Chapter 1: London, 1921
All was quiet on the landing of the little tenement flat. Alexander laid his hand on the rough wood door and strained for any noise within, until the sound of the bell in the Christ Church tower sung out and obscured all he might have heard.
Daniel reached around him and tried the latch. It rattled, and the door opened a crack.
Alexander nodded and pushed his shoulder into the door. It opened, smoothly and quietly as the church bell fell silent. He beckoned for Daniel to follow him.
"Mr. Oswald?" Alexander called softly.
He entered into a small, cave-like room. Four walls, straight back. There was only one window, at the back, and a closed door off to the side. Alexander could hardly make out the interior, but he could make out the outline of the table, piled high.
His boot crunched onto something. Alexander glanced down. A thin glass cylinder lay in shards under his sole. Pieces skittered away, across the floorboards. A deep black stain seeped into the wood.
Alexander blew out his breath. "Mr. Oswald, are you here?"
"Oh!" Daniel's boot smashed into a wooden crate. He kicked it aside and waded into the room. "Good Lord, what a mess. What a smell!"
They surveyed the table, strewn with papers, books, boxes, and vials spilling onto the floor. Light spilled through a window about the size of a handkerchief, thick with dust motes. Prominently, in the midst of the crowded table, sat a jar.
"That is a heart." Daniel stooped and peered into the vessel, filled with blood-laced liquid. "Alexander, that's a heart!"
"Mr. Oswald?" Alexander called. He turned his face away from the heart in the jar and opened the half-open door beyond the table. "Oswald? Oh, dear God!"
Daniel's boots clumped behind him. "Shit."
The emaciated form of Joseph Nils Oswald slumped, face down, in a claw-foot bathtub. He wore no shirt. His spine protruded, a parade of little bumps trailing down into his trousers. His kneeling legs looked as thin as if the wet pant legs were empty. His hair floated in the water. 
"Alas," Alexander muttered. Alexander wrestled his way out of his stiff topcoat, and then his suit coat. He tossed them over a wooden chair to remain dry. Daniel did the same, rolling his sleeves up over his muscled forearms. Alexander stepped forward, gripped Oswald by the hair and pulled his face from the water. The man's face was pale and spongy up to his ears, his nose bulbous and soft.
Daniel grabbed Oswald's legs and helped Alexander ease him, dripping, from the bathtub. They lay him on the floor, among bits of paper and some sort of fine, salt-like grit. 
"He won't be long now," Daniel said. "He's been in the water a long while."
"Indeed." He knelt over the unfortunate immortal, pressed his ear to the cold, wet chest, then felt the water-distorted neck for a pulse. "But he is not yet rebounded from death, poor soul. Does he have a bed in this pig sty?"  Alexander glanced around the room. His eyes found a pallet bed. It was soaked brown with dried blood. He swallowed hard. 
"He'll be comfortable enough here," Daniel said gently, for a red stain had come up in Alexander's cheeks—anger and grief stirring within him. "Turn him on his side, for when he wakes he'll likely expel water from his lungs. Meanwhile, let us examine his quarters. We'll see to his earthly comforts once he returns to the living."
Alexander exerted titanic effort, pushed aside his feelings, and rose to his feet. They poked through the squalor of the tiny apartment, unearthing among the scattered papers detailed, neat, logical records of umpteen attempts to deny immortality. A whole portfolio was dedicated to poisons, pages about freezing, hanging, and every manner of wound.
Alexander glanced at a few of them and rushed to the window. He yanked at the latch, bile rising up in his throat. The window swung open abruptly. Alexander hung his head out and sucked in deep breaths of the damp, grimy London air. He heard a tinkle of glass and a creak behind him. Daniel cursed to himself.
"How could this have gone on for so long without Ardovinni's knowledge, on his property?" Alexander said with his head still out the window, his voice rough. 
"Ardovinni's only just returned from business—no pulse in the poor devil yet—he's got a landlady here, but God knows where she was."
Alexander turned around slowly. He left the window open.
They sat on the floor beside the inert Joseph Oswald, reading through his notes, every line explaining how he'd tried to kill himself, what he'd experienced, and how long it had taken him to rebound.
Joseph lay still and silent. Alexander pressed his fingers to the man's neck every few minutes, but there was nothing to feel.
"He must have had an accomplice. There are two sets of handwriting in the notes," Daniel said, his nose in one of the fat, dog-eared notebooks. "Where's the bastard now?"
"Perhaps he knew that Ardovinni had summoned us." Alexander felt for Joseph's pulse again. "Good heavens, how long will he remain this way?"
Daniel unfolded his sturdy limbs and stood. "I'll find the landlady."
When Daniel had gone, Alexander rubbed his face with both hands and sat staring at Joseph's distorted visage, his thin chicken-like neck, his prominent ribs. They would need to bring the poor soul to the little hospice they'd created in Stuttgart. Maybe he'd recover; maybe he'd find a reason to live again.
"If only..." his words trailed into a sigh. How many immortal corpses had he sat beside over the centuries? Every time he did, it broke his heart.
Daniel returned a few minutes later, "She says there was another young man who would come in and go out quite regularly, but she never spoke to him."
Alexander didn't reply. He leaned over Joseph and listened for his heart beat.
"Nothing?" Daniel shifted in the doorway.
"Nothing." Alexander got up slowly. "We'll wrap him up and carry him out. Call a cab."
They brought Joseph Oswald back to Alexander's rented rooms in South Kensington and laid him out in the spare room. Daniel cooked supper, but Alexander couldn't eat. He sat beside Oswald, reading through a book of Oswald's notes by lamplight. The glow of the lamp cast weird shadows across the man's still face. Alexander kept glancing at him every time he heard Daniel move in the other room, only to see Oswald as motionless as before.
Alexander went to bed at his usual time but kept waking every hour, getting up, going to Oswald, feeling for a pulse and feeling nothing.
Each time, he returned to his bed with a sick feeling in his stomach. Finally he slept.
In the morning, Daniel shook Alexander awake. "He's not rebounded yet."
"What?" Alexander swung his legs off the bed, scrubbing his eyes. He staggered into the other room. In the bed the grey face of Joseph Oswald protruded from the sheet he'd been swathed in. Alexander pulled back the fabric. The man's skin was purple-grey, green in places. He touched the man's hand. The skin was pliable, but the fingers were stiff.
"Good Lord," Alexander said, "he is in rigor mortis, Daniel. This man is dead."
Daniel's face contorted. "I know, but that isn't possible."
"Leave him be. We'll wait."
But twelve hours later, Joseph Oswald was still dead. By the next morning, he'd begun to stink.
<>
Joseph Oswald's coffin, a flimsy wooden box, landed hard at the bottom of the grave. Alexander winced and turned away as the two gravediggers stepped back from the gaping hole, as if he, or the other immortals standing around the grave, might want to say a few words. Daniel, beside him, kicked at the clumps of dirt at his feet. The Scottish woman, Idina McCullough, stood across the grave from him, peering down into the depth of the earthen hole from under the velvet brim of her straw hat. A man stood behind her, just far enough to appear at a respectful distance, but not so far as to not be able to hold Idina's gloved fingertips, behind her back. He was Cyrus Fontaine, an ebony-skinned son of an African woman and an Englishman who must have carried the immortal seed.
 Giovanni Ardovinni stood on the other side of Alexander. The Italian had his chin resting on one gloved hand, his lips pressed tightly together. Alexander could see his dark eyes darting back and forth, distant. It had been Ardovinni's rooming house Oswald had died in, and somehow he'd found out that the man was dead before Alexander or his lawkeepers could tell him. 
It seemed Ardovinni had known the man at least a little—enough to show genuine, but brief distress at his death. It was more than Alexander could say for himself.
Alexander sighed, and nodded to the workmen. As the first shovel of earth fell, he cleared his throat and turned away. Ardovinni and Daniel followed along behind him. Idina and Cyrus lingered for a moment, then followed.
"But what if—" Ardovinni began. 
"He won't," Daniel said without looking over. "Putrefaction had set in. He was good and dead."
Ardovinni ran his fingers through his dark curls before replacing his top hat. The stiff English clothes still looked strange on him, though Alexander had seen him in them for just over a year. 
They passed by the dark, stone church and paused on the street. 
"Until we can determine what has happened, there will be no speaking of this," Alexander said to Ardovinni, quietly. "With your permission, we'll retain Oswald's rooms while we investigate. Miss McCullough and Mr. Fontaine will assist us."
"Certainly." Ardovinni's eyes fixed upon the muddy road at his boots. Alexander could practically see his mind spinning, as his had been since they'd found Joseph Oswald dead, churning like the English rain clouds above them.
Thunder crackled.
Ardovinni lifted his head, looked down the street. "If I'd been here…if I hadn't spent so much time on business, or if I'd paid more attention that was happening on my own property...I should have, at the very least, known he was unwell!" 
Alexander sighed, "Good heavens, we were right here in this city."
"There are a lot of people in this city," Daniel growled, "and a great many streets between Whitechapel and the immortals in South Kensington. You can't blame yourself when the man cut himself off from us. Blaming won't change the fact that he is dead, and we haven't the faintest idea why. Ardovinni, we'll keep the apartment."
"It's yours as long as you need it." Ardovinni paused. An automobile rattled by. Alexander realized they were standing before the door of the rooming house. Ardovinni stared up at the door. "The landlady said there was another man she saw coming and going. Did you determine who that was?"
"Not yet," Daniel said, "but we haven't read all of Oswald's notes yet."
Ardovinni turned on his heel to go. "I will look into it myself."
"Do you think he'll find anything?" Daniel's forehead wrinkled as he squinted after the receding Italian. 
Alexander turned and trudged up the stairs toward the rooms where Joseph died. Daniel followed. "It wouldn't surprise me at all. He has an uncanny way of knowing things that I envy. He'll take care of his own."
"Who are his own?" Cyrus asked quietly, behind them.
"A good question, love." Idina unpinned her hat, and slipped past him, up the steps.
Daniel said to Alexander behind his hand, "Would it be too soon to begin investigating?"
"Go to it," Alexander said as he paused in the doorway of Oswald's flat. Idina already stood in the center of the room, picking at the things on the table with one hand, and lifting her narrow, black skirt off the dusty floor with the other.
"Where to start?" Daniel rubbed at his jaw.
"Oh, Mr. Fontaine! You don't have to do that," Idina brushed her hand across Cyrus's shoulder as he scrubbed furiously at the one intact chair in the room.
Daniel already sat, cross-legged, on the floor, reading one of Oswald's journals.
"Pfah, it won't come clean," Cyrus said. His handkerchief was grey with dirt.
"Pfah!" Idina parroted. "I wish I could have my tartan and my wool back and stop going about like a mincing lady. Then perhaps the man I love would let me sit on a dirty seat."
"Even then it might be very difficult." Cyrus straightened, and smiled. His teeth were very bright in his dark face. He struggled out of his coat and laid it across the grimy plush seat. "Your chair, Miss McCullough."
"Thank you," Idina sat primly on the edge of the chair and gave him a tight little smile. "Hand me a journal, Mr. Gunther, there's a dear."
Daniel handed her a leather-bound book.
Alexander turned his back on them and began sifting through the detritus on the wooden kitchen table. He picked up the canning jar with the heart in it. "Daniel," he said, "is this a human heart?" He held it out to the side, and Daniel took it.
"Yes, human," he said.
"It's his," Idina said in a remarkably cool voice. "He says it right here. His accomplice cut his heart out. He rebounded within four hours."
"Good Lord!" Cyrus peered over her shoulder at the book, then at the jar in Daniel's hands. "Someone cut out his heart?"
"His beating heart." Idina frowned, but light gleamed in her eyes, "Whoever we search for, we know one thing;" a vague grimace of a smile crossed her lips, "he's a sick, sick bastard."
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