say yes. And much more from what I’ve read. Still, no one knows for certain what the gift will bring.”
 
   He winked at her, but she ignored the jovial gesture in reference to blood sacrifice. The subject didn’t make her feel jovial.
 
   “You’ve all put so much into these rituals and you don’t even know the outcome?”
 
   He gave a half laugh. “When you put it like that-”
 
   “What if it does something awful? What if – what if by summoning some God into your heart, you cease to be you?”
 
   Alisdair raised a brow, pensive. “This is a rather deep thought, love. I had considered that in a way – here.”
 
   With that Alisdair dragged a rather large book over for her to read, skimming through pages until he found what he was looking for. 
 
   The gifts of the Golden Rite offer great blessings to the Septon – reward from his chosen God. These gifts cannot be measured, for each to receive will gain as only they would seek.
 
   Constance stared at the words. “Bolderdash.”
 
   Alisdair laughed aloud, rubbing her arm as he did.
 
   “This is vague, poetic drivel. It means nothing.”
 
   “Ah, it means something. People like myself have been performing this rite for thousands of years.”
 
   “And we’ve still no proof that it worked.”
 
   He shrugged. “There are some that say Moses performed it, once upon a time. Charlemagne, Alexander the Great -”
 
   “- Alisdair Newington.”
 
   He smiled. “Precisely.”
 
   Constance turned her attention back to the woman’s gentle handwriting, retracing the Latin words. “If she is right and willing altars are more powerful, why would they have chosen to do such dark things?”
 
   “In the end, I suppose it depends on which deity you aim to summon, perhaps. In the case of the Hellfire Club, they sought the presence of the Devil.”
 
   Constance cringed at this thought.
 
   “- and in their minds, summoning a dark thing like that required an act of darkness. I don’t rightly know.” He sat down beside her. “Perhaps, they simply didn’t have their hands on the right book -”
 
   “M’Lord? You have a visitor, sir.”
 
   They both turned to find Thomas standing in the doorway, his head bowed. Alisdair nodded to Thomas, who quickly turned and headed back out.
 
   Alisdair stood, flipping a few pages back again. “Here, I’d like for you to take a look at this section while I attend to some business. I will return when all is sorted. Your tea will be served in the Conservatory whenever you are hungry.”
 
   With that, he rose to his feet, ran a hand over her hair, smoothing it with an affectionate caress, and disappeared down the hall, leaving her to silence and the smell of ancient books.
 
   The passages he’d directed her to gave further detail as to the nature of his practices – of the willing altar. Constance struggled with some of the handwriting, but she made it out nonetheless. 
 
   She jotted down her notes, summarizing to the best of her ability – 
 
   The altar must be willing, must openly give of themselves, otherwise the rite will not work. The altar must be in a state of joy, for best results – ecstasy will give the greatest impact. Chastity is ideal for both altar and performer outside ritual. Refrain from physical contact and release before performing rite. The longer the altar is untouched, the more powerful the energy they offer.  
 
   Jesus Alisdair, how long are you going to keep me celibate before we get this right? She thought.
 
   Transfer between altar and Septon is key – the act of blood and fluid transfer may amplify the rite. They must be wholly open to one another, and give of themselves to only one another. As in many rites, the tie between altar and Septon will either make or destroy the magic done in the circle.
 
   Constance read on, tapping her finger to another short string of words – both must give of themselves to receive.
 
   Her brow furrowed. Still, she read on, scratching careful notes whenever the urge arose.
 
   The altar’s emotional connection to the rite and its performer will empower this rite.
 
   She took a deep breath and chuckled. Well, he’d certainly done himself a favor keeping her under his own roof. 
 
   Constance had woken to the bright glow of the white parlor and the song of birds in the garden outside for almost a month now. She woke some mornings to the bells of her maids, Heidi and Theresa, and other mornings she woke to Alisdair himself, coming to invite her to join him for breakfast. They spent afternoons in the library, took walks in the garden, read together by the fire in the evenings after taking tea together. She’d learned his middle name – Alfred; his greatest fears – small enclosed spaces and large moths, though he claimed he was recovering from the latter; then of his beloved mother, who passed when he was little more than fourteen years old. 
 
   Finally, she learned of his childhood spent playing in the alleys of London with Thomas, the man she’d come to know as his footman. He wasn’t the only member of the staff that Alisdair knew as a boy, Heidi having beamed when he confessed to pulling her braids when they were young. He kept them as members of his staff in order to share his wealth. The servant’s quarters were no more meant for servants than for the Queens of Sheba, each of them settling into rooms at night as well kept and comfortable as her own White Parlor. Still, they worked with the same stern air of any other servant in any other house, a sign she realized more of loyalty than of job security. 
 
   Living in Alisdair’s estate felt like a dream; waited on by servants, curling up in silk and satin to nap, given an entire new wardrobe, fitted by dressmakers brought in from London. Still, the greatest joy it brought her was to see Alisdair’s face every day. She wanted nothing more than to sabotage these rites of his so she could keep him to herself, so that he might make her stay another month, and then another, always searching for the exact parameters to make these magical rites work. Still, at the rate she was going, he could ask anything of her and she would give it, whether she meant to or not. She hemorrhaged affection when he was near, and only slightly less when he was not. 
 
   Constance poured over the book a few more moments, unable to make sense of the words as the memories of their last rite flooded to her mind - of his weight over her, of the way he moved, the way he looked at her. The full moon was just a few days away.
 
   She was looking forward to it more than she wanted him to know.
 
   Constance shifted in her seat, pushing the green satin of her new dress up under her knees, trying to enliven her sleeping limbs. The chair wasn’t built for someone with legs as long as hers, and they were beginning to tingle uncomfortably. This and her backside had fallen asleep.
 
   Constance slumped back, taking in the piles of books now strewn across the library table – tomes of Latin studies, Arabic, French, all manner of herbal and medicinal guides. Still, the most important book lay before her, written in hand, and cherished above all others. Constance stood from the table, took the beautiful leather bound book up, and tucked it back into the bookshelf, taking a moment to stare out at the garden, still bright and beautiful even in the dreary gray afternoon.
 
   Constance slipped down the hall and passed the doors to the grand ballroom, feeling an almost helpless tinge between her legs just at the sight of the doors. She moved past the first of the kitchen doors toward the bright conservatory, casting light into the house and inviting her in. She glanced into the kitchen as she passed, smiling and waving at Heidi and Margaret, the household cook and head of the kitchen. They startled at the sight of her, moving swiftly to crumple and shove a large stretch of paper behind their backs before smiling back and offering their hellos.
 
   “Good afternoon, M’lady. Will you be dining now, then?” Margaret asked.
 
   Constance stepped into the kitchen, watching their strange demeanor as she moved closer. “I would if I might, Margaret. What do you girls have there?”
 
   “Oh, nothing, M’lady! Here, come. I’ll show you to your seat.”
 
   Constance shot Heidi a playful glare. “I know where I sit, woman. What are you hiding?”
 
   Despite Constance’s jovial tone, Heidi’s face betrayed no joy. Constance approached her quickly, reaching behind Heidi’s back before she could protest. She snatched the paper from her hands, yanking it into view. Heidi was so desperate to keep it from her, the paper ripped down the middle, leaving them both with mere pieces of a recent copy of The Star newspaper. Constance glanced down at the images on the page and felt her stomach tighten again, much like it had from the sacrificial sketches in Alisdair’s book. Constance swallowed, letting her eyes focus. 
 
   The Pinchon Street murder, it read. 
 
   On 10th Sept. ’89 the naked body, with arms, of a woman was found wrapped in some sacking under a railway arch in Pinchon St; the head and legs have not yet been found.  
 
   Constance read on to find the Police were searching local neighborhoods for any witnesses, comparing it to The Whitechapel Mystery. Constance saw those words and her stomach turned. She felt the cold terror of each passing day all those months that The Ripper graced the front page of every paper. She’d been tucked away in the perfect little world, an estate filled with laughter and warmth – and Alisdair. Yet, here she found herself staring into the memory of those long nights spent fearing that the next client would be the one to take her into an alley and slit her throat. 
 
   Her chest tightened. Damn it, Constance, you’re safe, she thought. She was safe here in Alisdair’s estate, far from the city, far from this place where bodies could be found in alleys and under railway arches. She was safe. She was going to be safe.
 
   Police are looking for any information on the whereabouts of one Sally Hart, and one Constance Tully, both residents of Spitalfields in Whitechapel. If anyone has any information – 
 
   Her mind flitted across the memory of the young woman who came to the Keg and Barrel asking after Sally, but these other words drew all of her attention. Constance stared at her name, letting each letter bleed into the white of the paper until her sight became too blurry to comprehend it. They thought she was missing. The Star Newspaper had reported her missing.
 
   My god, she thought. They think it could be me.
 
   “I don’t know about you, but I am ravenous.”
 
   Alisdair appeared in the hallway, facing the conservatory as though searching for her. When he finally turned and met her gaze, his face fell and he rushed into the warmth of the kitchen, taking her by the shoulders to search her face. “Constance, are you unwell? Come sit.”
 
   She shook her head. “I have to go home.”
 
   “What? I thought you were happy here.”
 
   His voice had risen in tone, a hint of worry tipping it to higher octaves. 
 
   She frowned, her brow furrowed. God, she was happy here.
 
   “They think I’m missing. They think I’m -”
 
   She stopped, unable to breathe. These stories filtered through Whitechapel, girls she’d never met, girls she’d seen in passing who worked from their community houses, or from the alleys. When she heard about Rose Mylett, a woman they’d found dead in a yard, strangled to death by her own collar, Constance had said a prayer for the woman. She’d met her more than once, but not known her well. The girls taken by the Ripper had lived down on Dorset or Flower and Dean Street. She didn’t frequent such places and didn’t know them. She didn’t know any missing girls to grieve over when the papers spoke of The Whitechapel Mystery – the headline used to describe the murder of an unknown woman, her torso found in the foundation of the new Scotland Yard building a year before. Constance had been lucky, she wasn’t a Rose Mylett or an Alice McKenzie. She’d been taken in by the Grisholms, if forcibly made to work in the sex trade by your landlord could be equated as taken in. Still, she’d been kept off the streets, and never beaten by pimps or gangs. She’d been blessed with safety, the Keg and Barrel untouched – until now.
 
   Dear God, they think I might be dead.
 
   “Constance, love. Look at me. Get her a drink of water, will you Margaret?”
 
   The larger woman hustled across the kitchen as Alisdair led her out of the room and down into the cool air of the conservatory. She was feeling lightheaded, startlingly so, sitting into the offered chair just before her legs went out from under her. Margaret appeared at her side with a glass of cool water as Heidi set a plate of fruit and cheese on the table at her side. When Alisdair glanced at the maid, Heidi nearly chirped at him. She was worried.
 
   “Maybe she needs to eat something!” 
 
   Heidi knelt by her chair and began fanning her, causing the tiny wisps of hair Constance kept loose at her ears to tickle across her neck. Constance sat there, swaying just so, the newspaper still clutched tight in her hand. With a gentle coaxing, she opened her cramped fingers, letting Alisdair take the paper from her. He read it in silence, his expression growing more grim with each passing second. 
 
   “Well, we’ll send word right away, won’t we?”
 
   “No, I can’t. I have to go. They can’t just hear it, I have to go home.”
 
   Alisdair shook his head. “Are you not happy here? Have I done something, Constance, to displease you?”
 
   He knelt before her, his own concern now overshadowing Heidi’s as he took her hand in his and squeezed. 
 
   Constance inspected every tiny detail of his face, growing fonder of each one as she did. “No. Not at all. I still have to go.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   She took a deep breath. “Because there are girls there that think you’re responsible for the missing girls. If I don’t go, I worry they may lead the Police to you.”
 
   Alisdair stared at her, his dark brows drawing together. “Then let them come. I can produce you, alive and well. They will see I am no murderer. Certainly no ‘Torso Killer,’ surely.” He gestured with the crumpled piece of The Star before twisting it in his fist and tossing it onto the floor. 
 
   Constance reached for him. “I have friends there, Ali. They need to know – need to see that I’m alright. Tell me you understand.”
 
   Heidi darted her eyes toward Constance at the word Ali, then quickly averted them toward the table. Alisdair only slumped back onto his knees and exhaled through pursed lips.
 
   “Will you come back?”
 
   Constance nodded, urgently. “Of course I will. I will be back in time. I promise you.”
 
   He stared at her, lips parted as though he meant to say something, but he didn’t speak. They sat there together in silence a moment, Heidi still fanning Constance as though doing so would hide the eavesdropping nature of her presence. Constance didn’t mind the curiosity.
 
   “Gregory is off for a time this week. I’ll get Thomas. He will drive you into the city.”
 
   With that, Alisdair rose to his feet and slipped out of the room, his gait strangely slow for his usual regal air. He moved like a dejected child, stubbornly protesting his bedtime. 
 
   Constance turned to Heidi, smiling. “I think I might like some of that cheese now.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   “Constance!”
 
   The voice was shrill, betraying worry and relief, and no small amount of disbelief as Octavia and half a dozen other girls rushed the front doors of the Keg and Barrel. It was early evening and the tavern was beginning to fill up with customers and clients, but all girls abandoned their patrons to show their solidarity for their returned sister. Constance accepted their open arms, letting them squeeze her and take her by the face so they might get a better look at her. Each girl was disheveled, in various stages of undress, and not one of them made comment on her own appearance, buttoned to her chin in a forest green satin gown, tailored to her exact measurements by some of the finest dressmakers in London.
 
   “My girlie, we fought you was the girl that they’s found under the bridge. We fought it was you!”
 
   Constance shook her head as the other girls chimed in their agreements. “I’m alright. I’m safe.”
 
   “Where in the bloody hell ya been, then?”
 
   The girls all turned to meet the source of the booming voice, feigning rage and indignation at Constance’s sudden resurrection. Yet, when Constance turned to meet Berty’s gaze, her face warmed and she opened her arms, wrapping Constance in a heavy hug. 
 
   The turbulence of her return died down, many of the girls returning to their tables and the laps of various gentlemen. Berty dragged Constance over toward the bar with Octavia in tow.
 
   “Will you be staying, then?”
 
   Constance shook her head. “Not yet. I’m due to return this evening.”
 
   Berty pursed her lips. “I see.” 
 
   With that, she slipped back behind the bar, leaning her tits onto it to take a mustached man’s drink order.
 
   She sat with Octavia, keeping the girl from several potential clients as the two of them caught up. Octavia kept touching Constance’s knee as they spoke, squeezing and smacking it for emphasis. Constance smiled at her friend, her olive complexion brighter when she smiled.
 
   “Oi, Connie, love. Got a fella here’d like ta speak wit ye.”
 
   It was getting dark out by now and Constance turned to find Henry standing before her, the former bartender now looking the part of a proper businessman with his curly red hair slicked back with pomade. Next to him was a short gentleman in black long coat, vest, and derby hat, his own mustache waxed and curled perfectly.
 
   The man quickly introduced himself to Octavia. “Detective Kevin Jenkins.”
 
   “Detective!” She exclaimed, recognizing the fellow from the previous month. He gave a pleasant nod, tipping his hat. He seemed pleased to be remembered. “Evenin Mum. Had us a bit worried there for a spell.”
 
   She’d seen a constable in at this hour before, and though detectives did come from time to time, that was to sample the Keg and Barrel’s various delicacies, and they never declared themselves. She bowed her head just so. “I’m sorry. I should’ve realized, otherwise I’d have sent word of where I was.”
 
   “Naturally. And where exactly was that, Ms. -?”
 
   “Tully.”
 
   “Ah, yes. Of course. Constance Tully.”
 
   She stared into his dark eyes a moment, a strange, joyless smile etched on his worn face. His demeanor seemed greatly changed since the last time she encountered him. He gave her an eyebrow wiggle.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Your whereabouts, miss.”
 
   “Oh, of course.”
 
   She stopped, pressing her hands into the skirts of her satin dress. When she opened her mouth, she let her mind run as wild as it wished. “I was staying with family, sir.”
 
   “Family? Is that so? Whereabouts?”
 
   Whereabouts again. Damn it, whereabouts indeed. Think Constance, think!
 
   “They’re down in the Cotswolds.”
 
   “Goodness. Bit of a trek, that.”
 
   “It is, sir.”
 
   “And what brought you down there, then?”
 
   Constance swallowed, catching Octavia’s eye over the man’s shoulder. She was glaring at her, confused. 
 
   She turned her eyes away, boring a hole into the man’s collar as she searched for an answer. “Had a bit of a bad run with a client. What with the bit of news you brought with you last you were here, I wasn’t feeling safe in the city. Needed to get out of town. Clear my head.”
 
   He nodded. Clearly, the detective remembered their conversation about the recent murder of Alice McKenzie, and his inability to assure her that the Ripper wasn’t back for another round. With a torso now found in Pinchon Street, she was sure he wouldn’t blame her for her caution.
 
   “I see. Did the client look anything like this, would you say?”
 
   With that the detective produced a small folded piece of paper, unfolding it before her as she watched. The sketched face from within the folds suddenly glared out at her and she set her jaw to still any betrayal of expression. She swallowed, staring down into the familiar and stern gaze of Lord Alisdair Alfred Newington.
 
   She shook her head with slow deliberation, trying hard to feign confusion. “No sir. Not at all.”
 
   “No? You’re sure.”
 
   She met his eyes, but only for an instant. “I am, sir. Very sure. Why? Who’s that?”
 
   He nodded, folding the piece of paper and tucking it back into his pocket. “Some witnesses describe him as Sally Hart’s last known client. Now, what about Sally Hart? Have you seen her, then?”
 
   “Not since she left the Keg.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   Detective Kevin Jenkins took a pocket watch from his vest pocket and checked it before glancing around the room with idle interest. “Tell me, when was the last time you saw Roger Tims?”
 
   Her eyebrows shot up. “Why? Hasn’t he been around?”
 
   Octavia shook her head from over the man’s shoulder.
 
   “From what I gather, no.”
 
   “God. I haven’t seen him since I last spoke with you, sir. You remember that, sir? He hasn’t come back?”
 
   “I do. I do. Still, haven’t been able to find the lad, no. Well, if you do hear from the man, you will contact me, won’t you?”
 
   “Of course. You don’t think he has something to do with any of this, do you?”
 
   He turned, tugging the hem of his coat closed around him. He spoke over his shoulder. “He is a person of interest at this point, nothing more. Mr. Poole! Will you allow me to question a few more of your girls?”
 
   Berty visibly stifled at this behind the bar, but did not say a word. Constance fought to keep her hands still at her sides. She was shaking.
 
   “Constance! Why didn’t you tell him?”
 
   Octavia was at her shoulder, hissing into her ear.
 
   “I had nothing to tell him.”
 
   “You recognized that face as well as I did.”
 
   Constance turned on her friend, grabbing her by the wrist and pulling her to the small hallway behind the bar. The small space smelled dank and musty, the stench of kegs in the basement mixing with a hint of some hidden vermin rotting under the floorboards.
 
    “I didn’t tell him a damn thing, and neither should you!”
 
   “Oh, I already did! What were ye thinkin? They’re lookin for Roger now, you know that? Think he’s the Torso Killer or the Ripper or wha’ever because bof you and Sally disappeared.”
 
   “But I didn’t disappear!”
 
   “No, but Sally sure’as and she was last seen with your lad!” 
 
   “That isn’t possible.”
 
   “Oh it is! Connie, see reason damn it!”
 
   Constance looked down at the floorboards, as though she might find some epiphany in the cracks and crevices there. “Alisdair is no murderer.”
 
   “How do you know that?! You don’t know ‘im, Connie. He could be anybody and you wouldn’t know anyfing -”
 
   “Miss Constance. Are you ready to return?”
 
   Constance startled, turning to find Thomas waiting by the bar, his coat buttoned to his chin, his hat tucked under his arm. Constance stared at him, licking her lips as various faces about the room turned their attention to the footman. He was as out of place there as royalty. She searched for words, ready to flee the familiar smells of men, of beer and sweat and sex. She walked toward him, touching her hand to his offered arm. A figure rose from his seat in the corner, turning to give special attention to her conversation. It was Detective Jenkins, and she watched him out of the corner of her eye as she took two sharp breaths.
 
   “No Thomas. I won’t be returning with you.”
 
   He stared at her a moment, confused. “But Mum -”
 
   “I will write a note to my cousin, if you would deliver it for me?”
 
   Thomas met her eyes for a rare moment, then returned them to the ground. “Of course, Mum.”
 
   Constance searched behind the bar, finding a small scratch book and pencil. She scribbled her note, penning it in jovial tones.
 
    
 
   Dearest Cousin,
 
   I am saddened to say that I will not be able to return at present. Though it is with a heavy heart that I write this note, please trust that my reasons are pure. 
 
   Amor Vincit Omnia.
 
   Constance
 
    
 
   Constance tucked the note into Thomas’ front pocket and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. Despite the confused look on his face, Thomas followed her lead, turned for the tavern door, and disappeared out into the cool, autumn air.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   “Girl, if you’re not gonna work, ye can’t stay here!”
 
   Berty was fuming, her hair disheveled and a bit wild about her head. Constance sat in the small armchair by her bedroom window and played with the laces of her robe. She was in no mood for Berty’s scolding.
 
   “As I recall, a certain mutual acquaintance paid you for my room and board for somewhere around two years, no?”
 
   Berty stopped dead, closing her eyes. 
 
   “I will remain in this room, and I will feast as I please. I bear you no unkindness, Berty, but unlike the first time you and Mr. Grisholm tried to force me to take a man to my bed as rent, this time I’m a grown woman, and I refuse you.”
 
   “You’ve got regulars, woman. They’ve been looking for you for a month! You’re just gonna leave em waitin?”
 
   “There are plenty other girls that can take ‘em.”
 
   “Damn it, you know full well that’s not how these lads work.”
 
   Constance leaned over the table, testing the temperature of her tea. It was mid-afternoon, and despite her best efforts to ignore the calendar, tonight was the full moon, and she was feeling surly for it. Both Thomas and Gregory had returned to the Keg and Barrel to retrieve her on previous days, both receiving the same cordial refusal, along with a warning that Alisdair not come himself. Despite her wary nature, she was able to convey herself to both gentlemen, Detective Jenkins having not returned since her first night back. She’d missed the cool linens of the White parlor, the song of the birds in the garden. Still, she couldn’t risk causing suspicion amongst the local Police. If they were hunting a murderer, she didn’t want to give them any reason to turn their eyes toward Alisdair. 
 
   Stay away, she’d said. Stay away and stay safe.
 
   “I’m sorry, Berty. I am not currently seeing clients. It’s as simple as that.”
 
   “Ye can’t just take up space here, girl. The other girls won’t like it.”
 
   “No, I’m sure they won’t, but that isn’t my problem, now is it?”
 
   “Fer fuck’s sake,” Berty hollered and marched out of the room. There was a bit of snickering down the hall, which drew further bellows as Berty made her way down to the bar. Constance sat sipping at her tea, willing herself distracted.
 
   Three o’clock. If she left with the footman now she would arrive before five in the evening. Yet, she’d warned the footmen to stay away. She would spend her first full moon in several months alone.
 
   “Connie?”
 
   Constance looked up to see Charlotte, her wild red hair pinned up as she stared from the doorway with crystal blue eyes. She hovered there like a child addressing an evil stepmother. It made her both sad and pleased, strangely. She wondered how frightening she would seem if she could still slam doors with a thought and a flick of her wrist.
 
   “Yes? What do you need, love?”
 
   “Octavia was askin for ye? Says she needs help getting a couple kegs from the basement.”
 
   Constance raised an eyebrow. “And she needs me?”
 
   “Aye. Says Mr. Poole is out for the night, and with Roger gone and Berty fumin -”
 
   “She’s sending poor Octavia down to get the kegs, now? Christ. The girl is tiny!”
 
   Constance stood up from her tea and sauntered down the hall to the stairs. The downstairs wasn’t overly crowded, but the early regulars were trickling in for drinks and company. Octavia was nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Well, where is the fool girl?”
 
   Charlotte pointed to the hallway behind the bar. “She’s already down there. She needs help bringin them up.”
 
   “Of course she does,” Constance mumbled to herself as she marched down the stairs, shooting Berty a dirty look as she passed.  The air in the hallway was heavy, ceiling so low in some parts that she had to duck below beams to get through. She passed Roger’s old room, glancing in to see his coat still slung over the back of his chair. The bastard had clearly left it without much of a thought. 
 
   “Tavi?” Constance hollered down the stone steps, the sound falling short in the dank space. The stench of fermenting beer and long soaked dirt and stone floors lay dormant and dank, the stagnant air so thick it felt like moving through water. The beer mingled with the lingering sting of rot, the unfortunate creature that clearly died in the walls rather than taking his poisoned food back to his den. She waited for Octavia to respond, less than thrilled to be going down into the cellar, even in mid-afternoon.
 
   “Down here!”
 
   Constance sighed and made her way down the stairs, the first few steps near black in the cramped space. She reached the lower landing, its walls lit only by the yellow glow of a few candles along the wall at the far end of the cellar. The cellar was partitioned by tall wooden shelves, open on all sides and filled with kegs, all resting on their sides, fermenting away in the dank space. Some had leaked, some had outright exploded in the past, leaving the stink of old beer to saturate every surface. She made her way down one of the aisles between the high shelves finding an old table and several chairs, signs of the very card game that likely robbed Berty of Constance’s wages. 
 
   “Tavi, where are you? I don’t want to be down here, let’s get it upstairs and done with.”
 
   Constance moved around the table, taking up a candle from one of the sconces and heading deeper into the basement. There were tales of these cellars that she’d heard over the years – tales of tunnels that led to the Thames, where drunk men could be snatched from brothels at night, dragged through the underground, only to wake up at sea, forced into serving as a sailor on one of Her Majesty’s ships. Constance held the candle out in front of her, waiting for Octavia to make her presence known. Constance turned into one of the smaller side rooms and felt the air shift like a punch in the face. She held the back of her hand to her nose, coughing at the sudden inhale of rot. Whatever vermin died in here, it died in legion. She pointed the candle into the darkness and found an empty room with dirty stone floors, a small crawl space door in the corner. It was open just a crack, a small collection of strange purple shapes peeking from within, like thick little sausages, just visible in the candlelight. She took a step into the room, the stench growing to near overwhelming. Constance felt her stomach turn, as much from the stench as from a sudden overwhelming sense of foreboding. The air was wrong. The place was wrong, heavy with some strange ill she couldn’t quite speak. She moved toward the tiny door, steeling herself against the knots in her belly. She let the candlelight dance across the thick, purple and gray shapes, reaching for the door as she recognized what they were.
 
   They were fingers.
 
   Constance tugged the small door open and lunged back, knowing well what she would find, and still screaming at the sight.
 
   Roger’s rotting corpse was crammed into the tiny crawl space, his face gaunt now from well over a month of rot. 
 
   “Octavia! Tavi!!”
 
   Constance couldn’t fight the bile rising in her throat, turning for the darkest corner of the small room to be sick. She tasted her tea, the sugar and milk, the sour tinge of her belly, and beneath all of that, the sickly sweetness of rot. She heaved again, but nothing came as she moved swiftly out into the main cellar.
 
   “Berty!” She screamed, hustling through the cellar, the taste of vomit and rot in her mouth. “Berty! Octavia!”
 
   “I’d ask you to stop screaming, if you would.”
 
   Constance dropped the candle onto the floor, throwing herself into the stone wall as though she might hide from the sound of the man’s voice. She turned in the dark to see a figure framed between the rows of shelves, his bowler hat still on his head.
 
   “Tavi,” Constance whispered as Gregory stepped out of the shadows, holding a trembling Octavia against his chest, a six inch knife pressed mercilessly to her throat. She was sobbing as silently as she could, each quiver of her throat only digging the blade into her skin further.
 
   “I’m sorry, Connie. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Shh,” he whispered into her ear, his tone like that of a lover.
 
   Constance stifled a cry to see his familiar face. “What are you doing?”
 
   Gregory smiled, and it was the first time she’d ever seen it. She understood why he refrained before now. A smile on this man’s face betrayed every ounce of madness a man could possess. 
 
   “I want you to come with me.”
 
   Constance held her hands out before her, as though she could hold this revelation at bay, keep Octavia safe. “Will you let her go?” 
 
   He smirked. “Probably not. Though, I suppose I can always come back another time, can’t I?”
 
   Octavia let out a sob and a new stream of crimson ran down the front of her throat.
 
   “See, I can’t let her live. She’s seen my face, hasn’t she, love? Seen it many times.”
 
   Octavia was beginning to cry freely as Gregory moved her closer to Constance. 
 
   “And she tried to warn you, didn’t she? Such a good girl. Tried to tell you, but you wouldn’t listen. Stupid whore. Too in love with money to see what was right in front of you.”
 
   His tone was sickeningly calm, almost tender. Constance felt she’d be sick again each time she heard it. 
 
   “She’ll not tell a soul. Won’t you, Tavi?”
 
   Octavia could only cry now. Gregory chuckled, the rhythm and movement of it drawing new streams of blood. 
 
   Constance’s mind was muddled with shock and denial. This scene couldn’t be happening. People don’t commit harm like this to others, not normal people. Gregory was normal. Gregory she knew. Yet, here he was slowly slitting her best friend’s throat. 
 
   Constance inhaled sharply, tears stinging her eyes as a revelation struck her. “You’re the Ripper.”
 
   He smiled again, but made a tsking sound as he shook his head. “Please. Kelly is long gone. Moved on to America, if I recall. Man had a bit too much zeal for the job at the end there. Better off gone, if you ask me.” Gregory looked down at Octavia tear soaked face. “See, his problem was, he didn’t know when to pull in on the reins a bit ; take his time. I do. I think you girls should be far more afraid of me.”
 
   “Run,” Octavia whispered only to be rewarded with a rocking of the blade against her throat.
 
   “Shush now, child. I’m in a good mood. Change that and I will make it hurt.”
 
   Constance stifled a sob, stepping toward him in desperation. He didn’t flinch.
 
   “Please, I’ll go with you. I’ll do whatever you like.”
 
   “I know you will.”
 
   “Just let her be? Please!”
 
   Gregory turned his nose into her dark hair and inhaled.  “She is a sweet thing, isn’t she?”
 
   Constance glanced toward the stairs just a few yards away. She could make a run for it, scream into the tavern for someone to come and help. The muscles in her thighs tightened, readying herself to run.
 
   “Ah, ah, ah. I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”
 
   She stopped dead, turning to meet the madman’s gaze, her hackle’s rising. “There are men twice your size up there. You’re trapped. There’s nowhere for you to go.”
 
   “You’re right. I am trapped here, but let me just share with you how the events of this evening will unfold, if I don’t return you to your dear Alisdair, shall I?”
 
   The confidence of his tone startled her. She swallowed, unable to speak. 
 
   “You run for the stairs, call several large, chivalrous men down to subdue me, take me to jail, kill me, whatever their mood. I perish and all is well, yes? Yet, what you fail to realize is that later tonight, the ritual will occur with or without you and I, dear Constance. Your beloved Alisdair will perform his rite with some other girl, another ‘willing’ altar, and as usual, it will fail. And when it does, his dear circle will do as they have been planning for a year, now. They will take that backed up, chaste little cunt, splay him out on that altar of his and bleed him dry. And there will be no one there to stop them.”
 
   These words hit her like a mallet, and Constance fell back into the keg shelves, uttering the only word that would come. “No.”
 
   The shelf shifted from the force of her fall, causing the top heavy structure to rock, shift, and clamor like the slamming of an open door to hell as it toppled to the ground, spraying beer and splintered wood in every direction. In the chaos of that moment, Octavia loosed herself from his hold, sending the knife skittering across the stone floor as she rushed to Constance, helping her to her feet. Octavia tugged at her sleeve, begging her to move, but both Constance and the madman remained still, watching each other.
 
   There was a muffled commotion upstairs. They’d heard the noise.
 
   Octavia yanked at her sleeve, ripping it. “Come on, Constance!”
 
   “You’re telling me this.”
 
   It wasn’t a question. She knew well why, but shock seemed to be setting in.
 
   Gregory smiled. “Because I’m giving you a choice.”
 
   Octavia turned for the stairs, stopping halfway up as she met an approaching figure. 
 
   Berty appeared in the cellar, swearing and roaring as she caught sight of the mess, an inch deep puddle of beer flowing across the ancient stone floor like some biblical flood. Then she took a closer look at Octavia, pointing one hand at Gregory as she pressed her other hand to her wounded throat. Octavia moved toward the stairs, blocked by Berty’s massive size. The bigger woman bent down to the stained knife now muddy from the deluge of beer.
 
   Constance stood to her full height, glaring at Gregory. Berty now held his only weapon, and there were witnesses, yet Gregory didn’t so much as twitch. He stood just feet from her, smirking.
 
   “What are my choices?”
 
   “I’m glad you asked.” He grinned, tugging off his black gloves and tossing them into the froth of beer at his feet. “Come with me willingly and behave, and I will make sure you and your beloved Alisdair die quickly. Peacefully, if you will.”
 
   “And if I don’t? We could go to the police. Get them to Alisdair in time.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “We?”
 
   With that he nodded to Berty and she frowned. “I’m sorry, loves.”
 
   Constance watched as Berty plunged the long blade into Octavia’s belly, pushing her back into the cellar wall to stab her again. Constance recoiled in horror, screaming at the woman, cursing her very name as gentle Octavia slunk down against the wall, and stared into the dark cellar without seeing.
 
   Constance curled into herself sobbing, falling against the wall, her robe soaking up the beer beneath her. “I swear to you, you will pay for this. You will fucking pay for it all!”
 
   Berty frowned again, her eyes wet with tears as she watched from the stairs. “Just do as he says, Connie. He’ll hurt you if you don’t.”
 
   Gregory took hold of Constance’s arm and lifted her to her feet. He pulled her close, standing several inches shorter than her, but tilting his head up to be close. “Come to the carriage like a good girl, smile for the crowd, and pretend you’re selling yourself like a good whore, and I promise you – I swear on my honor that you and Alisdair will not suffer. But if you so much as make a sound, give Alisdair or anyone even a signal that something is amiss, I will take my time with you both. Leave pieces of you from here to Cornwall. But before I do that, I’ll carve your beloved Alisdair up while you watch, and I will feed him to you.”
 
   Constance couldn’t swallow, her throat was so tight with grief. Yet she set her jaw and met his gaze.
 
   He released his hold and moved for the stairs. “Are you coming, dear Constance?”
 
   Constance took a shuddering breath and walked toward the stairs. He wrapped a hand tight around her arm. She reached for Octavia, rumpled there on the floor, touching her dark hair as she passed, fighting the lump in her throat that begged for her screams, for wails of grief to be loosed and never cease. Yet she couldn’t weep. She must show a steely gaze, and meet the world unaffected. She let Gregory lead her toward the stairs, Berty stepping aside to let them pass like a spectator to a hanging. As Constance reached the stairs, she stopped, and turned to Berty.
 
   Berty opened her mouth to speak, but before words could come, Constance spit in her face.
 
   Gregory led her up the stairs into the tavern, chuckling softly to himself.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The small crowd gathered in the Keg and Barrel couldn’t help but stare as Constance was led through the bar to the waiting carriage. She didn’t have the chance to change, walking out into the streets of Whitechapel in a robe, soaked to the knees in beer. She was a spectacle even for Spitalfields. She glanced up from the carriage door just long enough to see a familiar face seated on the driver’s bench – Thomas. He met her gaze and his eyebrows shot up in silent query, but Constance steeled herself against the instinct to ask for help. His face spoke of innocence and honest concern. She forced a smile and climbed into the carriage. 
 
   Her stomach tightened all the way up to her throat when Gregory climbed in behind her.
 
   The sound of Thomas’ calls to the horses were muffled now from inside the dark carriage. The small space quickly filled with the thick stench of beer, the silk fabric of her skirts clinging to her calves and knees, irritating the skin beneath. She did not touch them, even for the temporary comfort it might offer. There was little comfort to be found here.
 
   Gregory took a deep breath, slumping into his seat across from her, removing his bowler hat and setting it on the seat beside him. He patted it once or twice, dusting off some imaginary thing before settling into the corner of the carriage and crossing his arms over his chest.
 
   “Are you afraid?”
 
   Constance stared at him, holding her breath. He asked this question with a strange, innocent curiosity, and it almost frightened her more than his threats. “I am.”
 
   Gregory smiled to himself. “May I tell you a story?”
 
   “Can I stop you?”
 
   “You certainly can. I’m not going to trouble a dying woman with my drivel if she’d rather contemplation, just thought it might be nice to fill the silence with some conversation.”
 
   He was madness incarnate, Constance now knew. He spoke with the comfort of a man on the train, chatty after a long day of travel. She licked her lips, feeling their newly chapped texture.
 
   “You’re smarter than your profession would suggest, aren’t you?”
 
   Constance did not meet his gaze, but kept her eyes trained on the dark window, the black screen pulled shut for privacy.
 
   “I’ve met many women of your profession. None of them worth the air they breathed, but you – I wonder about you.”
 
   She swallowed. Despite this quiet weight of knowledge - of incoming doom - Constance was surprisingly calm. “Should I be flattered?”
 
   “Honestly, yes. Though I’m sure you care little for what I think.”
 
   “You’d be correct.”
 
   He shifted, settling himself as though for some banter with an old friend. “I remember the first girl they had me do. Young thing, bit quiet on the ride. They said get rid of her quietly, not like Kelly.”
 
   There was that name again; Kelly. He spoke of the man he knew as the Ripper as though they’d played Cricket together in school. It turned her blood cold to hear it.
 
   “So I took her down by the Thames. Tide was high, and she was thinking I was lookin for a little extra fun before I dropped her back at home. I brought her down the water, pointed across the way, and when she was looking for whatever fool thing I told her I saw, I put the barrel of a pistol to the back of her head and pulled the trigger. Quick like. She toppled into the water. Probably in some fish’s belly in the middle of the Atlantic by now.”
 
   Constance shifted in her seat, turning further from him, wishing she could remove the sight of him from the corner of her eye.
 
   “Did it that way a couple’a times. See, you girls – you’re all so keen to get the coin, you don’t think. None of you bloody well think. Stupid whores. They all came down the water with me and they all went lookin for whatever I pointed at, like a damn dog after you pretend to throw a ball. But that third one – God, I’ll never forget her.”
 
   He wriggled in his seat, smiling and tapping his feet like a child at Christmas. 
 
   “She was special to me. She was a bit taller, Irish girl, red haired – had some Gaelic name or another. Should’ve known an Irishwoman would be trouble.”
 
   Constance closed her eyes and swallowed – Saoirse. The girl Octavia told her about. The one with a small child.
 
   “I did everything right, everything the same. She glanced off to the opposite side of the river, I put the gun to the back of her head, and the bloody thing jammed. She took off, running and screaming, makin such a racket.”
 
   Constance shook her head, as though the act might shake free the images in her mind, but he continued.
 
   “I chased her up the bank – massive, brawler of a girl – and I caught her. She fought me with everything she had, but I got my hands ‘round her throat. Did her with ma bare hands.”
 
   He stopped a moment, staring up at the roof of the carriage as though reliving some fond memory. 
 
   “There’s something magical that happens when a woman’s eyes go still – when they’re glaring into you, pouring every last ounce of will into yours as they fight. You can see the moment they realize they’re dying, that instant when the life accepts its end, and they go still. That moment is something truly powerful. I knew then how foolish I’d been, killing these girls without being able to see their eyes.”
 
   “You’re a monster.”
 
   “Oh, you have no idea.”
 
   He chuckled to himself, crossing his ankle over his knee as he ruffled the gray hair at the nape of his neck. “Before that, I was just doing a job – tying up loose ends for my employers, getting rid of these girls so they wouldn’t tell anyone what they’d seen and done. I understood. I didn’t like it, but I understood. Would be a terrible scandal for any noble family to be cavorting with whores, let alone witchcraft?”
 
   “Alisdair wouldn’t ask you to do that. He’s a good man.”
 
   Gregory laughed, outright. “Well of course he wouldn’t. He’s not my employer though, now is he?”
 
   Constance met Gregory’s gaze for the first time. He was smiling, nodding. “I work for the circle. For names that will not be spoken. Names older than the city of London itself. I wouldn’t work for some cobbler’s son for any amount of money.”
 
   There was a lull in Gregory’s rant. Constance relished the reprieve, hoping he was done. He wasn’t.
 
   “I understood when they started bleeding the girls. There truly is power in that moment, when the light leaves their eyes. You can take it from them, make them look at you as they die. In that moment of release and relief, when they stop feeling the pain and the fear and simply accept death? That is the true life force; that is where the power lies.”
 
   “It should be given willingly -”
 
   “Ha! What, through sex or something? Through some willing altar? Alisdair is a god damned fool, reading some old bat’s mad hundred year old scribblings. Of course she says it must be given freely, she was a woman. Weak! All of you are weak.”
 
   Constance breathed deeply through her nose, pursing her lips, willing him silent.
 
   “You can’t give that kind of power willingly. It must be taken. Torn from them, screaming. That’s where the power lies. That is how you harness it. That is how you summon a God.”
 
   “You’re wrong.”
 
   He tilted his head from side to side. “You know, I helped carve one of the girls up, myself. She was still alive when I did it. Cut off her arm, bandaged her up good, afterward. They wanted her living and breathing - suffering. The greater the suffering the brighter the light burns before it goes out. I’ve seen that with my own eyes, I know it to be true.”
 
   “Fucking monsters.”
 
   “The circle is closer to success than Alisdair will ever be.”
 
   “You’re wrong!”
 
   Gregory met her gaze and they stared at one another for a long minute. When he finally spoke, he inspected her as each word passed his lips. “You know that’s how Alisdair’s mother died, don’t you?”
 
   Constance’s eyes went wide and she shook her head, denying the sound as though she might will herself deaf. “Mr. Paul Newington did his lovely bride in. Slit her throat on the very altar Alisdair now prays at over you. Made the fucker a very wealthy man.”
 
   “That can’t be true.”
 
   “Oh, it can. See, Paul realized that this willing altar nonsense wasn’t working. He’d read that love should be enough to make it work. When it didn’t, he theorized that sacrificing something he loved might be the true way. Man was power hungry like no one I’ve ever known before. She never saw it coming.”
 
   “I hate you.”
 
   “I take great pleasure in what I do, girl. Cutting them up, letting them bleed. These aristocrats, they don’t have the stones for it. Paul did, but just the once. For some, once is all it takes. For others that can’t commit to such a deed, they hire men like Kelly – or me.”
 
   Constance watched his face, wanting to tear it. His eyes made her cold, as though they drew the heat from her bones. It was similar to the moment she shared with Alisdair, when the buzzing under her skin became too much and she collapsed. Her body was humming with rage, and something more. Gregory seemed to hum right back.
 
   “I understand Kelly better now. He got carried away, started leaving his girls in alleys. It was only a matter of time before he was caught. Circle sent him off with a thank you and money for passage to America. Sure he’s still practicing his trade, if I know anything at all.”
 
   Gregory slapped his knee, as though sharing some silent joke with himself. “You know, I tried to make one girl look like he’d done it, not long ago. Did everything to the letter, studied all the papers to get her done just right. Just wasn’t the same. Taking a girl apart? That’s where the real joy is.”
 
   Constance pressed her head to the wall, remembering the horrible images in The Star – the torso under the bridge. “Pinchon Street…”
 
   “Ah, you’ve heard of me! Now, she was no Whitechapel slag, she was of proper breeding. Seemed more offended by my audacity than frightened by the knife when I finally started cutting her. Still not my best. You know I left one girl in the basement of Scotland Yard? Not that Scotland Yard was there, of course. Twas just a foundation at the time. Seeing that in the paper felt almost as good as doing her.”
 
   He slumped back into his seat, sighing. “You do long for that surge of power, I tell ya. The way the men that come to your brothel long for release in the arms of a woman. Suppose to some men that release comes through an open wound, not a willing cunt.”
 
   Her fingernails were digging ridges into the palm of her hand, she clenched so tight. She swallowed now, fighting to still the thought of her own flesh being severed like that, of her own body being found by some poor fishmonger, stinking up the embankment as she rotted away, unknown and unseen.
 
   “By God, it was a fun one. Wasn’t even my idea!”
 
   He tapped his feet again, as though they shared some excited exchange. “I’m not like Kelly though, I promise you. I can stop myself. I gave you my word you’d die quick, and I intend to keep it. You keep your word, I keep mine. You and Alisdair, both.”
 
   Constance closed her eyes tight, willing him silent, but he continued.
 
   “I’ll give you both a knick right here,” he said, and Constance felt his fingers graze against her neck. She shuddered, jerking away involuntarily. 
 
   “The knife is sharp, you’ll hardly feel it. You’ll be able to breathe, no urgency to it. Just bleed out until you fall asleep. Sweet and serene.”
 
   “Stop it.”
 
   “What? Would you rather not know? A gentlemen gives fair warning, does he not?”
 
   “You disgust me.”
 
   “Of course I do!”
 
   Gregory reached across the carriage and tapped her knee. He was smiling. “I mean, look at ya. Most of the women I’ve done would be screaming like mad right now, making a scene. Yet, here you are, sitting tall. Letting me blather on about my exploits without so much as a whimper. I mean, Constance. I can see what he sees in you, now.”
 
   She took another deep breath, willing it as steady as she could. “Are you done, yet?”
 
   “Have you ever heard about Henry VIII?”
 
   Gregory spoke as though they discussed the weather. It turned her stomach. 
 
   “I have.”
 
   “Why doesn’t that surprise me? Then you know of Anne Boleyn? How she was beheaded, yes?”
 
   Constance nodded. 
 
   “Good old Henry. Had the poor woman slandered, accused of witchcraft and incest, locked her up in the Tower to await her fate. Yet, despite all of that injustice, she walked to that scaffolding with her head held high, met her fate with graceful acceptance; a true queen even in death.”
 
   Constance didn’t speak. She knew this story well, her father having told her many times.
 
   “You, dear Constance, are more a queen than any high born lady I’ve ever met.”
 
   Constance turned to Gregory, willing her eyes to cut through him. She lifted her head, letting her full height remind him of who had the greater stature. “If these women you speak of are of your circle; ordering the murders of innocent girls in their efforts to gain more power, then I assure you, Gregory, the word ‘lady’ does not apply.”
 
   He smiled. “No, I imagine you are correct.”
 
   Gregory watched her as she turned back to her window, the outskirts of the city just visible through the caning of the screen.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   The road began to shift beneath them, from the regular rhythm of cobblestone to the erratic rumbling of worn dirt roads. They were drawing close to the estate. Constance relished the silence of the last hour of their trip, Gregory still sitting across from her, his hat over his face, seemingly napping. She didn’t dare make an escape, climbing out of the moving carriage in her beer soaked robe, running through fields of cattle and sheep to get to safety, to help – to Alisdair. What could she do? Outrun the carriage to him, warn him what the circle intended? Bare feet on dirt road would never outdo the galloping of horses, and Gregory made her a promise – behave and he would be merciful. Promise of mercy gave her time. Time to think of something. Time to warn Alisdair, help him escape. She knew her own fate was doomed. Even if she made it out alive, there was nowhere for a whore like her to hide from these people. They were of importance, who knew how high this corruption reached. They would find her and they would kill her. Still, if her death was decided, let it be of some use; let it give Alisdair a chance to flee. She remained in that carriage, silent, praying that the evening would offer her a chance to save Alisdair, if not herself. 
 
   The carriage pulled up to the estate, the familiar torches lighting the stairs for the arriving guests. Hers was not the first. The circle was already arriving. 
 
   Gregory startled awake with a snort as Thomas opened the carriage door. He stood aside, one arm behind his back as he bowed to her, waiting for her to exit. She nodded to him, forcing a smile, and climbed down on the gravel of the drive, the tiny stones digging into her bare feet.
 
   “Lady Constance, would you have me carry you?”
 
   “No, no. She’s fine. Isn’t she?”
 
   Thomas turned to Gregory, his brow set. Gregory was not Thomas’ superior. They were equals, and it was clear Thomas found his answering on her behalf inappropriate. She quickly moved to still his concern. 
 
   “It is alright, dear Thomas. It isn’t far to walk.”
 
   “I will go ahead and have them prepare your dressage, yes?”
 
   Constance glanced down at her unfortunate state. “Yes, that would be lovely.”
 
   Thomas was off, rushing into the house as a masked couple made their way in behind him, led by George, the other familiar footman. The masked couple shot her a blatant sideways glance as she fought to walk upright and gracefully across the gravel. They chattered away to each other as she reached the steps. The smooth surface beneath her foot was a relief.
 
   “Constance, love! You’re here.”
 
   The voice sent a familiar surge through every limb, like some current traveled through each bone, down into the earth beneath her. She turned to meet Alisdair, looking up into his concerned eyes. He inspected her state, frowning. 
 
   “Aren’t you cold? Gregory, why on Earth -?”
 
   “It’s my fault.” She swallowed, searching for explanation. “There was a commotion at the tavern and I had to get out of there. We were running late and I – I lent my dresses out to a few of the girls. I’m sorry, I would have come dressed -”
 
   “No mind. Let’s get you cleaned up, shall we?”
 
   Alisdair offered his arm, but as she went to take it, Gregory squeezed her elbow so tight, she nearly yelped. She turned to meet him.
 
   “Shall I keep an eye on her then, M’Lord? I see Thomas and George with other guests.”
 
   Alisdair stopped, glancing at him a moment. “Yes. I suppose that would be fine. Why don’t you make your way to the Conservatory?” Alisdair turned to her. “You’ll want a bath first, I assume.”
 
   Constance glanced down at her robe, only then remembering the stench of beer, a thick perfume she’d grown too accustomed to in the carriage to consider until now.
 
   “I truly would.”
 
   “Then, you shall have it.” Alisdair led her down the hall, Gregory keeping close pace behind them. She could feel him at her back like some spider crawling up her shoulder, ready to tangle itself in her hair. She squeezed Alisdair’s arm, wanting to hold him tight, somehow protect him, and shelter him in her arms. But she couldn’t. All she could do was keep a serene air and keep her promise. If only she could get him alone.
 
   Heidi and Margaret appeared at the end of the hall, their arms heavy with towels and dressing gowns. Her heart raced at the sight of them, the thought of having those stolen moments alone with them. Perhaps they could find a way, the three of them together.
 
   Alisdair gave the women their usual instructions before he turned to her, kissing her atop the head. He released Constance’s arm, but she held tight. He stopped, meeting her gaze. She willed her eyes to speak on her behalf, to silently betray the monster that stood just behind her, threatening with his presence. 
 
   Alisdair just smiled, leaning in to whisper to her. “I’ve missed you.”
 
   Her heart broke. He simply squeezed her hand and turned away, marching down the hall. “Take good care of her, girls. I want her at her best.”
 
   Alisdair was down the hall and out of sight before the girls could even open the door to the wash room. Constance swallowed, turning to enter. Gregory took hold of her elbow and pulled her back to him, waving to the girls to start her bath. They shared a glance between them, but did as instructed. Constance kept her eyes to the floor, holding her breath as the smaller man drew close to her, his breath betraying a favor for Brandy and a rotten tooth.
 
   “I’ll be right outside here, love. Say even a word to one of these girls and they’ll not be able to identify their bodies. Am I understood?”
 
   Constance stifled a cry, swallowing it back down like bile. “Yes.”
 
   “Good.” Then with the flourish of a well-trained butler, he bowed to her, gesturing with an outstretched hand for her to follow the girls through the door.
 
   The girls engaged in their usual quiet banter, washing Constance’s long, dark hair with the Lavender and Jasmine oils, scrubbing her skin with sugar and honey. They gathered up the soiled robe and tossed it out the window, pinching their noses in exaggerated displeasure. They were trying to make her laugh, but it was for naught. She kept her eyes shut throughout, unable to meet their gaze for fear her eyes might give her away. She let the warm water settle into her bones, let the sensation of their fingers in her hair send chills down the nape of her neck. She contemplated the fact that this may very well be the last time someone touched her with such gentleness, that the warmth of this water may be the last soothing thing she would ever feel. When Constance’s toes touched the cold tile floor again, it was as though someone had taken a hammer to her ankles, and she nearly collapsed in Heidi’s arms.
 
   “Ye alright, miss?” 
 
   Constance nodded, urgently. “I am. I’m fine. Just a bit tired, I think.”
 
   “Well, we’ll get your tea next. Perhaps that will help.”
 
   The girls wrapped her in a fresh robe and opened the washroom door. The cool air in the hallway blew in, coupled with the sight of Gregory still standing in the doorway, and Constance found her limbs atrophied there, unable to move. She’d never felt so helpless in her life.
 
   “Will Alisdair be joining me for tea?”
 
   She’d asked without thinking, the words finding their way out from sheer desperation. She wanted to see him, even if she couldn’t tell him what was coming, she wanted to see his face. 
 
   “I will ask, Mum.”
 
   Constance followed the girls down the hall to the bright doorway of the conservatory. The usual bustling sounds betrayed a busy kitchen deeper into the house, and the table was set with all manner of pies and pastries. The sight of food turned her stomach. She wouldn’t be enjoying this last meal.
 
   Gregory remained at the door as Constance simply sat before the glorious spread of food, accepting Margaret’s offer of wine, despite not touching a single sip. She frowned at the chocolate pastries and tiny cheese and fruit tarts. They were her favorite, as the staff knew, and they’d made a point to offer only the things they knew she loved. To leave it untouched, knowing it would be the last meal she’d ever have chance to eat was enough to make her cry. Still, Constance’s stomach was in fiery knots, churning and bending with every thought. Every glance she made towards the door offered only Gregory’s smile, flashing her with madness in his expression.
 
   “Are you not hungry, Mum?”
 
   Constance startled to find Margaret hovering over her with a pitcher of wine.
 
   “I’m not feeling well, darling. I’m sorry. It all looks so amazing.”
 
   Margaret smiled, patting Constance’s hand. “It’s alright. We’ll give the rich folk your leftovers, shall we? They’ll never know.”
 
   Constance smiled up at the woman’s conspiring eyes.
 
   “If you’re finished, I’ve asked after his Lordship. He has asked that you join him in the library when you’ve had enough.” 
 
   Constance swallowed, tipping her wine glass from side to side on the table.
 
   Margaret hovered at her shoulder, waiting. “Are you finished, Mum?”
 
   Constance took a deep breath and forced herself to swallow the contents of her wine glass – the whole glass in three large gulps. She exhaled, her face contorting with the bite of the wine. “I am.”
 
   Constance stood from the table, set her jaw, and marched toward the conservatory door, brushing past Gregory as though he didn’t exist. He matched her pace, keeping just a few steps behind as she made her way down the familiar hallways, hearing the distant chortling of Alisdair’s guests – the circle members gathering at their own feast before the ritual. 
 
   Constance stopped at the library door, unable to move. Alisdair stood over the table, pouring over his open books, running one of his long fingers over the pages, as though he might absorb the words through touch. Constance watched him a moment, burning that image of him into her mind. He was safe and whole now. He had no idea what was coming. How could she go through this and not warn him? Even if warning him would cause them both to suffer, how could she keep silent?
 
   “Ah, Constance. You’re here. Good.”
 
   Alisdair pulled her into the library and gestured for her to take a seat before he pulled his own chair up to meet her. He was agitated in his usual excited fashion, some urgent discovery or some other development. Gregory remained in the hallway, but took his post just out of sight. He would hear every word – he would know if she warned him. Constance battled silently with her thoughts.
 
   “Look here.”
 
   Alisdair pulled the heavy leather bound book toward the edge of the table and pointed to a few lines of script.
 
   both must give of themselves to receive.
 
   Constance shook her head. “I’ve read this all before.”
 
   “I have as well, but I was reading from another text – here. Look here.”
 
   Alisdair brought over a second book, this one markedly older than the first. The language of this text was clearly not English, and Constance could do little to decipher its meaning. Yet, settled in amongst the foreign words, there were sketches, easily identifiable – an altar, but instead of a single person on the altar, there were two, a man and woman in congress. Constance took a sharp breath. 
 
   “It looks as though the Egyptians performed it with two people on the altar.”
 
   “Did they succeed?”
 
   “I don’t know, but last time – God, I don’t know if you felt what I did, but - we’re so close, perhaps this is the missing piece.”
 
   Constance leaned over the books, reading every word she could, searching for language she could understand. As in many rites, the tie between altar and Septon will either make or destroy the magic done in the circle.
 
   “Part of me hates to ask you to do this.”
 
   Constance turned to face him. “To do what?”
 
   Alisdair glanced to the pages, almost ashamed. “To share yourself with someone this way, for me.”
 
   His face looked pained, and he wouldn’t meet her gaze.
 
   Constance closed her eyes, inhaling through her nose. “I’m a whore, Alisdair. It’s what you pay me to do. It’s why I am here, is it not?”
 
   Alisdair finally looked at her, his brow furrowed. “Do you really believe that?”
 
   “Yes. Oh, I forgot. I’m special, you say.”
 
   Here words took on a biting edge and her nostrils flared as she spoke.
 
   Alisdair saw her expression, and frowned. “You are.”
 
   “Yes, some inherent mysticism. What bollocks?”
 
   “You are special because you are precious to me.”
 
   The words fired off deep in her chest, but she fought to ignore what she felt. Don’t let him see what he means to you. Don’t let him see how scared you are.
 
   “Any woman could take my place, Alisdair. Spreading one’s legs isn’t a specialty where I come from.”
 
   “Don’t speak like that.”
 
   “Why not? Is that why I’m so useful to you? Because I speak like a lady?”
 
   “No -”
 
   “I’m not a lady. I’ve never been a lady. And if the women out there in that ballroom are what you call a lady, then I don’t ever want to be one.”
 
   Alisdair took her by the shoulders, straightening her to face him. “Stop it, Constance. If you don’t want to do it, I’ll not ask you to.”
 
   “No, no. I’ll do whatever must be done. Shall I take on the lot of them then? Let them pump me in turn til you get what you need?”
 
   Alisdair’s eyes went wide. “No! Jesus, woman. I’ll not have any of them touch you.”
 
   “No? Why, because I’m suddenly so sacred to you? Then who were you planning to let have me, M’lord? Some rich bastard? Or Thomas? Gregory, perhaps!”
 
   Her voice was growing shrill. She was losing her ability to pretend, and the fear and anguish she felt was flooding to the surface so quickly, she feared she’d drown them both. Gregory was close, he could hear everything, and she couldn’t protect this precious thing before her. Alisdair’s hands held her shoulders and he shook her gently, hunching down to meet her gaze. “Me, damn it! It would be me.”
 
   Constance’s mouth fell open and she dropped into her chair like a pile of dirty laundry. Alisdair squatted down before her, touching her face, inspecting it like a physician would an ailing patient. “Constance, love. Tell me what’s wrong.”
 
   She shook her head, listening for a sound of movement out in the hall. “Nothing. I’m fine.”
 
   “You’re not fine. Tell me you do not wish to take part and it will be done. I’ll call it off.”
 
   She swallowed. Would they send her home alone, kill her by the Thames, leave pieces of her from here to Cornwall as Gregory threatened? Then who would protect Alisdair? He was surrounded by wolves, and he didn’t know he was the lamb. The ritual would take place tonight, whether with her as his altar, or Alisdair as theirs. She turned her eyes away, staring at the open books on the table. Two words caught her eye in the older text, the name of the ritual in scribbled Latin at the top of the page - Latin words she knew from her former life, a childhood spent in churches, around old bibles; corners of memory long forgotten, waiting til now to return.
 
   Deo Invictus.
 
   Invincible, unbeaten God. A ritual to become a living god. He’d said it before, and she’d seen what he could do, why had she not thought of it sooner? If he succeeds, what harm could they inflict on a man who can move the world with his mind? The ballroom doors opened down the hall, betraying the bustling sounds of the ready circle. It was time.
 
   “We have to get it right, Alisdair.”
 
   His brow furrowed. He could see plainly that she was ailing, and the helplessness he felt read on his face. “I fear you do not want to. That will not bode well for the ritual.”
 
   Constance looked up at him. “No. I want to. We have to.”
 
   He shook his head. “Constance, if you are not well, I can’t imagine we will succeed -”
 
   “These rituals are fueled by how open I am to you, yes? To whatever God it is you summon. Believe me, I have never been more open to you having the power of some God than I am right now.”
 
   He stared at her as Thomas appeared in the doorway.
 
   “I promise you, I will give you everything I have. You can have all of me, Alisdair, but we have to do it tonight.” 
 
   Alisdair slumped into his chair, watching her face. He took a deep breath and nodded. “I know something is wrong, Constance, but if you’re sure -”
 
   “I am.”
 
   He nodded and rose from his seat, staring down at the open books. He chuckled softly to himself. Constance watched him for a moment. He glanced at her, forcing a smile. “Not exactly how I imagined our first time.”
 
   Her throat grew tight and she looked away, willing him blind to the pained expression on her face. She held her breath a moment, then forced a smile. “I’m sure it will be magical.”
 
   Alisdair exhaled sharply out his nose, a sign of quiet laughter. Then he turned to the doorway, squaring his shoulders. “I’ll go ready myself. See you shortly, then?”
 
   Constance nodded. Alisdair stopped in the doorway, glancing back at her. “Go easy on me, alright? It’s been a long time.”
 
   He winked, trying to lighten the mood. Her heart swelled to see him smile, then he was gone down the hall.
 
   “Will you come with me, Mum?”
 
   She looked up to Thomas’ gentle face, and nodded. She felt like a condemned man, making the final walk to the gallows. Thomas led her to the ballroom doors, checking with Gregory before he hustled past, entering the ballroom from another doorway. She stood there in wait, the soft rhythm of Gregory’s breathing her only company. 
 
   “You’ve done rather well, tonight.”
 
   “Don’t speak to me, please.”
 
   Gregory chuckled. “I will keep my promise. He won’t suffer.”
 
   “No, but I pray to God, you do.”
 
   “What God is that, exactly?”
 
   With that, the ballroom doors opened, casting the familiar golden glow across their faces. She turned to face the ballroom, the hundreds of candles burning in all directions, lighting the masked faces of the figures within. They all turned to watch her enter, each holding candles, casting strange shadows over their masks, keeping their eyes from view. Constance walked through the circle with Gregory on her heels, making a point to meet the gaze of each figure, burning their faces into memory, cursing them one by one for what they were about to do. She climbed the steps at the head of the ballroom, and took her place by the altar. 
 
   The doors opened behind her and she could feel him approach. Alisdair stopped at her side, his face unmasked, wearing a robe similar to her own. The smooth contours of his body were framed by the gauzy fabric. He was as bare as she was underneath, and from the sheepish gaze of his eyes, he was shy about that fact. She warmed to the sight, wishing this almost virginal moment could have been shared when they were alone, when they weren’t in danger. 
 
   He smiled at her, oblivious to the threat around him. Constance met his dark, beseeching eyes, and despite the tension in her chest, couldn’t help but smile back. He was more beautiful then than she’d ever seen him.
 
   He leaned into her, whispering. “Christ, how do you do this?”
 
   She didn’t speak. 
 
   Thomas appeared at her side, holding the familiar chalice and the athame, glinting in the candlelight as the circle began their incantations. The room began to hum in that strange way, as though the voices danced off the walls and high ceilings. Thomas handed the knife to Alisdair, who spoke softly, joining the circle with his own chant. He pressed the tip of the blade to his finger, wincing as blood appeared there. He then handed the knife to her. 
 
   Constance felt the heft of it in her hand, considering its weight, the distance between her and Gregory. She’d never harmed a living soul in her life, never so much as slapped a man, but at that moment, she fantasized driving the shiny weapon into Gregory’s neck and watching that mad expression go blank. She glanced around, scanning over the masked faces. Gregory was several yards away, keeping post at the ballroom doors. He was watching her intently, and when their eyes met, he glanced to the knife and gave an eyebrow raise, as though daring her to do exactly as she pleased – and see what happens. Gregory wasn’t acting alone. Even if she could get to him, the circle was the real enemy, and there were thirteen of them.
 
   “Constance?”
 
   She jerked, turning up to meet Alisdair’s concerned look. She exhaled out her nose and jabbed the end of the knife into her middle finger. It drove deeper than she intended, pouring blood across her fingertip and into the chalice. Thomas took the knife from her, and Alisdair quickly took her hand, pressing the folds of his robe to her bleeding finger.
 
   “It’s fine,” she said.
 
   He pinched her finger, waited a moment, then released his hold to find her still bleeding, though slower. “Should we get you a bandage?”
 
   Constance shook her head and began untying the sash of her robe. She dropped the garment to the floor before Thomas could return to catch it. She stood before Alisdair, bared to him completely, and waited. Thomas gathered up her robe and stood aside, waiting for Alisdair. 
 
   Alisdair swallowed, forcing a nervous chuckle as he began untying his robe. He fumbled with the sash, his hands shaking. Constance reached for him, pushing his hands aside as she untied it for him, and pulled it open. His body was long and lean, his chest peppered with dark hairs, framing the small pink circles of his nipples. Constance let her gaze drop to his hips, his thighs, and the darker flesh of his sex, half erect as he handed his robe to Thomas. Constance reached for him without thinking, letting her hand graze up the outside of his thigh, feeling the dark hairs under her fingertips, and dreaming of how she would have kissed him had she the chance to make love to him properly. His cock jumped in response to her touch, and she couldn’t help but smile. 
 
   “Jesus Christ,” he said softly, taking her head in his hands as she leaned into him, kissing his chest. Her hands played at his hips, moving to his backside to pull him closer. It was clear he was not a virgin when he kissed her, the purpose of it familiar and confident, but when her hand grazed the front of his thigh, reaching for him, he recoiled just so. He glanced around the room inspecting the members of the circle as though he might scold them for watching. They continued their chant seemingly oblivious to the two of them. 
 
   Thomas returned to his post by the door, leaving them alone by the altar. Alisdair remained there with her, their bodies so close she could feel the heat of him. 
 
   “I don’t know if I can do this.”
 
   Constance wrapped her arms around him, squeezing him against her. He sighed, softly. “Yes, you can. I’ll help you.”
 
   Constance moved toward the altar and stood just beside it, turning to Alisdair. She patted a hand on the cold stone surface, coaxing him to climb onto it. She shot Gregory a sideways glance – he was still at his post, seemingly innocent in his service.
 
   Alisdair blew through pursed lips and stepped forward, lifting his backside onto the stone altar. He gave a soft hiss at the temperature, shooting her a silly expression, but she simply hopped up beside him, and pushed him down onto his back. He was shaking. Constance straddled over him, running her fingertips over his chest as she lowered herself onto him, pinning his erection between them. She let her finger graze over his collar bone and spotted a tiny streak of her own blood across his pale skin. He swallowed, reaching down to take hold of her hips. She lowered her lips to his, kissed him, and stroked his hair back.
 
   “If we were alone, I would ravish you right now.”
 
   If we were alone, I would tell you to run, she thought, wishing to God he could read her mind. He squeezed her hips, moving her on him as his own hips moved beneath her. He closed his eyes, a soft groan rumbling deep in his throat. Constance lowered herself onto him, pressing her breasts to his chest. He was warm, his skin smooth and smelling of honey and his hair of pomade and wood smoke. He shot a wary look around the room, and Constance pulled his face back to her. If this was to be the last moments she shared with him, she wanted to be all he could see.
 
   Constance glared at him. “An audience shouldn’t deter you.”
 
   He smirked at her, wrapped an arm around her waist, and flipped over with her in his arms, pressing her down onto the stone surface. He lifted her arms over her head, pinning them there. He kissed her deeply, moving his lips down over her collar, then her breasts, kissing each one in turn. He moved between her legs, working to aim his erection, but slipping aside with each attempt. The chanting in the room continued at its monotonous tone, becoming scenery as much as sound. Constance worked to drown it out, to watch this man over her. He was the last beautiful thing she would ever see, and the only hope she had of helping him now, was to give him exactly what he wanted. Give him her whole self; her desire, her longing, her hopes and affection, and pray that in pouring it all into him it would be enough. 
 
   “Are you ready for me?”
 
   She nodded, taking her hands from his to touch his face, leaving a tiny pin prick of red on his cheek from her wounded finger. 
 
   He shifted his weight over her, reached down between her legs, and took hold of his cock. Then he watched her face intently as he pressed himself between her legs, and her body yielded to him. He slid inside, drawing a gasp from them both as he pushed as deeply as he could. He closed his eyes, humming with approval before retreating just so, and thrusting into her again, to the hilt this time. She stifled a cry at the sensation, then met his gaze as he bent over her, his lips close to her ear.
 
   “Bloody hell, Constance. You feel like heaven.”
 
   Constance slid her fingers into his hair, inhaling him as he began to move in her. His rhythm was slow and deliberate, letting his full weight press her into the stone. He moved with her, driving himself inside as he rocked them both. Constance reached for his backside, clutching her fingernails into the smooth skin, pulling him deeper. She fought to ignore the droning sound of chant around them, to lose herself in Alisdair’s soft hums and groans. He met her eyes, holding her gaze as he took her, smiling at her cries, and glaring with intent. She pulled him deeper, wrapping her legs around him as she scratched her nails down his back. No man had ever before felt like this.
 
   His eyes closed and his chest shook. “My god, I’m not going to last, love.”
 
   “No, no! Not yet.”
 
   “It’s not my fault. Christ, you feel so good.”
 
   His breathing grew sharper, a tell-tale sign of a man in the near throes of passion.
 
   Don’t stop, she thought. Don’t let it end yet. She wasn’t ready to let him go, wasn’t ready for this last moment of closeness to be over. Once it was done, the circle would turn on him, and he would be lost to her. Hold on, she thought. Just for a little while. 
 
   She whispered into his ear. “Alisdair! Not yet!”
 
   “I’m trying.”
 
   He closed his eyes and stilled his movement. Constance moved swiftly, pushing him over to his side before he could steady against her. Then she quickly shifted on the altar, moving to straddle over him. He obliged her, anxiously, grabbing hold of her hips and pulling her to him with relish. “God yes.”
 
   Constance centered herself over him, reaching down to take his cock in her hand and guide him inside again. She breathed deep, sighing as she lowered herself down, pressing her whole weight over him as she pressed her palms against his broad chest. He kneaded her thighs and hips, pulling at her to coax her movement. Alisdair’s head fell back as he groaned, his eyes shut.
 
   “Look at me, Alisdair.”
 
   He swallowed, breathing heavy through parted lips. He did as she asked. “I see you. God, I see you.”
 
   “Don’t look away. Be here with me.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   She slid over him, feeling him move inside her, his hips driving up into her as he tried to urge her on. Yet, she kept her rhythm slower, trying desperately to draw it out. She glanced to her right, to the figures standing by the ballroom doors – Gregory and Thomas still standing at attention. No one had moved toward the altar. She glanced toward the figures standing in the circle, some watching them behind masks, others fixated on the flames of their candles, chanting away in reverie. Constance winced at her thoughts, the knowledge of what was soon to come tearing her from this moment with him. 
 
   She was no warrior, she couldn’t protect this creature from so many, but if she could give herself to him, open herself there in his arms, perhaps she could help him to protect himself. Constance looked down at his beautiful face and her heart hurt. She wasn’t open to him, not wholly. If those tomes filled with nonsense meant anything at all, she could hold nothing back from this man now.
 
   Constance took Alisdair’s hands and pressed them above his head, letting her breasts hang just over his face. He strained to meet them with his mouth, drawing an involuntary sigh.  She lowered herself to him, letting her hair fall at the sides of her face, blocking out the room. Let Alisdair be all I see, she thought. Get lost in him.
 
   He groaned, pulling her so close she could smell the sweetness of his breath, and his eyes softened. “Constance.”
 
   She pressed her chest to his, clutching him like moss on a tree. She could feel his heart pounding beneath her, a rumbling echo of her own heartbeat, their rhythms matched. She felt their heartbeats resonating with one another, and her chest tightened. Constance whimpered suddenly, wishing she could absorb him, but no amount of strength could pull him close enough. He pressed his lips to her ear. “Oh God, Constance. I love you.”
 
   She cracked open, her heart pouring out as tears streamed down her face. She pressed herself to his chest, helpless to this sudden wave of love and grief, of need and desperation. Alisdair seemed to feel her weaken, wrapping his arms tight around her as he began to buck beneath her. He held her so tight, her arms were pinned between them and she was helpless to his movements. He pushed upward, pressing his lips to her ear, repeating those words over and over again.
 
   The first wave hit her with such force, she could barely breath. Then the second came, and she shuddered over him, exhaling one ragged, helpless wail before holding her breath. Alisdair whimpered, his breaths coming in sharp grunts as he moved, then he jerked beneath her, shuddering with her in his arms. She melted over him and he melted beneath her, the two of them shuddering. Her orgasm crested and fell back, but she continued to shake over him, her whole body succumbing to soul rendering sobs.
 
   Figures were moving, chanting ever still. She startled upright, looking down at Alisdair and grieving with such force that she let out a cry.
 
   “No! You can’t do this!”
 
   Alisdair’s expression changed, reaching for her anew as though to protect her from this sudden, unknown harm. 
 
   Another figure moved in her peripheral, and a hand took hold of her hair, yanking her off of Alisdair and down onto the ballroom floor. Figures moved all around her, their robes flitting about them as she was held on her knees. She watched Alisdair try to rise from the altar, his flushed skin bared to them, and saw as five men took hold of him, pinning him back down onto the altar. 
 
   “Stop it! Please, leave him alone!”
 
   “Ah, I see the whore has grown fond of you, Ali.”
 
   Alisdair struggled against the many hands that restrained him, but for each moment of struggle, another set of hands appeared, pressing him back down. 
 
   Alisdair roared at his captors, pulling a hand free just long enough to blast a fist into the jaw of one of the masked men. The man crumpled out of view, clutching his face. “Roman, get your fucking hands off me! Thomas!”
 
   Constance turned toward the ballroom doors to find Thomas on his knees, pinned there by Gregory. Gregory’s face was alight with that gleeful madness. He was watching with rapt attention, enjoying it. 
 
   Why hadn’t it worked? If only they’d gotten it right, he could make them stop, make them suffer. Constance tugged at the hand that held her by the hair, reaching up to find the fingers long and lithe - a woman’s hand. The figure that took position at the head of the altar leaned down to Alisdair’s face, kissing him on the forehead. He felt familiar, but this was not Roman or any of the men that once touched her, his moustache waxed to perfect points.
 
   “Now you’ll see what real magic looks like.”
 
   With that, he turned from the altar, moving past Constance as he went to the nearby table. A moment later, the familiar glint of the athame passed just inches in front of her face as the man walked back to the altar. She cried out at the sight of it, bellowing with all her might, as though the force of her screams might be enough to stop this deed. 
 
   The circle began their chant anew, Alisdair cussing a storm from the altar, the veins in his neck protruding with the effort of his battle.
 
   “Please, stop!” She cried again, but their voices were rising in volume, drowning even Alisdair from hearing. The chant grew louder, familiar rhythms of words she’d come to know well. They surged in the throats of each member of the circle, and she knew when this line of chant was done, Alisdair would be, too. The man stood at the head of the altar, his arms outstretched, dagger pointed toward each of the walls in turn. Then he turned its direction, pointing the blade downward as he brought his hands up for the final blow. She cried out, tears burning her eyes, and jerked her head away. She couldn’t watch this.
 
   The force of her movements pulled her hair from the woman’s grip just so, and she yanked Constance’s hair upward, her robes shifted around her with the force of the violence. Constance clutched the woman’s hand, but forgot the pain instantly as the table came into view behind the woman. Constance took hold of the woman, and without thought, sank her teeth into the woman’s thigh. Her captor screamed, slapping at Constance’s face, stinging her cheeks. The chants stuttered just so, the circle confused by the sudden violence. Despite the sting of a raging slap to Constance’s face, the woman had loosed her hold on Constance’s hair just enough for her to pull away, reach for the table, and wrap her fingers around the base of the chalice. She snatched it before the room could respond, put it to her lips, and took two deep swallows before the searing agony stopped her.
 
   The world went white, shrieking and grinding in her ears like madness. Her insides were afire, burning so hot that she knew her skin would bubble. This was not the subtle buzzing of bees just behind her eyes, this was chaos – blinding, agonizing chaos, churning through her veins like poison. The familiar rhythm of chant had ceased, replaced by a long, constant wail, like thunder and violence – it was her. She and it seemed a thousand other voices were screaming. 
 
   There was movement, every where – inside her eyes, and in the shadows of what had been the ballroom. She couldn’t see anymore, nor hear, but she had a sense of the figures around her. Suddenly, the pain began to subside, leaving a strange pulsing rhythm that ran from her chest every inch of her, burning under her skin.
 
   The blinding noise in her brain subsided, slowly, leaving a constantly hushed sound, like waves of voices coming into a calm shore. Constance opened her eyes. She was curled into a ball on the marble floor, too hot to feel the cool of the stones, and the figures that stood around the altar were fighting with Alisdair, the naked man clearly putting up more of a fight than any of them had expected. Alisdair kicked one of the figures at the foot of the altar in the face, then scrambled over the side, back fisting another of the masked men as his feet hit the floor. He didn’t run, but instead dropped to his knees before her, touching her.
 
   “Constance? Ah!”
 
   He jerked his hand away from her skin as though she’d stung him. Before she could speak, a figure wrapped their arm around Alisdair’s throat, yanking him away from her, dragging him across the tiles, his naked feet scrambling for purchase. Constance recognized the crazed face at Alisdair’s shoulder, and she rose to her knees with a strange calm. When her words came, her voice was as unfamiliar as the surface of the moon.
 
   “Enough.”
 
   The room shook with a deafening crack. Every window in the room shattered, sending tiny shards of glass scattering across the floor as the room filled with cool air. The robed figures startled as they had before, but no one ran. No one would run. She wouldn’t let them.
 
   Constance rose to her feet, watching Gregory’s face as he met her gaze with an unwavering sneer. The cold air from outside had quickly filled the room. She could see Alisdair’s skin prickle, but she could not feel it herself. She burned from the inside out.
 
   The masked figure still brandished the athame, watching her from the altar. “What have you done, bitch?”
 
   “What does it fucking matter? Let’s finish this!”
 
   The voice growled from nearby and they all turned to find Gregory with a knife pressed squarely into Alisdair’s throat, just as he’d held it to Octavia’s. Alisdair was clutching Gregory’s arm, trying to hold it at bay, but the man was much shorter than Alisdair, and his balance was thrown by the small man’s embrace. Gregory met her gaze, daring her to move. Constance took a deep breath, willing her voice steady and letting her chest puff out. “Release your Master.”
 
   Gregory snorted, taking the knife from Alisdair’s throat and pointing it at her. “He ain’t my fookin Master. Ain’t nobody my fookin Master!”
 
   Before he could return the knife to Alisdair’s raw throat, Constance took a deep breath.
 
   “You do now.”
 
   With that, she swung her hand out, her wrist moving in his direction, her fingers splaying as she did. She was not close enough to hit him, or to take the knife from his hands, but Gregory moved nonetheless. It felt as the bedroom door had – as the dozens of little things she’d tested this strange energy on the month before, but Gregory was not an open bedroom door, Gregory was a man of flesh and bone. And yet, Gregory flew across the breadth of the room as though he’d been made of paper, his shoulders and head slamming into a nearby column with a sickening thud. 
 
   The masked figures cried out around her, moving away en masse as they huddled together. Alisdair stared at her agape, a strange amalgam of shock and perhaps wonder on his face.
 
   What had she done? She watched Alisdair put his hand to his throat, touching the small slice that Gregory’s blade left there. It was surface. It would heal with ease. Alisdair looked at his bloody fingertips, and swallowed. Then he stared at her, his eyes wide, his brows high, as though appraising her and finding her priceless. 
 
   A soft chittering sound began between the masked figures, a female voice whispering in agitation to her partner. Constance turned toward the circle, anger rising in her chest as though she prepared for battle. Who spoke? Which among them was to blame; at the helm of this chaos? How many had known what they intended to do to her beloved Alisdair; to her? She glanced from face to face, as they all stood, silent, and the rhythmic hum that remained constant in her ears began to take form – the sound of whispering voices.
 
   Then she met their eyes and the whispers became hollering, panicked cries. Pleading voices praying that she let them live; that she grant them clemency for their crimes. And the voices changed as she moved from face to face, each figure’s mind betraying their thoughts to her with just a look. They were terrified, they were repentant, and they were all guilty.
 
   The sound was near intolerable. She closed her eyes.
 
   When she spoke, it was barely a whisper. “Stop.”
 
   The room and her mind fell as silent as an empty church, save for the gentle hum of a breeze through the windows overhead. She took three slow breaths, filtering through the sudden wealth of knowledge she held. She knew their secrets, each and every one of them; knew the details of their lives that could tear their worlds, their fortunes apart. She closed her eyes, feeling Alisdair draw closer. 
 
   “Roman Fairmont. Archibald Fairmont. Robert Fitzsimmons.”
 
   A woman in the crowd yelped, reaching for the masked man beside her. Constance glanced at the woman; the blonde with a dark splotch on her robe where Constance’s teeth left her thigh bloody. Constance met the woman’s gaze, her eyes crystal clear to her now, despite the mask.
 
   “Jane Fitzsimmons.”
 
   The woman gasped, as did the man beside her. Constance turned her eyes to him, tilting her head. He’d already betrayed himself. She knew everything of this man, and couldn’t begin to understand how. 
 
   The blonde lunged toward her husband, and he took her arm, glaring into the masked crowd. “How does she know our names?”
 
   “Yes. Please, how do I know this?”
 
   Constance began to move around the altar, still naked and feeling the huddled crowd quake at her approach. She had no knowledge of what she was doing or how she could do it, but it frightened these important people, made them quiver before her like frightened children, and she relished it. Constance stepped down onto the ballroom floor, walking with a confident gait, despite the strangeness she felt. 
 
   “I asked you all a question.”
 
   Someone in the crowd shoved a man forward, and his robes flapped about his arms as he fought to keep his distance from her. 
 
   “I don’t know!” He offered, and Constance could see the youth still fresh on his smooth face. “Ask Alisdair. It’s his rite, isn’t it?”
 
   “Ah, but it almost wasn’t, was it - Roman?”
 
   The young man met her gaze, forcing a glare as his thoughts screamed for mercy. She took another step toward him, and Roman cried out a name in his mind – a name that startled her in recognition.
 
   She scanned the faces, listening to the whispers for a familiar voice.
 
   Then she spotted him. The man with the familiar mustache. “Kevin Jenkins?”
 
   Even she couldn’t hide the surprise in her voice as she said his name. The crowd bustled slightly, someone pushing amongst them. He finally stepped from the crowd and came to stand beside Roman. Detective Kevin Jenkins stood a good foot shorter than Roman, but he made up for it in rage. Constance met his eyes, remembered the panic she felt when this man showed her the sketch of Alisdair, making her lie to his face. He’d known well what she knew, and was carting the picture of an innocent man about London, stirring up suspicion of foul deeds. Constance moved closer to him. 
 
   “Is it you I should hold accountable?”
 
   They began to chitter in defense as Kevin Jenkins and Roman Fairmont stood silent at the fore, their eyes trained on her face. 
 
   “I am.”
 
   Constance turned to meet the familiar face, his smile as mad as ever as Gregory stepped down onto the ball room floor. He held the knife toward Alisdair now, but his eyes focused entirely on Constance. She met his gaze, waiting for the strange flood of silent words shared from his mind to hers. Nothing came.
 
   “Yes, that won’t work with me, love. Though I applaud you for trying.”
 
   Gregory sauntered across the room, meeting her at its center with a confident air. She stared at him, searching in her peripheral for a sign of Alisdair. He was still standing behind the altar, now wrapped in his robe. 
 
   “I’ll admit to you plain, sweet Constance, I’m not all that surprised by this turn of events.”
 
   Constance glanced up the stairs, meeting Alisdair’s gaze. He was moving closer, as though he intended to do Gregory harm. Constance glared, urging him to keep his distance. Though she could not hear his thoughts, she knew well that this man was truly dangerous.
 
   “Which of them is your Master?”
 
   Gregory stopped, raising his thick brows at her. “I told you before, girl. I have no master.”
 
   Constance shook her head. “You spoke of him many times. You said your Master had plans for Alisdair.”
 
   “That he did. Plans you’ve thwarted rather dramatically, I might add -”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   Gregory smiled. “Everywhere.”
 
   Constance felt her shoulders tense. She was growing furious with this man, unable to frighten, force, or coerce him. She set her jaw. She knew herself to be his match, whoever he was.
 
   No. She was his better.
 
   “Fine, if you will not name him.”
 
   Constance turned to the crowd, tensing the muscles in her right hand until her fingers curled into themselves. The first to respond was Jane, shrieking as she shook her head, frantically, scratching at the mask on her face as it began to burn. Immediately, each member of the circle clawed at their own masks, prying them away from their skin, pulling it away with the molten substance, leaving the flesh beneath raw and red. The masks skittered across the tiled floor, their black surfaces melted from the heat. 
 
   Constance smiled at Jane’s marred face. “There, now isn’t that better?”
 
   She turned back to Gregory, her resolve anew. “Now, tell me who among them is your Master!”
 
   “An employer is not the same as a Master, dear girl. You of all people should know that.”
 
   “Name him!”
 
   Gregory laughed. “You think I’d call one of these worthless cunts my Master?”
 
   Roman stepped forward, his youthful face marred by burns on his cheeks. Constance held up a hand, stopping him where he stood. She stared at Gregory, her lip curling. “Name him or I -”
 
   “He has many names -”
 
   “Constance.”
 
   She turned to the familiar voice. Alisdair was moving around the altar toward her, shaking his head.
 
   Gregory snickered, madly. “But I believe you know him as The Devil.”
 
   Constance felt a strange heaviness, as though the world began to spin with Gregory at its center. Gregory spoke calmly, but the room reverberated around him as though he were screaming. 
 
   “You feel it, don’t you? You think you’ve inherited some great gift, but I know better. I’ll let you in, now child. Go ahead. Go on and listen to my mind, little girl. Tell me what you hear?”
 
   The sounds flooded in, blasting from inside - dozens of voices, all of them screaming. They were in such pain, pleading and crying for their lives, gasping in pain, sighing in the moments just before their death – she could hear them all. Every single woman Gregory had killed. He replayed their deaths in his mind, over and over, reliving them like some joyous childhood memory, making his way through life with their cries in his thoughts, like trinkets. Now, she was drowning in those memories with him, lost. She fought to shut it off, turning her eyes to the floor as the sound grew to a deafening and agonizing pitch. Unlike the others, she couldn’t shut this man out. She slumped to the floor, clutching her head in her hands.
 
   “Make it stop!”
 
   “You weak thing!” Gregory bellowed. “I was the one meant for this! Not your precious Alisdair. Not some trumped up whore! You are not worthy of it! Make it stop? Stop it yourself!”
 
   She shook her head, as though she might shake the voices free, but they would not cease. She heard their voices, heard their names, calling to her in the dark like a lover, and then calling out for mercy. 
 
   “Constance.”
 
   This voice she knew – not of a woman, but of a man, speaking in that same gentle tone of a lover. “I’m here.”
 
   She reached out, but a figure moved past her toward Gregory, knocking her hand aside. She caught view of him just as Alisdair took a step forward and was thrown back with such force, he smashed into a nearby pillar, knocking him unconscious. The room was shaking, thrumming with such ferocity that the chandeliers began to rattle, dripping hot wax and candles all over the floor. 
 
   Gregory took two steps toward her and grabbed her by the throat. He moved close to her face again, sneering as his breath overwhelmed her. “If you were half the creature I am, you could shut them off. You could destroy me. But no. Your empathy rules you. Your compassion rules you. You can’t drown them out, can you? Because they are you. They are what you could have become – some sad, forgotten whore, cut to pieces by a man like me. What sad little God did you summon, child?”
 
   Constance felt her toes lifting from the floor, her air being cut off as his hand squeezed her throat. He had unspeakable strength, watching her face with strange, black eyes, and for the first time Constance felt her nakedness. She kicked at him, fighting with the little breath she had left.
 
   “Imagine, dear Constance, the power I would gain from bleeding you right now.”
 
   The voices began to soften as did the colors of the room. She was losing consciousness. 
 
   “Fight back, girl,” a voice called. She gasped, recognizing it instantly, calling from somewhere deep inside this monster. She listened for it again, and from beneath all the other cries of pain, Sally Hart’s brash goading carried beneath all the other voices. “Fight back!”
 
   Constance opened her eyes wide, boring into him with every last ounce of life she had. She met his black eyes, clutching onto his arm as her feet lifted off the ground. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of watching her light fade. She would burn with everything she had left.
 
   Gregory’s sneer faltered and Constance tightened her hold on his wrist. She felt the searing heat beneath her skin, felt the desperation of dozens of women who’d once died by these hands, and his skin began to smoke beneath her fingers. He grimaced, shaking his arm as though to pull free, but she held him. He faltered for an instant, then grabbed her throat with both hands, growling into her face as he took her to the floor, squeezing harder. The room began to fog around her as she fought to keep his gaze.
 
   His eyes went still, and his mouth fell open. Constance felt the cold of the floor beneath her as he loosed his hold on her throat. A moment later, she felt warmth splash across her skin, spraying from above over her chest and her throat. She rolled to her side, her cheek pressed to the cold floor just as Gregory’s face fell into view before her, his eyes staring lifeless, his throat gushing blood so dark, it shone black. The flood began to pool on the marble tiles, creeping across the floor toward her. She wanted to move away, but she was weak, paralyzed by the trauma of those screaming voices, of having almost joined them herself.
 
   “Are you alright, mum?”
 
   Her body moved without her effort, rolling onto her back as she felt a sensation like silk graze over her skin, covering her bare breasts. Her vision began to clear, allowing the details of the room to filter in. She could see the few glowing candles still left overhead, see the gold filigree of the ceiling, then through the shadows cast on his face, she could see Alisdair, a concerned frown on his face. He collected her in his arms, pulling her against his now bare chest, having wrapped her in his own robe. 
 
   “Say my name, sweetheart. Let me hear you.”
 
   Constance opened her mouth to speak, but winced, clutching at her throat. She shook her head, seeing shadows about the room, dark shapes that quickly collected to form figures. Alisdair lifted her head to his shoulder, settling her onto him as a shadow dropped to the floor before her, drawing close to Gregory’s corpse. She blinked twice to be sure of what she saw.
 
   Thomas knelt there beside the dead man, inspecting him, the athame clutched tight in his right hand. He was covered in blood. Thomas stared off into space a moment, as though inspecting the marble tiles of the floor. Shock was setting in.
 
   “Tommy,” Alisdair said, gently. He reached a hand to his friend, calling to him again. Thomas seemed as distant as she felt, unable to hear Alisdair calling.
 
   “Brother.”
 
   Thomas finally looked up, meeting his friend’s eyes, then hers. 
 
   Alisdair took Thomas’ hand and squeezed. “You’re alright, man. You’re alright.”
 
   He nodded as though preparing to take Alisdair’s dinner order, but didn’t speak. Thomas’ face contorted just so, then he let Alisdair take his hand and pry the hilt of the blade from his clenched fist. Thomas sat there a moment, staring. Then without warning, he surged to his feet and turned, walking with the same stoic resolve he always carried himself with. “I will get the wash basin.”
 
   Alisdair called his name, but Thomas was gone.
 
   The sound of voices began to filter into her hearing. These were not the agonized screams of Gregory’s memories, nor the panicked thoughts of the circle; these were actual voices, hesitant and soft, slowly gaining confidence. Their might was spent, and it was clear whatever threat they offered earlier in the night had died with the bloody carriage driver on the floor.
 
   “M’Lord. Please, we didn’t have a choice.”
 
   Alisdair shook his head as though trying to deter a fly. The face that appeared before her was Roman Fairmont, and behind him another similarly aged man of sandy blond hair. He met her eyes, his face burned in crescent moons at his temples. She recognized him from her first visits with the circle. He was one of the four to know her intimately. She opened her mind to him for but an instant – Charles was his name, and he bore her no malice.
 
   “He threatened us, Ali. He made us do it. You know I’d never -”
 
   “Enough.”
 
   Alisdair’s voice sounded strange. Constance looked up at him, watching his expression change. He reached up to his head, touching the sore spot where he slammed into the pillar, and shut his eyes. Then he looked up at the figures in the room, his expression changing from a distant apathy to stern resolve. He swallowed, then wrapped his arms around her middle and rose from the floor, lifting her to her feet as he did. He was bare from head to toe, his robe now draped around her. She quickly moved to return it to him, but he refused. Then he walked across the ballroom suddenly, as though idly pacing in thought. The now unmasked faces watched him, some uttering soft reprisals of the blond fellow’s apology, but Alisdair ignored them, and not out of spite, it seemed. He was behaving as though he couldn’t hear them. He stopped by the altar and collected Constance’s robe from the table, shrugging it onto his shoulders before turning back to the figures about the room.
 
   He looked at the crowd. Constance glanced back at the robed figures, each with varying degrees of burns on their faces, each with stares of fear and shame. She wanted to render them each for what they’d done, pick through their minds for words to destroy them, but she wanted to be sure Alisdair was alright. She joined him by the altar, reaching for his head. He let her run her fingers through his hair, drawing away the slightest tinge of red on her fingertips.
 
   “Are you alright, sweetheart?”
 
   He turned to her, a smile pulling at the corners of his mouth. “I am. I’ll be alright.”
 
   “Look at me.”
 
   Alisdair met her gaze and held it for the first time since they’d made love. She remembered the intimacy of his eyes, remembered those words he’d whispered for just her. She swelled with affection all over again as tears stung her eyes, aching to say them back. He was alive. They’d made it through the ritual alive.
 
   She took a breath, ready to confess her heart, but before she could speak, Thomas appeared at her shoulder, carrying a large wash basin and several rags. Alisdair grabbed it from his friend’s hands and led Constance to the table as Heidi and Theresa filtered in from the ballroom doors. They took one look at the body on the floor, yelped softly to each other, then steeled themselves, crossing the room to begin cleaning up the blood. Constance watched the two young women kneel beside the corpse, unfolding what looked to be a large white sheet. They draped it over him and despite Alisdair’s protests, Thomas joined them, rolling the body into its shroud. She strained to keep her eyes on them, but Alisdair was soon running warm wet clothes across her blood soaked chest, the water running pink down her belly and thighs. He rinsed and washed her over and over, but her skin remained pink. 
 
   “M’Lord?”
 
   Alisdair’s shoulders stiffened. He turned to meet the men called Charles and Roman, his gaze returned to its wholly stern nature. “Yes?”
 
   “What can we do to make this righ -?”
 
   Alisdair gave a subtle snort of a laugh, and slumped back onto the table, crossing his arms. “Did you or did you not attempt to hold me down while my carriage driver tried to slit my throat?”
 
   One of the women in the circle began to mumble, near to tears, but Alisdair simply stared at those he’d once called his peers.
 
   “It wasn’t our fault!”
 
   “I see. To clarify, had I been in a similar position, I’d have refrained from pinning you to a table while someone attempted to slit your throat, old pal.”
 
   Alisdair gave Roman a heavy pat on the shoulder and walked past the crowd. Constance felt her lip curl when Roman met her gaze, but he quickly followed Alisdair, still fumbling for words of apology, as did several of his partners. It seemed those most desperately beseeching him were the younger men, the ones who’d taken her during those first rituals. Alisdair simply sauntered across the ballroom, kicking broken glass aside as he came to the main doors, and made a grand flourish of opening them. They slammed into the walls, the crash of it echoing off the high ceilings. 
 
   “What will you do to us? Will you alert the authorities?”
 
   Alisdair turned to meet the voice, staring at Charles with confused impatience. “No, no, dear Charles. I’m not going to involve the Police. I’m just going to ruin all your lives.”
 
   The crowd surged toward him, save for two figures that grimaced, shaking their heads in disgust. Constance moved closer to the crowd, listening intently to every word, feeling their emotions as though they painted their story on her skin. She felt pain pouring from a familiar face, pain so intense, she forced herself to drown everyone else out.
 
   “Please, Ali! He killed my sister, there was nothing I could do!”
 
   Both Constance and Alisdair stopped and watched Charles crumple at Alisdair’s feet, sobbing. 
 
   Constance frowned. She could hear his heart, pouring his truth out despite himself. She inhaled. “He’s not lying.”
 
   Olivia was the sister’s name, and Constance had heard her voice in Gregory’s memory. She’d seen and heard her, the memory of the moments she first met Gregory, first climbed in his carriage, oblivious to her fate. Then, the moments when Gregory cut into her flesh, reeling with pleasure to know her body would be found in pieces, rotting under the archways of Pinchon Street, unknown and unnamed forever.
 
   Robert Fitzsimmons stepped forward now. “Let us make this right. He threatened our families. What could we do? We knew what he was capable of!”
 
   Jane Fitzsimmons joined her husband, reaching for Alisdair’s hand to kiss it. Alisdair let her before bowing to her, as though he were taking his leave at the end of some ball. 
 
   “Please, Alisdair. I – M’Lord. Please.”
 
   Constance watched this strange dance. Alisdair was the son of a cobbler, a man of made wealth, not inherited. Yet, these noble men and women seemed to bow to him as though he were royalty. Constance opened herself to the crowd and listened. There were honest declarations of loyalty and helplessness, but filtered in among them, there was guilt, and even hatred.
 
   “Get up, Charles.” Alisdair turned to her. “How can you be sure he’s not lying?”
 
   Constance met his gaze. “Because I can.” 
 
   He took a deep breath, scanning the faces of the crowd. “Fine. You Charles - you leave with no love lost between us.”
 
   Charles grabbed at the hem of Alisdair’s robes, and wrapped his arms around his chest, holding him and openly weeping as he thanked him. “Thank you, Ali. I’m so sorry!”
 
   Alisdair held him a moment and spoke in soft words This gesture softened her heart, making her swell with affection for Alisdair all over again. Alisdair gestured for Charles to go. The blond man wiped his eyes, nodding, and walked out the ballroom doors, leaving the rest of the circle behind.
 
   Alisdair took in the crowd that stood before him, then shot Constance a wary glance. “What of the rest of them, then?”
 
   Constance crossed the room slowly, meeting each gaze with an almost disinterested air. She didn’t need to ask them questions or inspect their faces – all she needed do was listen. They seemed to all bear Gregory the same disdain, had all feared him openly. Yet, in these declarations of innocence, she kept hearing the dozens of women crying out. Some of those dozens of women were the ones Gregory had been ‘ordered’ to do away with. Were those orders simply the delusion of a mad man in league with dark forces?
 
   “Were you aware of the women Gregory killed?”
 
   “Of course. He threatened our own!”
 
   Robert Fitzsimmons professed this, taking two steps toward her. Constance looked down her nose at him, listening.
 
    “What of the women Kelly killed?”
 
   Roman stood a few feet away, his brow furrowing in confusion at this question, but several expressions changed at the mention of this second name. Even Alisdair noticed it.
 
   One of the startled expressions belong to Robert Fitzsimmons. “Robert. You knew what he was doing to your these girls?”
 
   Robert’s eyes went wide, searching for explanation. “Yes. We didn’t think it was necessary at first, but – well, we couldn’t have it get back to us. They could have ruined our lives.”
 
   “So you had them killed?”
 
   “It’s not like they had families or anything. They were whores -”
 
   He stopped, instantly knowing his error and willing it undone. Constance stared at him. She turned to meet the gaze of another face that had betrayed itself. This one caused a burning rage to boil wildly in her heart. “And you, Detective Jenkins. You knew.”
 
   He took a deep breath through his nose. “I did.”
 
   “He’s the one who suggested it!”
 
   Robert turned to his wife as several members of the circle spun on her. Jane’s nostrils were flared as she pointed at him, growing more distressed and indignant with each passing moment. “Said they wouldn’t be missed. Said he couldn’t have them coming forward, or recognizing him. Said if we were going to be a part of this, there’d need to be precautions taken. We didn’t know how he did it, we just knew the girls would be taken care of.”
 
   Constance turned to Jenkins, and despite her rage, she spoke with startling calm. “You are the police. We turned to you to protect us”
 
   Alisdair stepped forward, realization dawning on his face. “All of them? All of the girls that came here? They were murdered?”
 
   Jane took a ragged breath. “He said we had to! Said if you kept using these girls and letting them leave, you’d ruin us all - but we wouldn’t turn on you! He wanted us to. Said your way wasn’t going to work and that we didn’t need you anymore, but I swear we didn’t turn on you until he threatened us!”
 
   Jane was pouring out her heart so freely, Constance didn’t need to listen to her mind. 
 
   Alisdair moved across the room, coming to stand over Jane in two strides. She cowered before him, unable to meet his gaze. “Were you there when they killed the girls?”
 
   Her chin puckered as she fought back her grief. “Yes.”
 
   “All of them!?” Alisdair’s voice cracked. This betrayal seemed far more damning than his own near assassination. 
 
   “No! No! Just the last three.” Her peers turned on her in shock for this confession. “They died quickly! They didn’t suffer!”
 
   Jane took hold of his sleeve, but Alisdair yanked it away, turning back toward the door.
 
   Constance turned to Jenkins. “The body found in Scotland Yard -?”
 
   He closed his eyes and she listened to his mind. You bloody cunt, was all she heard. “
 
   “Tell me, why would you let him get away with such a thing?”
 
   He glared at her. “Because Kelly was getting out of hand. We needed to draw attention away from him.”
 
   “Who is Kelly?” Alisdair asked.
 
   She frowned at him. “The Ripper.”
 
   Alisdair’s mouth fell open and he stood silent a moment. Then, he surged forward, grabbing Jenkins by his collar and backing him several strides into the wall. “You knew the Ripper by name, and you did nothing?”
 
   “I didn’t do nothing! I made damn sure that he was stopped. I had the bastard shipped off to the colonies to protect your precious whores, so don’t you spit your venom at me.”
 
   Alisdair slammed him into the wall two more times, but Constance called for him to stop. “Ali.”
 
   He turned to her, his face flushed with grief. Constance nodded to him and simply reached her hand toward Jenkins, and despite being several yards away, Jenkins frantically reached for his own chest, beating at it as though he might restore his breath. But he couldn’t, for Constance held her hand there, feeling the man’s insides squeeze between her empty fingers. She watched the panic play at his face and relished it. Jenkins’ tongue began to protrude from his mouth and he collapsed to the floor as the crowd parted around him, distancing themselves as though his ailment might be contagious. He couldn’t even choke, but flailed in silence, his face turning purple. Constance felt a hand at her shoulder, and she released him instantly, startled by the sudden touch. She looked up at Alisdair and her heart hurt. 
 
   “He will be punished, love. I promise. But not like this.”
 
   He squeezed her hand, then turned back for the doors. Kevin Jenkins gasped desperately for air, rolling onto his back as the color returned to his face.
 
   Jane Fitzsimmons followed Alisdair to the steps. “M’Lord! Tell me you won’t turn away from us! Please. We had no choice!”
 
   “You willfully allowed women to be butchered to protect your names. Now, I am going to personally destroy them.”
 
   “No!” Jane cried, turning to her husband and burying her face in his chest. “Please, we won’t survive it.”
 
   “That is precisely the point, Jane dear.”
 
   Constance walked past the circle members one more time, meeting each expression with silent inspection. “Roman Fairmont.”
 
   He turned on her, startled and angry. “What?!”
 
   Constance turned to Alisdair. “He is like Charles. He wasn’t willfully involved.”
 
   Roman’s brows shot up and his chin puckered as he fought back relieved tears. She could hear the arguments he’d had with his peers, with his own father. He protested every murderous action of the circle, but stayed at threat of his father – at threat of his own life. Constance searched the faces for the older man – Archibald Fairmont stood behind the others, his gray hair growing wiry and wild, framing his entire face in a set of long mutton chops.
 
   Alisdair watched Roman fighting back emotion. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes. Punish not the son for the sins of the father.”
 
   Roman exhaled and his whole frame seemed to lighten, released from beneath some invisible weight.
 
   “No? Then perhaps you will inherit your father’s wealth sooner than expected.” 
 
   Archibald’s expression contorted with rage, but when he opened his mouth to speak, Alisdair glared at him, and he stilled. These wealthy, pious bastards seemed so afraid of Alisdair, and she couldn’t comprehend it. He was no force to be feared, was he? He was as gentle as a day’s breeze when he wasn’t being pinned down by a crowd of murderous pagans. Wasn’t he? 
 
   “Roman. You may go with my blessing.”
 
   The younger man wiped his eye and steeled himself, bowing his head to Alisdair as he passed. 
 
   Alisdair didn’t bar the door from them. They could leave at any time, but yet they remained, begging for acceptance from their septon. Was that why they revered him so? 
 
   “Now each of you, stop breathing my air and get the hell out of my house.”
 
   Several of them surged toward him, entreating him. Jenkins instead kept his eyes on her.
 
   “What will you do to us?”
 
   Alisdair shook his head. “Nothing. It will be up to the Gods to decide.”
 
   Jane reached for his hand again. He let her take it. “Please!”
 
   He took a moment, nodded, and gestured toward Constance, then towards Thomas, who still bustled around the room with Heidi and Theresa, trying to tend to the murderous mess that lay at the center of the room. “My friends, I owe my very existence to these two people, here. Ms. Tully currently earns very poor wages at her place of employment, and Thomas Reed is a footman in my employ. That is going to change, isn’t it?”
 
   They all turned to look at her and Thomas. She glanced to Thomas, catching a confused expression to match her own.
 
   “Each of you will hereby be held responsible for their fortunes. They will have want of nothing, am I understood?”
 
   The crowd nodded in unison, all seemingly ecstatic to have such wards.
 
   “Good. Now get out of my house.”
 
   A tall fellow stepped out of the small crowd first, bowing to Alisdair as he passed. Alisdair returned the bow. “Good night, Your Majesty.”
 
   Constance gasped. 
 
   The crowd shuffled through the open doors, each person either reaching for him to entreat him further and being ignored, or surging past him, denying his existence as they stormed out.
 
   Watching these monsters leave unpunished was burning in her gut. Yet, she would not argue with Alisdair in his home, not in front of the monsters.
 
   Constance took a step toward the door. “Mr. Jenkins.”
 
   The detective stopped in the doorway, turning to the sound of his name being called. 
 
   Constance nodded at him. “Berty Grisholm. Madam at the Keg and Barrel, you know her?”
 
   He swallowed. “I do, miss.”
 
   “How long has she been involved?”
 
   He set his jaw. “It was Mr. Grisholm. She’s only been involved since he died. Made an agreement to keep the Keg and Barrel girls safe.”
 
   Constance took a deep breath. She couldn’t call the authorities, this man was one of them. Though Jenkins was one man, would his department punish him for his dealings, or would they cover it up, hoping to save face? 
 
   Constance held her head high as she spoke. “She killed my friend, Mr. Jenkins.”
 
   “Yes, I know. She wasn’t the first.”
 
   Alisdair set his jaw and stepped toward him, taking hold of his robe as though fixing a lapel. “Go back to the city, go back to your job, and destroy her.”
 
   Jenkins’ eyes went wide, and he glanced from her to Alisdair and back. Then he chewed his lower lip and nodded. “Yes, m’lord. First thing.”
 
   With that, he turned into the dark hallway and hustled to catch up to the disbanding crowd. Constance listened to the nervous chatter in the distance as they all disappeared, leaving her alone in the grand ballroom with Alisdair, two young maids, a bloodied footman, and a corpse. 
 
   They all remained there in silence a moment, the servants bundling up the bloodied carriage driver between them. 
 
   Finally, Thomas rose from the floor. “What shall I do with ‘im, then?”
 
   “Burn him.”
 
   They all turned to look at Alisdair, their mouths agape.
 
   Thomas nodded and Heidi rushed out into the hallway to retrieve a broom. She returned quickly, keeping her eyes to the floor as she began to sweep up the thousands of glass shards that peppered the perimeter of the room. Thomas hoisted the bloody bundle from the floor and with labored huffs, marched out of the ballroom toward the back of the house. Constance watched him go, silent. 
 
   She took a deep breath, filling her lungs with the cool air from the open windows.
 
   “Ladies, will you leave us a moment, please?”
 
   Heidi and Theresa both chirped their agreement and hustled out of the ballroom, following Thomas. 
 
   She stood with him in that cold space for a moment. Finally, she broke the quiet.
 
   “You just let them leave,” she said.
 
   Alisdair crossed the room, making his way with slow steps. He approached her, reaching for her face. He stopped, running a thumb over the still pink stains on her skin. 
 
   “Believe me, they will pay.”
 
   She shook her head. “They should pay. They should rot in a cell for the rest of their lives”
 
   “Believe me, love. We will give them far worse.” He lifted her chin, making her look into his dark eyes. “I promise you.”
 
   She wanted to protest, to know with all certainty that these wealthy men and women would be held accountable, that like any other monster they would be punished. Yet somehow, in those few words of calm assurance, she knew he meant it.
 
   A moment of silent touch passed, channeling more than words could say between them. Finally, he gave her a strange look, his brow furrowed.
 
   “It worked?”
 
   Constance gave a half laugh, shaking her head. “Are you really asking that now? You know it did.”
 
   Alisdair smiled. “Thank god.”
 
   “Thank god? I thought you would be angry.”
 
   His brows drew together. “Why on earth would I be angry? Had you not done as you did, it would be my blood on the floor here.” He smiled. “Truth be told, I believe you deserved it far more than I.”
 
   She went to protest, but he simply pinched her chin between his thumb and forefinger.
 
   “Shall we perform it again, then? We know how – we know it works.”
 
   Alisdair kissed her forehead. “I’ll never welcome those people into my home again, and without them, I have no circle.”
 
   “You don’t need a circle.”
 
   “I know that better now than I ever could express.” He beamed at her, a dreamy affection that made her worry about that bump on his head.
 
   “Are you feeling well, Ali?”
 
   He smiled. “I am. I have you.”
 
   She stopped, staring up at him. 
 
   He faltered a moment. “Well, if you’ll have me, I s’pose.”
 
   Two figures appeared at the doors, tapping a broom handle against the doorjamb. Alisdair nodded their way.
 
   “Yes, thank you ladies. Let us retire to our quarters. Theresa, would you ask Margaret to bring some water for Constance’s bath?”
 
   She curtsied and rushed from the room with an urgent air. 
 
   Alisdair walked out into the hallway, but Constance took a moment. She glanced around the room – at the candle wax, the blood still pooled on the floor, and at the glass shards glinting in the candlelight. Finally she stared at the basin of bloody water on the table, the athame still soaking in the water, now so thick with red that only its handle was visible. She went to follow Alisdair, but something near the table caught her eye. Constance crossed back to the gleaming object on the floor. She lifted it carefully, making sure not to spill the contents that still pooled in its recesses. 
 
   Constance followed Alisdair out into the hall, keeping pace as they made their way toward the bedrooms. She followed him to the wash room, coming to stand by the small window that faced the gardens behind the house. Though the glass was textured for privacy, she could see the dancing of orange and yellow lights in the dark – something was being burned in the distance. Constance watched the flames, holding the object tight in her hands, keeping it from Alisdair’s sight. 
 
   “Look.”
 
   Alisdair came to look over her shoulder, saw the flames rising from where Thomas was burning Gregory’s body, and kissed the top of her head before returning to the bath. She turned and watched him sit on the edge of the bath tub, fumbling with the faucet. 
 
   He filled the basin with enough cool water to bathe, and let Margaret enter with a large basin of steaming water. She topped off the bath, then left. Finally, he stood, untying his robe and tossing it into a corner of the room. Constance stared at his long frame, beautiful in his nakedness. 
 
   He shot her a sheepish glance. “Will you let me join you?”
 
   “I will, if you do one thing for me first.”
 
   Alisdair raised an eyebrow. “Anything, my love.”
 
   She lifted her hands from behind her back, offering up the chalice to him. 
 
   “It seems there is some left.”
 
   Alisdair’s brow shot up and he swallowed. “What will it do?”
 
   She shrugged. “I’m not sure. The moving the world at will is there - those same gifts as before, but…” She paused. “There seems to be more this time.”
 
   “More how?”
 
   “I think it gives you whatever it is you need or want most at the time. I spent the entire night wishing I could protect you or share my thoughts with you so you could protect yourself. Now I can peek into others’ minds it seems, hear inside as plain as though the person spoke to me. I’m not sure what it is it will give you.”
 
   “And you burn, don’t you?”
 
   She snorted. “I must’ve been cold.”
 
   He looked at her for a long, silent moment. Then he took the cup from her hands, and brought it to his lips. Constance lunged forward to catch him as the pain set it.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Constance stood by the window, watching the breeze flit through the garden, lifting and tussling the leaves of the rose bushes. She stared from her quiet window. The place where Gregory’s body burned was just visible in the distance. The place seemed to carry a mark of the deed, as time seemed to have no impact on the scorched state of the earth there. There was a small ring of sage planted there now, offered to the soil to help cleanse it of the darkness destroyed upon it. She stared at the circle and sighed.
 
   Suddenly a tension in her stomach nearly knocked the wind out of her, and she pressed her hands to her distended belly. The movement returned as the baby kicked inside her, rallying strength after a long nap. Constance smiled. 
 
   She could hear the creature growing inside her sometimes, hear the blind thoughts of a tiny thing, still ignorant to the meanings of her infant complaints and desires, but feeling them nonetheless. Constance rubbed a hand over her belly. This little person would be born like her - like her father - able to move the world at will, bend it to her desires. They’d each taken on a unique gift from their ritual. She’d been blessed with a gift of slipping into another’s mind, to pluck tiny pieces whenever she needed. Alisdair’s blessing came in the form of strength, of health, a power to heal from any ailment with unnerving speed. She wondered what special gift her little girl would have. The thought of that mystery both excited and terrified her as she rubbed her belly, overwhelmed with blind affection for the demanding little girl inside her.
 
   “Good afternoon, sleepy bones.”
 
   Constance smiled, but didn’t turn to greet her husband as he entered the room. He slipped up behind her, wrapping his arms around her middle, touching her stomach with intimate warmth, mirroring her own hands as he rubbed the bucking infant inside.
 
   “She’s in a rare mood today, isn’t she?”
 
   Constance smiled. “She’s hungry. Demands I eat raspberries and sardines, but if I do, she’ll protest the cramped quarters afterward. Fickle thing.”
 
   Alisdair slumped down in the chair beside her, tossing a folded copy of The Star onto the table. “Thought you might like to read that.”
 
   Constance turned to face him, glancing down at the paper. She pressed it flat on the table with one hand, reading the front page.
 
   Alberta ‘Berty’ Grisholm of Spitalfields, sentenced to hang for the murders of Octavia Porter and Roger Tims, was declared dead at 9:07 am on the morning of…
 
   Constance stopped reading and closed her eyes.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Alisdair moved forward in his chair as Constance lowered herself carefully into her own. Her belly was becoming too big to maneuver without assistance, and Alisdair moved in his seat, as though ready to pounce on her. 
 
   She waved him away, smiling. “Don’t fret. Don’t fret.”
 
   She settled into her chair, folding the newspaper and setting it on the table. She took a deep breath, quickly drawing ire from her demanding tenant. She whispered down to her belly. “Enough, you pushy thing.”
 
   Alisdair stared at her belly, smiling with his chin resting in his hand. Constance stared back at him, waiting for him to notice she was watching. He met her gaze, returned his eyes to her belly just as it moved again, the baby dragging a foot across the front of her. He beamed at the sight. 
 
   “Serves me right for sleeping through lunch.”
 
   He laughed. “It certainly does.”
 
   Alisdair dropped to his knees and crossed to her, pressing his ear to her belly, intimately. “What does she have to say today?”
 
   “Feed me. Don’t sit like that. Stop breathing.”
 
   Alisdair chuckled softly. “God, I love this child.”
 
   Constance ran her fingers into Alisdair’s hair, feeling the texture of his pomade, brittle to the touch. She scratched his scalp, drawing a soft hum from deep in his throat. The creature in her belly kicked him in the face as reward for the sound. 
 
   “I think she’s ready.”
 
   Constance shook her head. “Please. She’s too content to want to give up her comfy spot yet.”
 
   “I’m telling you, woman. My daughter has her mind set. She’s coming whether you like it or not.”
 
   “Don’t you curse me, Mr. Newington.”
 
   “That’s Sir Newington, thank you very much.” He leaned down to her, planting a warm and forceful kiss on her lips with a loud smacking sound. “Shall I have Heidi bring your tea in here this evening, or will you join me in the conservatory?”
 
   “Oh, I’ll join you. I think I’d like a walk in the garden as well.”
 
   “It is a lovely day for it.”
 
   Alisdair leaned down to her, offering his arm as she hoisted herself from the chair. He retrieved the paper from the table, then hooked his arm with hers, leading her out of the White Parlor. Constance moved at a snail’s pace, but she moved, her ankles swelling in this late stage of her pregnancy. They sat together, enjoying a light dinner in the bright space, something she’d preferred since first coming to the estate as his guest. The only time she’d willingly taken her dinner in the dining room was on the eve of their wedding, surrounded by his family and friends. 
 
   As Constance took the last possible bite she could of a chocolate pastry, Alisdair turned his attention to the paper. He reread the headline, giving the words ‘Bloody Berty’ some extra flavor, then turned the pages to read on, commenting on the recent developments around London. Constance slumped back in her seat, groaning in protest at her distended belly as Margaret hustled over to adjust her seat pillow and offer a footstool.
 
   “Connie, my love.”
 
   She smiled, shooting Alisdair a sideways look. He only called her Connie when he wanted something, or was in trouble. “Yes, dear Alisdair?”
 
   He didn’t smile back, but instead turned the newspaper toward her, tapping his thumb against a small column along the side of page eight.
 
   Jane Fitzsimmons was found dead in the attic of her three story home on Persimmon Terrace. The remains of her husband, Mr. Robert Fitzsimmons, were found the next day, being stored in the wine cellar of the house. Neighbors claim to have heard loud altercations within the home, but given Mrs. Fitzsimmons recent time spent in and out of Hanwell Asylum, no one reported the disturbance. 
 
   Authorities believe Mr. Fitzsimmons died several days before Mrs. Fitzsimmons body was found. They are ruling the death a Murder/Suicide.
 
   Constance took a deep breath and closed her eyes. It was eleven months since she last laid eyes on the Fitzsimmons, when Alisdair promised her justice. Archibald Fairmont had gone first, found drowned in his bathtub, his fingers broken and bloody from signs of struggle, though he’d been home in an empty house at the time. Another member of the circle had died in a horse riding accident, impaled on an iron fence when his horse became spooked.  These deaths relieved some of her frustration at hearing the news the royal member of the circle had simply perished from an unexpected case of pneumonia.
 
   That’s too good for him, she’d said. Alisdair didn’t disagree.
 
   Yet here, hearing of Jane and Robert’s demise, she found it strangely satisfying. Suffer, she thought. Suffer for every single one of the girls you let die.
 
   “Are you content, my love?”
 
   She looked up at him. He stared at her with his dark eyes, his brows high in wait of her answer. She swelled with affection for him. “You know I am.”
 
   He smiled. “I shall go choose the next name.”
 
   She stared at him. “Berty’s dead.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   The stared at each other for a long moment. Finally, she nodded. “I want to perform this one.”
 
   Alisdair moved toward her, trying to stop her rising to her feet. “Sweetheart, you’re ready to burst. Let me go, and you sit and rest. Keep your feet up.”
 
   She slumped back down a moment, and glared up at him. “No. I’ve been waiting a long time for this name. Now, help me up.”
 
   He did as he was told, but continued to protest. “It’s a long walk, my love. Let me. You needn’t worry.”
 
   Constance settled on her swollen feet and glared at him. He instantly stopped his protests and smirked at her, gesturing to her belly. “And you wonder where she gets it?”
 
   Alisdair hustled into the house, gathering her shawl and collecting a small bundle from the library. Then, without further complaint, he wrapped the shawl around her shoulders and walked her outside into the gardens.
 
   The day was cool and crisp, foretelling of the coming autumn. They moved slowly, promenading past the fading roses and the browning leaves of various vegetables in the root garden. Constance clung to his arm, letting the warmth and solid shape of him shield her from the chill in the air. 
 
   They walked a hundred yards past the conservatory to the small herb garden Thomas had planted in the spring. The sage grew there in a great circle, thriving in the summer months, then fading with the fall. Soon, they would burn it, letting the sage purge any residue that may be left of the darkness Thomas once burned in that very spot. 
 
   Alisdair squeezed her arm, then pulled the small bundle from his pocket and handed it to her. Constance unwrapped it, pulling the athame from within. She let go of Alisdair’s arm and took three steps into the center of the circle. She closed her eyes and silently chanted ancient words over the marred patch of earth, listening as Alisdair joined her in his own silent chant. Then with a steady hand, Constance gouged the tip of the blade into her middle finger. She held the wounded fingertip over the still blackened earth and let her blood fall into the dirt. They’d called five names at this marker; five demands for justice that had each been met in turn. Yet, this was the name she’d waited so patiently to call. She closed her eyes and spoke the familiar words. 
 
   “I now demand the life Kevin Jenkins. May he know when his time has come, and may he know why.”
 
   Constance let one more drop of blood fall into the soil, and turned to face Alisdair. He offered his arm and she took it, letting him wrap the athame back into its bundle. They sauntered back toward the house as though they’d ventured out to pick flowers. Constance took four slow steps holding onto her husband’s arm, then startled. She grabbed hold of her belly as a rush of fluid poured down the inside of her thighs. She held her breath, listening intently for the usual chatter of the spirit that thrived inside her. The baby was at peace there, calm and content, but she’d made one fact very clear.
 
   Constance looked toward the house and the long trek they would have to take back. She turned her eyes up to the concerned face of her husband, and forced a smile. 
 
   He searched her face and his eyes went wide. Then he gave her an exasperated, but loving glare. “I told you so.”
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