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The Adventure of the Wollaston Ritual

A hole gaped in the graveyard, leaking the gut-churning smell of one freshly—but not too freshly—dead. Just a few weeks ago, the Reverend Dr. Amory Larch, Rector of Wollaston, had performed the burial service himself for the mourners shivering in the November drizzle.

Now the grave was an expletive of mud and roots. Bits of coffin wood lay scattered among the remains of the wilted flowers the bereaved had left. Something had exploded from inside the earth.

That was never a good sign. Nor was the fact that the shimmering, predawn gloom was utterly still. Even the usual chorus of waking birds was silent as … well, as the tomb.

It hadn’t been that way a quarter hour ago. In his comfortable house on the other side of the churchyard, where he had a good cellar and a cozy library and a workshop for the manufacture of clockwork toys—every child of the parish got one as a birthday present sooner or later—Larch had awakened to what sounded like the boom of a howitzer. He’d scrambled out of bed in a panic, sure Bonaparte was back from the dead. If he’d taken the time to wake up first, he would have realized that Old Boney was long gone, right along with Larch’s youth.

Now he stood in the graveyard in his nightshirt and carpet slippers, staring into the hole. Behind him, Wollaston Church overlooked the scene, its modest spire barely visible against the predawn sky.

The hole had been the final resting place of a well-bred scapegrace named Tom Cannon, aged three and twenty, who had bashed in his head while jumping his horse. He’d been on the way home in the early hours from the Tub and Tinker, stinking of brandy and with his clothes half buttoned. No question about how he’d spent the night. His taste ran to heiresses, but women of all stripes had fallen for his blue eyes and broad shoulders. An interesting scrap of gossip said he’d lost his heart to some young miss, but Larch wasn’t sure Tom had possessed one to give away.

Yet whoever Tom Cannon had been, he was no more—a sad but everyday bit of mortality. The one comfort to the women of Wollaston was that—due to the fact his fall had only affected the posterior of his skull—he’d made as good-looking a corpse as he had a man.

But now he was missing. Larch gave an un-reverendlike curse under his breath and pulled the worn robe he’d grabbed just a bit tighter. Grave robbing wasn’t as common as it used to be, since cadavers had become easier for the medical schools to obtain, but Larch still remembered the bad old days when it had been prudent to put an iron grill over the graves until the bodies were properly rotted. Back then, the coffins were smashed at the top and the body pulled out with a rope—all very efficient and reasonably tidy. This was not.

The only explanations Larch’s imagination could devise chilled him worse than the crawling damp of the graveyard’s silent dawn. So did the three pigeons just to the left, their necks twisted at impossible angles, feet together and wings outspread. The carefully arranged corpses made an obscene, pale flower. Whatever had happened here, it had been deliberate.

He shifted, the dewy grass tickling his bare ankles. The air seemed to be getting thicker, the musty smell congealing unpleasantly around him. Larch looked from left to right, not sure what had suddenly grabbed his attention. Nothing was there. Still, an animal fear swept through his bowels, jamming a fist of terror all the way up to his throat. He tried to move, to step away from the grave, but his spine had gone tight as an iron rod. He shuffled backward, stumbling over his slippers.

He could swear he heard something. Or maybe he had felt it, like an invisible hand on his shoulder. Whatever it was brought all the atavistic terror of the cave dweller cowering before his fire, feeding it so that the shadows wouldn’t feed on him. His brain blanked, sure whatever was behind him was very, very hungry.

Larch bolted for the church, leaving his slippers behind.

Three days later

The stately stone edifice of the Wollaston Academy for Young Ladies stood pale against frost-tipped Devon hills; veils of cloud streaked the blue winter sky. At first glance the setting was idyllic—a timeless scene of tradition and gentility—unless one looked to the southwest. There, slashes of bare earth marked where Keating Utility was laying underground pipes all through the Wollaston neighborhood, ready to pump in the steam-driven revolution transmogrifying the rest of the Empire. The trenches forked and divided like nerves and veins, as if the quiet village were being absorbed into an ever-expanding body. The school, like the smallest toe, was at the very end of the line of progress.

And oblivious to it. For the majority of the academy’s students, change was something that happened to one’s wardrobe when the fashion papers arrived from Paris. Indeed, a handful of warmly wrapped young ladies were taking the air, dotting the school’s front lawn like decorative personifications of idleness, sloth, and vanity. Some were practicing carols, their voices weaving with angelic sweetness.

Classes were done, Christmas was a whisper away, and all that kept them at Wollaston was a final dance on Saturday night. Most of the senior girls would travel to London after the holidays to prepare for their first Season on the marriage mart.

Evelina Cooper, on the other hand, sat on a bench where the sun warmed a sheltered nook in the academy’s stone wall. It was quiet there, free from the chatter of the other girls. As usual, she read a book. While passing muster in the ornamental arts, Evelina excelled in science and mathematics. And as a young gentlewoman with an uncertain future, she meant to leave school with every corner of her brain filled to capacity.

Without warning, the peaceful tableau shattered. A servant girl scrambled up the rise toward the academy, her sturdy boots churning as if a wolf were snapping at her heels.

“Where is Mrs. Roberts?” she cried, her breath misting in the chill air. “I must see Headmistress Roberts! Please, please!”

Evelina started as her thoughts jerked from a review of Fresnel’s classic theories on luminiferous aether.

“Mrs. Roberts, please!”

Evelina blinked rapidly, pulling the world around her back into focus. The washed-out blue of the servant’s cotton skirts were pallid against the lawn—a sketch in ink-and-wash amid a landscape of oils.

“I need Mrs. Roberts!”

The frantic tone of the servant’s voice tightened the muscles along the back of Evelina’s neck. She stood, abandoning her sunny bench and sliding Fresnel back into the pocket of her coat.

“Miss—misses—please, I must find the headmistress at once! The Reverend Dr. Larch said so!” The young girl had reached the path to the school steps and was now scampering up the walkway, picking up speed like an engine at full steam. Evelina was closest, and the girl began moving in her direction.

At the mention of Dr. Larch’s name, Evelina remembered her. The servant worked at the rectory. “Mary, whatever is the matter?”

“I need Mrs. Roberts, miss, please!”

“Why?” Evelina hurried forward to meet her. Servants never addressed their betters like this. If they were caught in the hallways, they were to turn their faces to the walls until the gentry passed. From what she could recall, Mary was a little slow witted, but knew her place. Her need had to be monumental.

“I’ve got to bring her this, Miss Cooper!” Mary stumbled to a stop, panting like a winded horse.

The girl carried a huge bundle wrapped in white cloth. String trailed from its ends, as if the knots had come undone during the cross-country jog. Mary was a big lass, but the thing looked enormous in her arms. And it was heavy, by the way the girl’s arms trembled. As Evelina approached, she noticed something soaking through the cloth and filling the air with a noxious stink. The other young ladies who had surged forward, alight with curiosity, were now fading backward, fluttering perfumed handkerchiefs toward their noses.

“Please, miss,” the girl gasped, addressing them all at once. “I need the headmistress. Dr. Larch said she’d stop calling him an addled old fool when she saw this. He said this is proof!”

Evelina stopped, wondering what on earth could smell so ghastly. “Pardon me?”

The desperate maid teared up, obviously overcome with frustration. “The headmistress says he’s an addled old superstitious fool fit for the public stocks, but now she has to believe him!”

The insult did sound like Mrs. Roberts, especially when she thought no one was listening. Still, Evelina hesitated. The bundle stunk like a rotten ham, and there was no way it was going inside the school—not while Evelina slept there.

“What is in that parcel?” she asked.

“It’s ever so heavy, but I couldn’t tell you, miss. It’s not my job to know.”

Evelina glanced at the confused faces of her classmates. No one said a word, as if afraid that would make them responsible for the situation. There was only the shuffling of dainty boots on the paving stones as they shifted irritably, their cheeks and noses pink with the cold.

Mary was looking around wildly, dismay writ plain on her face. Pity tugged at Evelina, and she patted the girl’s shoulder. “Wait here. Let me call someone to go fetch the headmistress. Perhaps she’ll agree to come outside.”

But just as Evelina started for the academy’s stately doors, the Honorable Violet Asterley-Henderson surged around the corner of the building. Her petite figure was draped in full riding gear—top hat, boots, and riding crop as glossy as Mary was drab. Violet was pretty, with hair the russet of autumn leaves, but she had the personality of a well-used guillotine.

And she was having a bad day. She walked with quick, darting steps, her head bent like one in deep and angry thought. Evelina grabbed Mary to drag her out of harm’s way, feeling Violet’s mood like a gust of cold rain.

It was too late. Violet’s nose scrunched in disgust, her lips pulling back from tiny white teeth. “Ugh!” she exclaimed, bringing a hand to her face. “What is that evil stench?”

Violet took one look at Mary, her sharp hazel eyes going from the girl to the bundle. She whisked the air with her gloved hand. “What are you doing here, girl? Get that disgusting thing away. It stinks like the grave.”

Mary had evidently lost every grain of common sense on the run over and ventured a protest. “But, miss, Dr. Larch said I was to bring it to Mrs. Roberts!”

The other students stirred, alert to danger as Violet’s eyes flared. “Are you arguing with me, girl?”

Evelina’s skin prickled with alarm, and she tried to step between them. Violet was too quick. The riding crop flew up, whacking the bundle and catching Mary’s arm with its stinging tip. The girl squeaked in pain and dropped the bundle to the ground.

Violet kept walking, not even turning when Mary burst into tears. It was typical Violet and, after so many years together at Wollaston, Evelina had endured enough. White anger blanked her sight. She grabbed Violet’s arm. “Wait one moment!”

The redhead wheeled, suddenly putting herself inches from Evelina, her eyes hot with contempt. “Do you have something to say, Cooper?” Violet leaned on the common-as-dirt name, making it an insult.

“Do I need to?” Evelina drew herself up, ignoring the escalating mutters coming from the other girls. “Or did I miss the lesson in household management that says you get to use a riding crop on servants?”

Violet snapped the long hem of her habit away from the reeking bundle. “I know my place in Society. I expect others to remember theirs. That includes you, Cooper. You belong in the laboratory with your clockwork and your chemistry set, not in the daylight with your betters.”

For all her venom, Violet’s insults weren’t particularly clever. Still, Evelina’s palms were already damp with sweat, fingers twitching with the urge to give Violet a thrashing. She swallowed hard. Grandmamma Holmes had sent Evelina to Wollaston to become a proper lady, and she had tried her hardest, her very hardest. Patience. Remember, wrestling in a corset is impractical.

Evelina clenched her jaw, letting her gaze rake Violet’s dainty, even features. Violet returned the look at first, but slowly her lids drifted down and she glanced away.

“Please, miss,” Mary broke in. “I need to see Mrs. Roberts!”

Violet’s head snapped up, the hand with the crop rising.

Evelina couldn’t stand it another moment. Stepping into the movement, she lunged forward and snatched the crop away. Violet tried to grip the silver-tipped handle, but that only threw her off balance. She tripped over the skirt of her long riding habit and stumbled into the bundle Mary had dropped. The loose string binding gave way, and the bundle rolled, unfurling in a long tail of stained linen tablecloth. When the contents emerged with a squelch, Violet skittered away with a shriek of disgust.

“Miss Henderson! Miss Cooper! You are making a racket.” The headmistress’s voice snapped from the doorway. She stood square and imposing in sensible black, a stark contrast to the festive garland of pine and red ribbons that graced the entrance. “Is that an example of our Wollaston manners?”

For once—for perhaps the only time in the career of the formidable Morwenna Roberts—no one paid her the slightest heed. They were all gawping at the bundle the rector had sent to the headmistress.

Evelina’s world grew dark around the edges, and her head felt oddly light, as if it were filled with helium. She took an awkward, shuffling step back. She’d never fainted or lost her breakfast in public, but this was a close-run thing.

Perhaps Dr. Larch was an addled old fool fit for the public stocks, or maybe even a dangerous madman, for the cloth had hidden the mangled remnants of a rotting human arm.

An hour later

The moment throbbed with potential. Evelina Cooper calculated the distance from the balcony where she now stood to the courtyard below. If she selected one of the heavier flowerpots and dropped it at just the right moment, her school term would end on an unexpected high note.

In fact, if she balanced on the edge of the balcony—an easy enough trick for a girl who’d spent her early years with her father’s people at Ploughman’s Paramount Circus—she could drop the pot right on Violet’s russet head. With just a light push of magic, the maximum pot-to-head impact would be guaranteed, and she’d finally determine whether or not the miserable vixen had a brain.

Too bad her Grandmamma Holmes, who had rescued her from the circus and sent her to a proper school, would be sorely vexed. She’d told Evelina in no uncertain terms to keep her history with Ploughman’s a secret. Maybe she should drop the pot from where she stood and forget the acrobatics.

“I would have thought you’d had enough of the schoolroom,” said a voice from behind her.

Evelina turned, reluctantly letting her fantasy go. The speaker was Imogen Roth, the eldest daughter of Lord Bancroft and her closest friend. She was tall but very slight, her almost frail figure the legacy of a long illness. With long, pale hair and gray eyes, Imogen was beautiful, but never seemed to notice.

Imogen sat on one of the schoolroom’s long tables, kicking her heels like a child. “There are plenty of other gruesome things to occupy one’s interest without revisiting this chamber of horrors.” She’d hated every minute of school except her lessons on the pianoforte.

“I needed a change from all the fainting and retching downstairs.” Evelina stepped from the balcony back into the room. “So I was thinking about murdering Violet.”

Imogen shrugged. “I hear Newgate is lovely this time of year, but you’d miss the graduation ball.”

“I could still pour punch down the front of her dress.”

“Frankly, I think she’d mind that more. A good hairstyle could hide a crushed skull. There’s nothing one can do with stained satin.” Imogen narrowed her eyes. “I applaud what you did. Violet beats her horse, you know. I’d like to smack her with that little silver-handled crop until I’ve matched every blow she’s given the poor beast.”

“With our luck, she’d be the type who likes it.”

“Maybe it would sweeten her mood,” Imogen suggested. “There’s been no one to sing praises to her beauty since Tom Cannon died.”

“Sing praises to her dowry, you mean. I think he hung about the school looking for a rich bride, and she’s the prettiest prize of the bunch.”

It wasn’t unusual to cross paths with the local swains. Though Mrs. Roberts kept the girls at the academy under close watch, chaperoned events did occur. And so did clandestine escapades, some featuring Tom and one or the other of the school’s more foolish beauties.

“He was handsome,” Imogen said wistfully.

“Indeed.” Evelina pulled out the tiny pocket watch she’d rebuilt from two broken specimens she’d found in the village. It was barely two o’clock. It was hard to believe the whole episode with Mary had taken less than a quarter hour. There were acres of afternoon left to drag by.

Imogen raised an eyebrow. “What did Mrs. Roberts say to you and Violet when she found you fighting?”

“Not as much as one might think. Our transgressions paled beside the novelty of a rotting limb.”

Imogen shrugged, but she looked slightly green all the same. “Do you have any idea why the rector sent a severed arm to Mrs. Roberts? Think about it. He’s a bachelor and she’s a widow. I could understand flowers, or even a steak-and-kidney pie, but this is highly singular.”

“He is ninety years old. Perhaps he’s losing his wits and thinks he’s back at Waterloo.”

“That still doesn’t exactly explain the arm.”

“I wonder if it was French?” Evelina mused. “I didn’t get a good look at the tailoring.”

“You’re disgusting, Evelina Cooper.”

“I’m curious. I recall Mary saying the arm was supposed to be proof.”

“Of what?”

“My question precisely.” Evelina flung herself into one of the chairs and looked up at Imogen, who was still perched on the table. “Didn’t somebody say there’d been a disturbance in the cemetery?”

“Tom Cannon’s grave was robbed. The sexton had to cover it back up.” Imogen’s face went gray. “Do you suppose that was …”

“I think the sexton missed a bit.” Somehow Tom was dominating the conversation again. Evelina had never given the rogue as much thought as he seemed to be demanding that afternoon.

“Oh, dear. What do you think is going to happen?” Imogen asked.

“Before I came upstairs, I overheard Mrs. Roberts declare at the top of her lungs that she would write to the Earl of Hendon about the rector’s behavior.” Wollaston was part of the earldom, and Hendon wasn’t a man to put up with nonsense. “The other teachers are beside themselves. Three of the girls begged to be sent home, which will no doubt upset their parents and put a dent in the academy’s sterling reputation.”

“Silly geese.” Imogen made a face. “Did they think the arm was going to crawl across the lawn and pinch their toes?”

Evelina shuddered at the idea, which was a little too close to her imaginings.

“Dr. Larch was beside himself when the steam company began digging right by the rectory,” Imogen added. “Do you suppose all the excitement pushed him over the edge and he’s gone barmy?”

“That’s what Mrs. Roberts says,” Evelina replied. She liked the kindly old churchman, though, and didn’t want to believe it. “I’m worried that no one is going to consider alternatives.”

Imogen hopped down from the desk, putting her hands on her hips. “Do you mean to say that a dead arm might actually be proof of something?”

“I make no assumptions.” Evelina sat forward, warming to her idea. “But don’t you think somebody should go listen to his side of the story? Even if it’s just us? If Mrs. Roberts and the earl make up their minds he’s fit for Bedlam, we might be the only ones interested in the truth.”

Imogen frowned. “How? We can’t just knock on his door, can we? Ask him what he had in mind by delivering a body part to our headmistress?”

“You don’t favor a direct approach?”

“Maybe not that direct.” Imogen smiled with sweet sarcasm. “I suggest we escort Mary back to the rectory once Mrs. Roberts is through questioning her. The poor girl is going to be a complete wreck.”

“You’re right about that. Mary was terrified. I do think it odd that Dr. Larch got a serving girl mixed up in all this. It’s not like him.”

Imogen shook her head. “Well, if you listen to the first-year students downstairs, he’s about to be carried off by flying devils for his crimes. The gargoyles on the church are coming to get him the moment it gets dark.”

“Flying devils? In Wollaston?” Evelina said archly. “And here I thought your brother was still in London.”

“Are you calling my brother Beelzebub?” Her friend’s lips twitched at the mention of her dashing older sibling. “Tobias is coming to the ball, you know.”

“Is he?” Evelina’s stays suddenly felt far too tight. Tobias was smart, handsome, inventive, and witty—everything other young men of her acquaintance were not.

Imogen waved an airy hand. “My parents are in Paris, so they’re sending him to celebrate my release from the schoolroom. He’s taking me back to our country place afterward. We’ll do Christmas there before going to London for the Season. That’s all assuming, of course, he remembers to come fetch me in the first place. With him, you never know.”

“Ah. Well, surely an entire school full of pretty young ladies is an inducement.”

Her friend gave her a sharp look. “And do you know what you’re doing for Christmas? Have you had word from your grandmother yet?”

The question smarted, thorn-sharp. There was no reason to think that her grandmother would simply leave her at the school, but Evelina would have liked to hear where she was to go once her time at Wollaston was done. London? The country? A post as governess? No one had seen fit to tell her what the future would hold, and the future was now less than a few days away. It was hard not to feel like a piece of unclaimed luggage.

Turning back to the balcony, Evelina looked at the sky. It was clouding up, no longer blue. “I think we had best take our coats.”

* * *

A quarter hour later, Evelina noticed fresh activity on the grounds. The morning’s trickle of carts and carriages was picking up just as the temperature was dropping. Vehicles plodded and jingled smartly down the drive, clouds of steam rising from the snorting horses. There was even a pair of engine-driven carts, puffing down from the rail yard with the cook’s last-minute order of London specialties brought in for the ball.

Evelina and Imogen, with Mary between them, started for town. The school was on the very edge of the village, just far enough away from the houses to feel like a country manor. Ahead lay the core of Wollaston village, its whitewashed buildings almost luminous beneath the gathering clouds. The new coal-fired heating plant looked square and out of place against the wild landscape.

The church was coming up on the right of their path, with the graveyard beyond. The closer they got, the more agitated Mary grew.

“Oh, Miss Roth, Miss Cooper, I tried to tell the headmistress. I did. Dr. Larch was ever so sure she had to believe him.” Mary gulped, looking as if she was about to burst into tears one more time.

“About what?” Evelina asked, seizing the opportunity. “What was his message?”

“Mrs. Roberts sent him a book. Something she found up at the school, buried beneath the potting bench in the greenhouse. Dr. Larch said it was the start of the evil.”

“A book at the school? I don’t understand how that fits in.” It seemed a leap between the greenhouse and the grave.

Mary shook her head quickly, looking almost frightened. They’d slowed by the gate that led into the side garden of the rectory. The holly that hung over it was thick with berries. “Oh, miss, I only know what I was told to say.” She bobbed an awkward curtsey. “Thank you ever so much for seeing me home. It’s so very kind of you.”

It was clear they weren’t getting any more out of her. “You’re welcome,” Evelina replied.

Mary lifted the latch on the gate and slid through, making another curtsey as her gaze traveled anxiously from Evelina to Imogen and back again. “I really must get back to my duties.”

“Do you think Dr. Larch would be available for a visit?” Imogen asked.

Mary’s forehead wrinkled. “I’m so sorry, but he always naps this time of day. Shall I tell him that you came to call?”

Evelina doubted he was asleep—not after wrapping up a severed limb. Nevertheless, she shook her head. Outside of climbing in a window to confront the rector, there wasn’t much they could do. “No, that’s all right, Mary.”

With some relief, Mary scampered away. The girls took the long path back to the road, looping around the church and past the lych-gate with the cemetery beyond. Evelina could just see the darker patch where Tom Cannon’s grave had been covered over for the second time. She wondered who had disturbed the dead and, more than that, who among the living would weep because of it. His family, of course, but what about the many women he had courted? Had any of his young heiresses, inspired by the latest Gothic novel, thrown themselves on his grave in a fit of weeping?

Evelina shivered. The dismal sight of the grave suited the day. It was growing darker as rain clouds gathered, turning the afternoon to a premature dusk.

Wollaston Church itself was small, but painters had often reproduced the stone frieze above the arched doors. There, fabulous beasts roared, leered, and slavered beneath the conquering feet of a dozen stone saints. Evelina’s imagination was caught by one of the beasts—a ghoul of some kind chomping on a human hand—when Imogen interrupted.

“That’s disappointing,” she grumbled. “I had hoped we could put Dr. Larch to the question.”

“And here I brought my thumbscrews and everything,” Evelina added plaintively.

“Still, I think it’s too soon to give up. A gruesome parcel? An evil book dug out of the ground? If the rector said the book is evil, doesn’t that imply it’s full of spells?”

Evelina frowned, growing increasingly uneasy. She knew some simple folk magic that her Gran Cooper—from the circus side of the family—had taught her. It was a secret she’d only let slip once, and that was with Imogen. Otherwise, she never spoke of it. In a school as small as Wollaston, every keyhole had ears.

“That book in the potting shed bothers me,” Evelina said. “People don’t bury things unless they want them hidden.”

“So it has to be a grim … grimwhatever. What other kind of book would it be?” Imogen asked. “I mean, with the dead body involved.”

“If it’s a grimoire, then hiding it would make sense. Magic is illegal.”

Imogen frowned. “They hanged that sorcerer six months ago. What was his crime, exactly?”

“Attempting to summon a demon with blood sacrifice.” Dark magic always involved a payment in blood or life—either the sorcerer’s own, or someone else’s. “It was all over the newspapers. They say he wanted the demon to destroy Buckingham Palace and kill the queen.”

“Why?”

“That’s what mad mages always want. It’s traditional—at least according to the newspapers.”

Imogen’s frown grew deeper. “Well, if I had that spell book, I’d be very cautious. Especially after that much publicity.”

“And if someone used it, they must have been prepared to risk everything.” They walked for a moment, their boots scrunching on the gravel path that led past the church.

“But isn’t the ability to do magic hereditary?” Imogen asked.

“Yes.”

“Then who has the ability to use it?”

That thought hit Evelina like a slap. “I don’t know.” She was the only one of the Blood at Wollaston. At least she’d always thought so. Childish though it was, she had taken pride in being unique.

Who else is like me? Evelina felt a tingling down her limbs, half trepidation, half curiosity. Reflexively, she folded her arms, as if trying to hold in her agitation. Come now, concentrate on what’s important. If Dr. Larch is losing his wits, that’s a problem. But if someone really is dabbling in dark magic, that’s even worse.

“Dr. Larch keeps an office in the church. He might have put the book there.” Imogen gave her a sidelong look. “Although it would be the height of impropriety for young ladies to poke through his things …”

“Of course it would.”

“Then let’s begin immediately.”

Once they entered the cavernous silence of the old building, every scrape of their soles echoed on the stone floor. They made their way past the font inside the entrance and turned right, then down the far aisle that led toward the northwest corner of the building. There, right near the stairs that led up to the choir loft, were a few small rooms used for practical matters.

No one seemed to be around, although the office door stood open. When she looked inside, Evelina’s breath caught—a moment of shock soon followed by a rush of wonder. Instinctively, she pushed inside, letting her emotion carry her body forward.

Just for a moment, she forgot all about the book.

Clockwork!

It was Evelina’s great love. Tall, gracious bookshelves had been stripped of their tomes to make room for row upon row of marvelous toys. There were tiny dirigibles with keys in their balloons, birds on springs, and dogs that wagged tiny painted tails. Suddenly, she was a child again, watching her grandfather fix the astounding wind-up automatons of Ploughman’s circus.

She knew she had no right to touch the toys, but her fingers would not behave. She had to pick them up and see how they worked. A hedgehog read a book, turning the pages with a nimble paw when a lever was pressed. Her favorite was a tin wishing well with a rotating handle that raised and lowered a bucket of flapping ducks.

“I knew Dr. Larch liked novelties,” Imogen said with a chuckle, “but I never knew he had so many.”

They had barely been there a minute, but already Evelina’s skull felt tight, as if she were trying to drink in too much information all at once. She turned over a crow in a top hat, trying to see all the springs and gears inside. “Do all these belong to the rector?” She’d always liked the old man, but now realized they shared an interest obviously dear to them both.

“I made them,” said a voice. “There are just as many again downstairs.”

“In the crypt?” Evelina blurted as she turned around, then caught her breath. “Pardon me, Dr. Larch.”

He was standing in the doorway. Tall, thin, and stooped, he leaned with one hand against the doorjamb, as if too weary to stand. He appeared to have aged a decade since she’d seen him last Sunday. He straightened painfully, smoothing the front of his jacket. “The dead don’t mind if I waste my time playing with trifles. But the living have far too many opinions on the matter.”

Evelina winced, hearing the bitter echo in the rector’s words. It was easy enough to guess what he felt. She’d been told often enough that nice young ladies didn’t play with greasy tools, but at least no one called her senile.

“They’re wonderful,” she said. “I’d love to see the rest someday.”

That earned her a gentle smile. “Thank you, Miss Cooper. And what are you two lovely young ladies doing in my office?”

“We were looking for you, Dr. Larch,” Imogen said, her face as placid as still water. She took his arm, helping him to a chair. He moved with a limp, as if he had turned his ankle. “But the door was open and no one was here.”

“I’m afraid that this is not a good afternoon for visiting, even for the brightest stars of Wollaston Academy.”

“We came to ask about the, um, parcel you sent to Mrs. Roberts,” Evelina began, then immediately wished she hadn’t. Imogen made a pained noise confirming that her opening gambit had been clumsy in the extreme. On the other hand, it saved a great deal of tiptoeing around the subject.

Alarm sparked in the rector’s deep brown eyes. “You know what I sent with Mary?”

“Almost everyone does,” Imogen put in. “It was an accident, but the bundle fell open in front of a dozen of the students.”

He looked horrified. “That was the last thing I intended! The students were not to know any of this, but I simply had to make your headmistress understand.”

Evelina refrained from pointing out the insanity of trying to hide a corpse, or even a piece of one, in a tablecloth. When she looked into his face, she saw a disturbing level of fear. Whatever was going on, he was at the edge of his ability to cope. “Understand what?”

“It is not your concern,” he replied shortly.

Evelina wasn’t about to give up. “We heard that you had a dispute with Mrs. Roberts because of a book. One that was found at the school.”

Larch fell into his chair with a huff of exasperation. “Which is why I find you young ladies here, looking for the wretched thing. No doubt you’d like to use it yourselves!”

Stomach tightening, Evelina fell back a step. “I think not!”

His brows drew together in a bushy V. In an instant, he’d gone from fearful to angry. Now he sounded querulous again. “Well, someone took it the first time, and it ended up in the potting shed at your school. How do I know you don’t want it?”

Imogen opened her mouth to protest, but Evelina interrupted. “Where did the book come from?”

“Questions, questions.” Dr. Larch smoothed his sparse hair with gnarled hands. Evelina noticed the tremor of fatigue in his fingers. For the first time, Evelina also noticed that the office was a mess. Papers were scattered across the desk, and books were everywhere, including on the floor. It looked as if he had been desperately searching for something he couldn’t find.

“Please, Dr. Larch,” Imogen said softly. “We just want to understand your side of things.”

Imogen was one of his favorites, and her gentle tone worked. He settled back in the chair. “I suppose there’s no harm in telling you how it was found. The men laying the pipes for that ridiculous steam factory dug up a tin chest. They brought it here, thinking that I could use the church records to identify its rightful owner or an heir. My researches turned up little of use. It contained only the book and a few silver dishes, but it was enough to deduce that a widow named Hester Barnes had buried the chest at least two centuries ago. I could find no living relations.”

Now that she heard the widow’s name, Evelina remembered something from the local newspaper, but the article hadn’t given many details. It certainly hadn’t said anything about spell books.

“And someone took the book from you?” Imogen asked incredulously.

Dr. Larch nodded, giving them a hard look again. “The thief took it from this very office.”

“The silver, too?” Evelina asked.

“Just the book.” He bit off every word precisely. “That was clearly what they wanted.”

That piqued Evelina’s interest even more than the origins of the chest. “What was in it?”

The rector made a sour face. “Love potions and cures for warts. Worthless. Or so I believed.”

A book of love spells found at a girls’ school. It sounded like something by Gilbert and Sullivan, but Evelina’s hackles rose. There is someone else who understands spells. But who?

Larch continued. “Your headmistress returned it to me because she knew it had been stolen. She refused to believe the matter was anything but a prank. And yet not even a week passed after the theft and unfortunate things began to happen.”

“Such as?” Imogen prompted.

He hunched forward. “If your headmistress is displeased with me now, she would be furious if I discussed this further. You are too young for such dark subjects.”

Evelina and Imogen exchanged an exasperated glance. How did it get darker than a severed arm?

“But why did you send the parcel?” Evelina asked. “We just want to know.”

“Mrs. Roberts cannot abide the thought of anything that might besmirch her precious academy’s reputation. The woman is wilfully blind to the truth.” His brows lowered, forbidding questions. “No one listens to an old dodderer like me, but I found proof. So I sent it with Mary today. I had to. I’ve gone lame, like an old horse. Turned my ankle running like a fool. Too old for that.”

“You say you warned Mrs. Roberts. Warned her of what?” Evelina pushed.

Dr. Larch buried his face in his palms for a long moment, then dragged them away, sucking in a deep breath. “She must cancel the ball. To insist on a dance is the height of folly. And at night, no less—too many young people being careless, wandering about in the dark. Impossible. Unthinkable.”

“Why?” Evelina asked.

He clasped his knobbly hands together, almost wringing them in his distress. “I will call for the carriage and send you back to the academy at once. You girls must be inside before dark.”

Dark was hours away. Evelina knelt before the rector’s chair, catching his gaze, willing him to be calm. She put a hand on his arm, but he was so overwrought, the touch made him start violently. She pulled her fingers away.

“What is going on?” she asked.

He shook his head. “If you are truly innocent, and I pray that you are, don’t ask me to destroy that precious state. Some things you simply do not want to know.”

She opened her mouth to protest again, but Evelina read her defeat in his eyes. With a barely concealed sigh, she rose and cursed the fact she was a girl. There was no acceptable way that she could make herself heard and still remain a proper lady.

* * *

“How provoking,” Imogen muttered. “I so dislike it when people tell me what I do and don’t want to know.”

Despite the offer of a ride back to the school, they walked. It was cold, but Evelina needed to clear her head. Halfway home, it started to rain, but they had so much to discuss that the girls barely noticed the wet, even though both were shivering.

“Dr. Larch said unfortunate things had been happening,” said Evelina. “I wonder what he meant.”

“There’s always gossip,” Imogen offered. “A fox got at the dovecot. And the kitchen girl, Jenny, had it from the vegetable boy that there was a to-do at the Cannon residence last night. Something got at the horses. A groom saw an ape running away. Or maybe a hound.”

“A hound?” Evelina said in surprise.

“Or an ape. He wasn’t certain if it had two or four legs.”

“And you didn’t think to mention this?”

Imogen waved away the question. “What does a giant hound or ape or whatnot have to do with Dr. Larch and love spells?”

It was a good question, but Evelina found the incident troubling. In fact, she mused all through the damp walk back to the school. Tom Cannon’s grave, and Tom Cannon’s horses. Coincidence?

“Tell me about the fox,” she said to Imogen.

Imogen sneezed. The chill weather was finally telling on her. “Some birds went missing four or five nights ago.”

Evelina winced. That would have been right before the full of the moon and prime time for working a spell. “Perfect. Just perfect.”

They’d reached the academy, and there would be no more privacy to talk before the evening meal. Imogen squeezed her hand—their signal that they’d pick up the conversation later—and they ran up the stairs to change before Mrs. Roberts could inquire where they had been.

The senior girls had rooms of their own. They were small, barely holding a narrow bed and a chest of drawers, but the privacy was a hard-won privilege after years sharing with up to four others at a time. Evelina saw a box sitting on her bed, tied with string and labeled—sure signs that it had been delivered by post.

In an instant, she forgot that she was cold and damp. She hurried forward to examine the arrival. A glance at the writing told her it had come from Grandmamma Holmes.

It was a large box, four feet wide at least. Room enough for a letter inside—and no matter what else the parcel held, it was that personal note Evelina wanted. She had to know where she was to go once the graduation dance was over. Given her unconventional relationship with her grandmamma, she could assume nothing.

An orphan, Evelina was the product of a mésalliance. The Holmes family’s only daughter had eloped with a lowborn army captain. After his death, Evelina’s mother had come home begging for shelter for herself and her unborn daughter, only to be turned away. The worst misfortune was that her brothers—Sherlock and Mycroft—had never learned of the incident until years later and far too late to help their wayward sister.

Fortunately, Captain Cooper’s relations—the colorful members of Ploughman’s Paramount Circus—hadn’t been so particular. They had raised Evelina long after her mother died, right until Grandmamma Holmes had swept in and taken her to Wollaston to be civilized.

That had worked, more or less, but what came next? All the other girls had family arriving, plans for their presentation to the queen, and maybe a shopping trip abroad to celebrate their coming of age. Evelina had no fortune and no prospects. She had become too much a lady to go back to the circus, but couldn’t see herself pouring tea for her grandmamma until she faded away like a carpet left too long in the sun—not that the old lady permitted errant sunbeams beyond her drawing room’s heavy velvet drapes.

It was almost natural to imagine the day when every last girl went from the academy to their brilliant futures, and Evelina would be left standing on the drive, her suitcase at her feet. Alone and penniless, just like her mother had been. Were things really that bad? Was she really so unlovable that no one would come?

Everything depended on a letter being in the box. A cold wave settled through her like a sudden fog and she actually trembled, admitting in some distant part of her soul that she had brushed up against the thing she feared most.

Evelina cut the string and swept it aside. The box was plain but sturdy and the lid resisted opening. Or maybe her fingers were clumsy. Eventually, it came away with a rustle of white tissue paper. Evelina peeled it back to reveal a bodice of soft green satin, the exact hue of tender new leaves. It shimmered like a lake of liquid summer.

Evelina gasped. She recognized the dress. It had hung in a wardrobe filled with her mother’s things—the beautiful party gowns and formal dresses abandoned in her wild flight to marry the handsome Captain Cooper. And her grandmother had sent the treasure to her!

They were the same height, and her mother had possessed the same dark hair and blue eyes. The green would be perfect—feminine without making her look like a sickeningly sweet petit four. This was a woman’s dress, not a girl’s.

And Imogen’s handsome brother, Tobias, would be there. Tentative, questing, Evelina’s fingers trailed over the delicate net of gold threads that rimmed the neckline of the gown. She realized it had been altered, the shape subtly recut to match the current styles. If her grandmother had gone to that much trouble, surely that meant she cared for her? When would she allow herself to let go of her doubts?

A letter. There had to be a letter. Evelina’s hands dove into the box, searching for notepaper between the layers and layers of gleaming satin. She found no paper, but her fingers closed on something moist. She jerked them out, clutching a fistful of frost-blighted plants with dirt still clinging to their roots. It was the wrong season for blooms, but she knew at once what they were.

Violets.

Panic thudded against her chest. With a wheezing gasp, she ripped the dress from the box. The sound that came next was between a snarl and a cry of pain.

The bodice was intact, but the magnificent skirt of her dead mother’s gown had been slashed to ribbons. Nothing wider than a handbreadth of fabric remained.

Violet Asterley-Henderson had got to the box first.

* * *

Violet was about to pay dearly—and in ways that would astound even the most lurid writers of Gothic novels. Pain. Shame. Remorse. Pleading. The show would have it all. Evelina would milk the moment. Spectacle was something a girl from Ploughman’s Paramount Circus understood and relished. Unfortunately, it would have to wait until she stopped sniveling like a girl of five.

Stomach cramped with stifled sobbing, she sat curled on the roof in the freezing cold, her knees under her chin. She was leaving the school in days, a grown woman, but right then it felt as if she had been thrust backward to childhood. The only good thing was that the rain had stopped.

Once, she had come to this perch often. The first year at the academy had been perfect hell, and Violet its chief devil. The rooftop had been the one place where safety from her taunts was guaranteed. Despite the cold and slippery wet, the climb from the window and up the drainpipes was easy for Evelina, who was raised to the tightrope and the trapeze. The circus belonged to the air.

Violets belonged in dirt. Fine. Evelina was going to pound her into said dirt.

She looked up at the sky, which had cleared with the dusk. The first icy stars were pricking through the gloom. She wiped her face, the skin stiff with the dried salt of tears. She was freezing cold.

Her stomach was easing, the hard knot of sadness and anger loosening as the first wave of shock wore off. Reason was inching its way into the tumult of her thoughts. What, exactly, was she going to do?

The dress had been beautiful—the most luxurious thing Evelina had ever almost owned. And it had been a link to her mother as well as to her grandmother, a strict woman who rarely made a kind gesture. Violet had destroyed far more than she realized. And there was still the question of whether there had been a letter in the box. Evelina hadn’t found one, so had Violet taken it?

And why? Was it just because she’d stood up to her that afternoon?

Evelina shifted. The roof tiles were not the most comfortable surface. A sudden breeze swirled around her, cold and frosty fresh.

What is the matter, girl on the roof?

The voice sounded inside her thoughts, breathy as the wind through leaves. Evelina sat a little straighter, searching the dusk. A smudge of light hovered at the edge of the roof, its slight iridescence barely visible. It was a deva, an elemental nature spirit. For the most part, devas seemed to fall into four types—air, water, fire, and earth. They lived in plants or streams or trees, and anyone who loved the wilds could feel their presence. However, only those of the Blood, like the Coopers, could see and hear them.

The deva hovered closer, just outside of Evelina’s reach. Although it had no scent or substance in the conventional way, she could smell and feel cool, clean wind in her mind. That marked it as an air deva. She’d talked to it before; this deva seemed more curious about humans than most.

“I’ve had a very unpleasant day,” she said.

So have I, roof-girl. The light flared and flickered with what might have been disgruntlement.

“What happened?” She wondered what ruined an air deva’s day. “Were you run down by a dirigible? Had a fight with a bird?”

The flickering grew more intense. There is wrongness in the world.

That was hardly news.

It hurts us.

Evelina frowned. “Something is hurting the devas?”

Nature has been wronged. Graves are opened. Three, four. One walks.

Evelina took a breath to answer, but no words came out. None of what the creature had said made sense—not even enough to know what question to ask. She knew about Tom’s grave, but had there been others? She hadn’t gone into the cemetery that afternoon to see.

Then something caught her eye.

There was movement in the middle distance, right where the path to the school forked off from the road down below. Evelina squinted, straining to see against the gathering darkness. Her vantage point from the roof was excellent, but she still doubted what she saw. The figure was bizarre—manlike, but swinging its arms almost like an ape. And it had three arms. She craned her neck as the figure disappeared behind some trees. She waited, and there it was again, making a zigzagging line toward the house.

“What’s that?” she asked the deva, but then realized it was gone. It must have left the moment the strange figure started to draw near the school.

Her curiosity grew edged with alarm. Who was this? Her first instinct was to go down to investigate, but caution stopped her. Or maybe it was the fact that the third arm the figure was holding was not attached.

Oh. A sick, crawly feeling slithered over her. Yes, it was fairly safe to assume something wasn’t right about the visitor. Evelina shrank down against the roof, still watching but now careful to hide. The cool wind cut through the fabric of her dress and brought with it the pungent stink she’d smelled earlier that day. Her gaze fastened on the spare arm, which was glistening with a thick ooze of putrefaction. It looked in even worse shape than the one Mary had delivered.

The figure was right below her now. Something about him was familiar, but the gait was all wrong and people were hard to recognize just from the top of their heads. And his seemed oddly shaped, almost flat in the back.

Evelina carefully raised her head, trying to get a better look. The clothes looked rumpled, but were a gentleman’s cut. The figure wore no hat or gloves but, taking into account the fact he was carting around a rotting arm, he obviously subscribed to different standards than most of Society.

Mesmerized, Evelina watched as he approached the school. The odd, sidling gait made it hard to guess his intended direction, but he eventually came to a halt in front of the parlor windows. Everyone now would be in the dining hall, but a lamp had been left burning. The light filtered through the drawn curtains, casting the figure into stark relief. Evelina saw him reach up, fingering the edges of the casement windows and making an odd snuffling noise. It grew to frustrated grunts as the fingers clawed with increasing force, trying to open the window.

Evelina’s mouth hung open, a soul-deep horror nailing her to the roof. She couldn’t move now if she wanted to. What was this creature? Man? Animal? A lunatic escaped from some attic, out to terrorize the countryside?

And then she saw it raise the dead arm it held, grasping the elbow and carefully peeling back the rotting fabric from the shoulder joint. And then it bit down, slurping a mouthful of gelatinous rot from the flesh.

Without warning, Evelina heaved, upchucking everything she’d eaten that day and perhaps that month. She spit, the sourness flooding her mouth nearly making her retch again. She blinked her streaming eyes, trying to pull the world back into focus.

She found her handkerchief just in time to stifle a scream. The thing had looked up, searching for the source of the awful gagging sounds she’d just made. “Oh, dear God,” she breathed.

The features were warped and sagging, but she knew the face. Tom Cannon, Wollaston’s handsome young ne’er-do-well. He was supposed to be dead and buried. But he’d been a flirt and a daredevil in life, and apparently not even a bad case of putrefaction could keep him down. Suddenly, everything the deva had said made sense. Nature had been subverted, and the dead walked.

“Tom?” she said in a tiny voice.

Something like intelligence flickered across his features. It wasn’t a pleasant sight. He’d died from a blow to the head, but that was only the half of it. Decomposition was loosening his face from the bones beneath.

“Why are you here?” Evelina croaked.

To her infinite relief, he dropped the arm. “Garagargh?” he replied in a gurgling hiss.

It was too much. Evelina’s stomach made another leap for freedom. Tom fell back a step, apparently repulsed. Now there was irony.

Someone opened a window, light fanning out into the darkness. “Who is out there?” demanded a familiar voice: Mrs. Roberts poised to quash impertinent suitors. Evelina froze, still as a rooftop gargoyle.

Obeying some ingrained reflex, Tom turned and loped a few yards away, slowing when he reached the safety of the shadows. Then he looked back at the academy, longing on his melted face. He was there for someone or something inside the school.

Well, no one would be pining for the handsome rake now. Or was that true? The rector had a book of magic found inside the walls of Wollaston Academy. Love spells and cures for warts.

Evelina was reasonably sure Tom wasn’t there for the warts.

* * *

She pounded on the door of the rectory. Mary opened it, her mouth dropping open. “Miss Cooper, whatever are you doing here at this time of night?”

“I have to see Dr. Larch.” She pushed in, shouldering past the maid. It was past the time when she could afford to be a young lady. Dark magic was afoot.

“You cannot see him!” Mary protested. “Miss Cooper, don’t force me to call Mr. Webster!”

Evelina didn’t give her a chance to summon the rector’s manservant. Made bold by the light in the study window, she pushed past Mary.

“Miss Cooper!”

Evelina pushed through a set of glass doors. When she got to the room she wanted, she didn’t bother to knock.

As she opened the door, she found Larch in a smoking robe, his bony feet tucked into carpet slippers. He looked up. “Miss Cooper? What is the meaning of this?”

He was kneeling on the floor, surrounded by a snowstorm of books and papers, worse even than the mess she had seen at the church. The tiny writing desk was buried. So were the seats of chairs. One enormous volume was open on the carpet in front of him. He held a candle close, a forefinger marking his place on the page.

She wasted no time on useless pleasantries. “It’s Tom. Tom Cannon. I saw him tonight.”

Larch winced, fingering the few hairs still clinging to his head. “I know.”

“You know?” Evelina squeaked.

“I suspected.”

She took a step forward, then sank down to see the rector eye to eye. “I need whatever information you have, Dr. Larch.”

Mary looked on, eyes wide and mouth agape. “Should I make tea?”

“I’m afraid this is no time for tea,” Larch replied.

Evelina gave Mary a meaningful look. “I think Dr. Larch could use a cup, though.”

The servant nodded and backed out. Evelina took the candle from Dr. Larch just before it dripped wax on the book. It ran over her fingers, but she bit her lip to stop the gasp of pain and set it carefully back in the holder sitting on the hearth.

“Why don’t we have a seat, Dr. Larch,” Evelina said mildly, helping the rector up from the floor.

“Thank you, Miss Cooper, but this is a most unsuitable time for a visit. I am working. I was reading.” His tone made it clear that she had interrupted.

“My apologies, Dr. Larch, but these are extreme circumstances. I just saw a dead man walk.”

The room was small and lined with tall shelves of books. Two chairs flanked the hearth. She settled Larch in the only one with a seat free of books. After shifting a stack of leather-bound quarto volumes, she sat in the other, edging as close to the fire as she could get. The heat felt good after a walk in the chill December night.

Larch frowned. “You should not be involved in this matter, Miss Cooper. Tom Cannon is out there, and he is dangerous.”

“Tom wanted to get into the academy. He wanted to get to someone or something.” She pulled a pistol out of her coat pocket and set it on her lap. She’d taken it from the groundskeeper’s cottage—a simple matter when no one in Wollaston bothered to lock his door. The Webley was large for her hand, but at least it was less conspicuous than the huge fowling piece that was her only other choice. “He might succeed next time. Nothing is going to get any safer if I hide under my bed.”

Dr. Larch muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like a curse. Then he considered her, his gaze keen and assessing, more the soldier he had once been than the old churchman he was now. “You are an unusual and somewhat disturbing young woman. Even so, I don’t think your gun will stop a dead man.”

“Most things slow down if you shoot them through the eye.”

“I concede the point.” Larch nodded, seeming much steadier. Maybe her disturbing qualities were helping.

“Tom—he—it—was at the school, trying to get in. And eating another arm.” She couldn’t help a moue of disgust from wrinkling her mouth. She suddenly felt hot, as if she might be sick again just from thinking about what she’d seen.

“The dead appear to have unforgiveable manners.”

She wiped her forehead with the palm of her hand. “Where is he getting these corpses?”

“From family graves. Several have been disturbed.” Larch nodded at the heavy tome on the floor. “Since I discovered the wreckage, I’ve been reading about the habits of the walking dead.”

Evelina wrinkled her brow. “There’s a book about it?”

Mary chose that moment to enter, rolling a tea trolley. It was one of the new steam-powered models that chugged along with only the lightest touch. She poured and left, muttering to herself about the explosion of paper on the floor. Evelina took the opportunity to move the large book to the safety of the desk. It smelled old and musty, the pages foxed and spotted with damp. A quick glance at the frontispiece told her that it was not Hester Barnes’s spell book as she had first thought, but a history.

“I found that among the oldest volumes kept in the collection of the rectory,” said Dr. Larch. “I’ve been doing what research I can. It’s all I can do, until someone else accepts what is happening.”

Hope, tiny and tentative, made her caress the faded brown writing. Hope that his research would help her. Hope that she had the power to help him.

The penmanship of the history was so old-fashioned, she could barely read it. “What does it say?”

“It is from the time of the Great Fire, so the prose is rather antique. They seem to have had a positive plague of the walking dead until much of London burned. They called them the Risen. Fire seems to be the one reliable method of destroying the creatures.”

Evelina put a mental tick against the first item she had come there to learn. “Why were there so many?”

Larch watched as she resumed her seat, still watchful. She was probably the only other person who believed that Tom Cannon had left his grave, but she was still, in his eyes, little more than a child. She could see him weighing his words.

“Sorcery was rampant among the cognoscenti of the time,” he said. “It fell out of fashion along with the Stuart kings … or at least that seems to be the case. I had just reached that part when you arrived.”

Evelina moved on to something more useful. “Do the dead eat living flesh?”

He frowned unhappily.

Evelina cleared her throat. “I’m sorry for my bluntness, but this is not a case that encourages ladylike decorum, as my uncle Sherlock would say.” She hated trading on her uncle’s name, but on this occasion she was willing to use every tool in her box. Still, she flushed.

His lips twitched, almost smiling. “That’s right. Your uncle is the consulting detective.”

“I am in no way as accomplished as he is, but we do share a sense of practicality. I am not easily shocked.”

“Very well.” Larch made a face and took a bracing swallow of tea. “The Risen begin by eating carrion. They are attracted to the graves of their own family members at first. Eventually, they move on to living flesh, usually animals to begin with. Then other living men.”

“The Cannon stables?”

“I’m afraid so. Three of the carriage horses were torn to pieces. The Risen are unnaturally strong.”

She shuddered. A silence filled the room, broken only by coals shifting in the grate.

“The spell book from the school,” she said softly. “Did one of the girls at Wollaston raise Tom?”

Dr. Larch looked unspeakably old and worn. “I suspect that’s the case. There is a page missing from the book, and it looks freshly torn away.”

“But who would it be?” Evelina mused, more to herself than to the rector.

“Who at the school is arrogant enough to command someone back from the dead?” asked Dr. Larch.

Arrogant? Violet. The idea made her start, then flood with certainty. Personalities mattered when it came to magic. The more force of will someone had, the more likely it was that his or her spell would work—and Violet had will to spare.

But why would she summon Tom? Evelina had seen them flirt, but was there more between the two than she knew about? Violet crept out her window at night at least twice last autumn. Was it to see him? Would the most vile girl in the school turn to putty in the hands of a rake?

That image staggered the imagination, so Evelina focused on less disturbing question. “Is there a counterspell in the book?”

“If one exists, it was written on the missing page.” He frowned. “You appear to know something about the subject of spells.”

Her mouth went dry. She wanted to tell him that she had learned her magic—real magic—at her Gran Cooper’s knee. She had the Blood. She was clever and talented enough to put down anyone with the sheer bad taste to raise the local rake from the dead. But she couldn’t. That was the quick route to prison—and not even her pride was worth that. She would have to go cautiously.

“I only know what the fairy tales say.” Evelina gazed at her hands in her lap. They were grimy from climbing, the nails ragged. You’re still just an urchin from the circus. No matter how long she stayed away from her old life, she still ended up getting her hands dirty. It seemed an indelible part of who she was.

“We have to work with what little information we possess.” He set his cup down slowly. “How would you propose we undo the magic that has been done? Hypothetically, of course.”

Fire. If the Risen died by fire, it was just a matter of setting Tom alight. The question was how to do it without getting close to the shambling horror. Air deva. Devas could fly, but they were no good at lifting. A deva can steer, but you need propulsion. Her mind scrambled, pulling bits and pieces from her study of mechanics. Unbidden, a smile curved her lips. She had an idea that was daring but might still work.

“Miss Cooper?” Dr. Larch said softly. “Should you have any secrets, please know that they are entirely safe in my keeping. This is, as you say, an extreme circumstance. I am quite prepared to turn a blind eye if there is a solution at hand.”

She believed his pledge. More important, she believed he was the one person who had been trying to warn Wollaston from the start. “If I trust you, will you trust me to carry this out? No talk about young ladies and proper behavior?”

His face wrinkled into a rueful smile. “Miss Cooper, who else do we have in this but each other?”

Evelina rose, slipping the pistol back into her pocket. “Good enough. I might have a plan, but I’ll need a few things. Do any of your clockwork toys fly?”

Dr. Larch’s expression furrowed with bemusement, and then twinkled with wry humor. “I don’t know what you’re thinking of, but I suspect it shall be most original.” As the night wore on, plans were made and books consulted, and Evelina spent a long time gathering and testing what she needed. The Risen avoided sunlight, and this was her one chance to prepare. She didn’t return to the academy until much later, and then only long enough to change her clothes. With the chaos of preparation for the ball, it was not hard to come and go unnoticed.

She found Imogen—who was never robust—nursing a sniffle from her walk in the rain. Her friend’s plan was to rest in bed right up until she had to dress for the dance. Evelina brought her a lunch of hot broth, tucked the blankets around her, and left without elaborating on her plans, in case Imogen would be tempted to risk a more serious illness by joining in.

That left Evelina without her most obvious support, but she was also relieved. Even if Imogen knew a tiny bit about her magic, there was no reason to drag her deeper into what could be a dangerous secret. And, if things went wrong, Evelina was only putting herself on the line. Imogen was too dear to her to take chances, and there were some ugly tasks left to cross off Evelina’s list.

The first was confirming her suspicions about Violet. Had she been the one who had summoned Tom Cannon from the grave? Whatever the answer, Evelina wanted to talk to her nemesis alone. There was still the matter of the dress.

An hour before the ball, she lingered in the corridor just outside Violet’s room, waiting for her prey to emerge. The faint sounds of the tuning orchestra were floating through the frost-edged window along with the purpling dusk. Lights engulfed the academy in a twinkling blaze, inside and out. Carriages crammed the drive, and the entire building smelled of the midnight feast to come. The ball would start within the hour, and everyone else had already gone downstairs.

Violet’s door opened, and she stepped into the corridor. Evelina caught Violet by one bare arm. The girl whirled, auburn ringlets flying like a living crown of autumn flame. Her eyebrows drew in, then rose in an expression of hauteur.

Evelina could smell Violet’s expensive scent, a sharp contrast to the smell of dirt and grass clinging to her own clothes. Rather than silks and ribbons, she was wearing her shabbiest outfit. Violet took it in with narrowed eyes. “This isn’t a costume ball, Cooper. There’s no need to dress like a Gypsy.”

In contrast, Violet’s gorgeous ball gown was the exact color of the one that had belonged to Evelina’s mother. However, it was not quite as fine—and there was no way that Violet would have allowed Evelina to outshine her. So she destroyed my one chance to waltz with Tobias.

“The ball can wait.” Evelina’s voice was cold, even if her gut flamed with anger. “And be very, very grateful that I have something more to worry about right now than dresses.”

“Let go of me.” Violet pulled her arm from Evelina’s grasp.

Quick as a cat, Evelina shoved her. Violet’s back hit the wall with a thump, her eyes flying wide with shock. Good. Evelina wanted her focused. She closed in, giving Violet no room to get away. “What spell did you use?”

The color fled from Violet’s face, leaving a faint dusting of freckles stark against her cheeks. “What?”

The single word was more surprise than denial.

Evelina pushed closer, feeling bloody satisfaction. “We’ll have a long talk about the dress later.”

Violet went paler still, the corners of her mouth pulling down. It looked like guilty fear.

Evelina trembled with anger. “I’ve been out since last night chasing over hill and dale. I’ve had no sleep and almost no food and I am in no mood for nonsense.”

Violet’s defenses fell away, leaving confusion in her eyes. “What are you saying?”

Downstairs, a choir of girls began “Adeste Fideles.”

“I’ve been following Tom Cannon. I think he wants to talk to you. That’s what happens when you use a summoning spell.”

“Oh, dear God.” Violet clapped a hand over her mouth. “No. That’s a lie. He’s dead.” The girl’s eyes filled with tears and something like panic. She’d been found out, and much, much worse. “Are you sure? Tell me!”

Evelina’s stomach twisted with astonishment as she suddenly understood far too much. As much as she wanted to loathe Violet, she heard the longing in her voice. “You loved him.”

Violet looked away, her lips twisting in a snarl. “That’s not your affair. And it was never that simple.”

“I wonder what it was, then?” Violet and Tom had been two of a kind—passionate, fierce, and bothersome to be around—but there had been feeling between them. But then, even wolverines had mates.

Tears slipped down Violet’s face. Now that she was looking closely, Evelina saw red-rimmed eyes that had done a lot of crying. No wonder she’d been in a devil of a mood. She was grieving.

Pity softened Evelina enough that she stepped back. She didn’t have to like Violet, or even forgive her, but she knew anguish when she saw it. “Why you chose to cast that spell is your business. I just want to know how you did it.”

“Why?”

“I need to stop him before someone gets hurt.”

Violet darted her a frightened look. “Hurt?”

Evelina struggled for words. “Tom’s not himself.”

Violet’s lips pursed into a thin line, making her look much older. “I didn’t believe it would work. I went to the graveyard on the full moon. I took three birds, like the book said.”

So the russet-haired girl was the fox who’d been in the dovecot. Evelina nodded, offering no further comment. A silence stretched between the two young women, long enough for the sharp angle to leave Violet’s shoulders.

“I wanted to see him again,” she said at last, her tone defensive. Then she swallowed hard. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

“We fought.” Violet’s voice was thin and hard but fragile as the frost on the windowpanes. “We always fought and then made our peace. Making up was the sweetest part. I need to see him one last time.”

The thought made Evelina sick. “No, you don’t.”

The girl’s head bowed, a look of defeat flitting across her features. “Is it that bad?”

There was no good answer to that. “We might not have much time.”

“All right.” Violet looked up, eyes angry now, as if she’d been cheated. “I’ve still got the spell.”

“I need to see it. Maybe it can be undone.”

Violet nodded curtly and led the way back to her room. Evelina followed. She’d never been in Violet’s chamber. It was larger than hers, with a small table and chair set by the window. Some pictures hung on the wall, including a watercolor of the renowned Asterley Hall. The one interesting detail was a ragged toy half hidden by the pillows on the bed, so old Evelina wasn’t sure what type of animal it was meant to be.

Violet crossed to her dressing table and opened her jewel box. She took out a square paper and handed it to Evelina.

Evelina took it. “Did you steal a letter out of my parcel?”

Violet stiffened. “No.”

There was no way to tell if that was a lie. Evelina didn’t answer, but unfolded the paper Violet had given her. It was the missing page from the spell book. Evelina read the short stanzas quickly. It was a simple summoning by sacrifice, meant to draw the beloved back from the grave to claim their lover. Simple, but that made it strong, with disgusting potential.

“There’s one thing I don’t understand,” Evelina said. There were plenty, but she had no intention of prolonging contact with the girl. “What made you think to take the book?”

Violet lifted her chin. “I saw the article in the newspaper. It said the workmen had found a chest with things belonging to Hester Barnes. She was my father’s mother’s ancestor, so whatever she had was mine by rights.”

So the Barnes bloodline hadn’t completely died out. The rector, like so many, had neglected the female line. That made sense, given that Violet had evidently inherited a touch of Hester Barnes’s powers. Otherwise, the spell would never have worked.

Violet’s eyes narrowed. “Who are you, Cooper? How do you know about magic?”

Evelina wasn’t opening that door. “Just be glad I do.”

“How are you going to stop …” Violet waved a hand at the paper.

“Did you set any kind of timeline on this spell? A time or date Tom had to follow?”

“I gave him until tonight to come to me. The ball.”

That was exactly what Evelina feared, and it must have showed on her face.

“I thought it would be his ghost that came. That’s not it, is it?”

Evelina shook her head.

Violet’s lips trembled. She was visibly swinging between fear and fury. “I’m so sick of you. So smart and so cocky, acting like you don’t need anyone, always with your books and your theories and your superior airs. If you ever tell anyone about any of this, I’ll see you dead.”

“Violet,” Evelina said, swallowing down a wave of shock. “After tomorrow, after we leave Wollaston, just stay out of my path.”

“Get out of my room!” Violet snarled.

Evelina didn’t argue. She couldn’t wait to put distance between them.

* * *

Evelina hurried down to the road toward the graveyard, keeping to the shadows. It was frosty out, the waning moon leaking a pale, pearly light over the sparkling fields. She carried a slide lantern opened just far enough to see the path ahead. Her breath came in clouds as her boots crunched across the grass.

Evelina had studied Violet’s spell. The stolen page had no instructions for unraveling the magic, and Evelina didn’t know enough about death magic to make something up. That left only the backup plan she’d concocted with Dr. Larch.

The rector theorized that Tom had been hiding close to familiar ground, either in the graveyard or near his old home. She’d hoped to find Tom’s hiding place before nightfall, when the Risen were weakest, but time had slipped away. Now she was counting on him stopping by the graveyard to unearth a snack before his rendezvous with Violet at the dance. It was hours before midnight, so maybe he wouldn’t be in a rush.

She was wrong. Something was moving on the road ahead. Evelina dove for the safety of the ditch the workmen had been digging to lay pipe beside the road. The pipe had not been put down yet, so there was room to hide. The afternoon rain hadn’t quite frozen at the bottom. She crouched, feeling the instant her knees touched the muddy, cold, wet of the ground. The bitter scent of earth and dead vegetation rose around her. She clicked her lantern shut and drew the pistol out, holding it close to her side so that even the faint sheen of moonlight wouldn’t betray her.

She huddled down, waiting with one hand over her nose and mouth to stifle the mist from her breath. Far away, something yapped. A fox? A dog? Every other night sound was suddenly absent, as if anything with sense had vacated the area.

It wasn’t hard to figure out why. Even in the cold air, the stench that preceded Tom was unforgiving. Evelina tucked her nose into the elbow of her sleeve, trying to think past the smell. She could hear the sliding shuffle of unsteady feet. The wet, open-mouthed panting from lungs slimy with putrescence. The snuffling sound of a beast in search of prey.

She blinked away tears of fright, wishing Imogen were there to make her brave. She was always bolder if there was someone else to look after.

Tom lurched closer and closer, every sound growing more distinct until Evelina was sure she could make out the slide of each bone under uncertain flesh. A hot, sweaty nausea made her head swim, and she swallowed hard to clear her watering mouth.

Tom stopped, sniffing. Apparently, his nose was failing him, because he was there, just feet away. Not quite within touching distance, but close. Evelina moved her head by degrees, trying to stay invisible. Now she could see him—a sketchy, lumpen shape in the darkness, hair falling into his face. At least he wasn’t carrying his dinner this time.

The moment buzzed with anticipation. Evelina’s throat constricted with tension until it ached. Tom swiveled his head, his eyes shadowy pits. Whether they saw her, or saw anything, she wasn’t sure. He tested the air again. Something dripped—a faint, steady sound—and she realized with a crawling of the flesh that it had to be him. Something was leaking.

But then he moved on. A sudden lurch, and the shuffle began again. Evelina remained still and silent until a full dozen minutes had passed. She was taking no chances.

Finally, she released her breath in a ragged wheeze. That was obscene.

Unfortunately, it was far from over. She clambered from the steam-pipe ditch and followed the shuffling form at a good distance, using the faint moonlight to keep the hunched shape in sight. As they neared the school, he became easier to see, but it also became harder to stay out of sight.

Brilliant displays of light had become the fashion in Society. Accordingly, the academy grounds were lit by a long double row of gas lamps, their yellow-tinted globes like magic lanterns hovering to either side of the drive. The double doors of the entrance were flanked by footmen on loan for the job. Whenever the doors opened, the muffled music and laughter from within grew clearer.

But that-which-had-been-Tom must have remembered that the ballroom was really the assembly hall, and it had more convenient doors off the back of the building. He skirted the school to the left, keeping to the darkest part of the grounds. Evelina went far to the right, using the bushes for cover.

As soon as she reached the back garden, Evelina ran to the old birch tree in the northeast corner, grabbing the lowest branch and pulling herself up. It was easier work than making her way to the roof, but less predictable, especially in the frosty dark. Her gloved hands were stiff with the cold. Her foot slipped, making her bang her chin on the branch. Then she got a better grip and made her way up another level. From there she could see the back of the building clearly but still keep to the shadows. Most important, she was away from the crowd. There was a healthy clump of juniper bushes between the base of the tree and the lawn.

She could see the throng of guests through the brightly lit windows, whirling to the muted strains of the violins. Others had spilled out onto the lawn near the doors. More would be in other rooms inside the academy, eating, drinking, and celebrating the belles of the upcoming Season. Violet was sure to be one of them.

Evelina felt a pang, wondering what it would have been like to be laughing with Imogen and her handsome brother. She might have danced with Tobias, swirling about the room in the beautiful green dress. He might have even kissed her. Mrs. Roberts had forbidden mistletoe, but someone always smuggled it in.

Instead, Evelina settled into a crook in the tree, untying the mouth of the velvet shoe bag she usually reserved for her dancing slippers and pulled out the three mechanical toys Rector Larch had contributed. She set them along a thick branch: a wind-up hot air balloon painted with red and white stripes, a stork clutching a basket, and a burgundy velvet armchair with wings. Then she set out three tiny votive candles, three tiny glass chimneys, and a box of matches.

“Deva, I need you,” she whispered into the darkness.

Evelina saw Tom’s dark form lurching around the far corner of the building, his odd side-to-side gait even more pronounced than it had been the night before.

A faint glow flickered above. I am here, girl-in-the-tree.

They had already made their plans earlier that day. Evelina now used her hand to hide the flare of the match from anyone in the garden. She lit one candle, placing it in the gondola of the tiny wind-up balloon, and put a tiny glass chimney on the gondola to shield the flame. She wound the key, and released the toy. A tiny propeller carried the balloon swiftly into the air. “Now.”

I am there. The birch deva sailed down, catching the top of the balloon. To Evelina’s eyes, it looked like a bright green mist surrounding the red and white stripes, but the balloon swiftly tilted to the right, shooting toward Tom’s approaching form. A tiny deva like this one didn’t have enough substance to lift something, but it did have the power to steer an object already in motion.

“Go, go, go,” Evelina muttered under her breath, almost dizzy with the beauty of her plan. This was the ideal solution, without risk. If this worked, no one would be in danger. Tom would be gone. Neither she nor Violet would ever have to confess to using magic. And best of all, it combined clockwork and magic, two things she adored. Short of undoing the spell directly—something only a real sorcerer would know how to do—it was the perfect answer.

One of the men standing on the lawn had already noticed Tom. She saw him straighten, his shoulders squaring in the automatic gesture of a male defending against an unwelcome intruder. Then she saw his shoulders hunch as distaste, disbelief, and revulsion set in.

Others were joining him, a semicircle of men in cutaway coats shifting uneasily as Tom approached, every line of their bodies screaming the need to attack and run at the same time. The little balloon zipped close to Tom, tipping its payload just as it whirred past and then vanished into the darkness. The candle fell, dripping hot wax and flame on the shambling figure.

According to Rector Larch’s book, the merest spark would ignite the walking dead in an instantaneous pillar of cleansing flame. Evelina leaned forward, chewing her lip.

A fire sprang to life, licking down the sleeve of Tom’s coat. He roared in anger, slapping at the flame. One of the men chose that moment to grab the heavy stake supporting a sapling apple tree, yanking it from the earth and swinging it at Tom.

Tom snatched it from his hand, snapping it into kindling. The men turned and ran for the safety of the ballroom. Tom roared, heaving bits of wood after them. His coat still smoldered, but the flames had gone out.

Curse it to the worm-eaten grave and back again! Maybe the spark had to hit the flesh directly to cause spectacular ignition. Maybe the seventeenth-century author of the book had missed an important detail. Maybe, like so many books about the supernatural, it confused fact with legend.

The deva reappeared at Evelina’s elbow, bobbing with agitation. We must try again.

She hurried to prepare the clockwork armchair for action.

The dead creature doesn’t burn well. Perhaps this plan of yours is flawed.

Well, she didn’t have another idea, so there was no room for failure. “Maybe wait for just the right moment to let the flame drop. Maybe the clothes are a problem.”

A band of apprehension tightened around her chest and made her fingers clumsy. Inevitably, she would have to face facts. What was she going to do if she couldn’t stop Tom? What would he do to Violet?

Then the chair was in the air and the deva dove after it. The second toy arced through the darkness. She watched it go, sure the simple elements of the deva and the fire and the clockwork should come together effectively—and yet suddenly certain that it would never work. Trial and error was the process of invention, but she had been given no chance to work out the details. Damn it to hell, I should have used an accelerant!

Panic sparked through her veins, making it impossible to wait and watch. Grabbing her remaining tools and shoving them into the pocket of her long coat, she slid down the tree. She still had the gun. If all else failed, there was still brute force.

She ran toward Tom, every sense screaming that something was about to go horribly wrong. It was already happening. The music had stopped and been replaced by alarmed voices.

The doors opened and Violet stepped out, her carriage that of a queen appearing on the palace balcony to survey her people. Evelina skidded to a stop, just at the edge of Tom’s redolent stink.

The dead thing was staring at Violet, transfixed. “Gararagh,” it said.

Violet’s face changed, her eyes going wide. A sound no more intelligible than his came from deep in her belly.

Evelina watched as the girl struggled to regain her composure, and their eyes met for one instant. Violet swallowed hard and lifted her chin high, the light behind her making a glory of her russet hair. Someone reached to pull her away from the door, but she shook off the hand, refusing to withdraw.

A hush fell over the crowd. Violet took a step forward, her lips working as if she were fighting off tears. “You came. That’s good, Tom, you did exactly as I asked. But you can go now. Go back to sleep.”

Evelina experienced a moment of surprised admiration. Rather than hide, rather than run and leave others in danger, Violet had taken responsibility for what she’d done. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem to matter. Tom grunted but didn’t budge.

Evelina circled behind Tom toward the school, staying in the shadows. She was aiming for a compromise position—still out of sight, but at a good enough angle in case she had to shoot.

The deva picked that moment to dive in with the clockwork chair. With madly flapping wings, the armchair lowered, and then tilted forward. It dumped the candle right on Tom’s head. Wax dribbled down his face, but he blinked it away. The flame went out with a wisp of black smoke.

Evelina’s stomach plummeted. There were no easy answers for her, no clean fixes. Just dirty hands. That was how things always ended.

Violet cast her a sideways look. She spoke under her breath, just loud enough that Evelina heard. “Why won’t he go? He’s done what I’ve asked.”

Evelina shook her head. She answered in a whisper. “Maybe you have to make it official. Say you release him. Say it three times. Three seems to be the proper number for a spell.”

Violet’s fingers were crushing handfuls of her lush green skirts, but Evelina could still see their trembling. Now Evelina didn’t envy her the dress.

“I release you, Tom Cannon,” Violet said in a clear, ringing voice. “I release you. I release you. My spell is done.”

Murmurs sprang up behind her. Violet had used magic, and now everyone knew. The girl stared ahead at her former beau, face set in an expressionless mask. She never flinched as the murmurs grew to an excited roar. Someone was calling for the constables.

Tom sagged, as if the bones of his spine had suddenly gone soft. A moan came from him that made Evelina’s skin pucker with fear.

“Is it over?” the girl asked through clenched teeth.

Instinct made Evelina move before her brain caught up. She darted forward and grabbed Violet’s wrist, dragging her to the right.

Tom launched himself at the spot where Violet had been the moment before. Evelina burst into a run, dragging the girl behind her. A bellow of rage followed them, but by then they were around the corner of the building.

That spot was deserted. Evelina pulled the pistol from beneath her coat.

“No!” Violet let out a wail that didn’t sound like her at all. “Don’t kill him!”

Evelina couldn’t afford to listen. “He’s already dead. I think he’s going to kill you.”

Violet’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. She started to sob.

Evelina couldn’t afford to comfort her. When Tom rounded the corner, she fired the Webley revolver. Once, twice, thrice. His head exploded in a shower of bone shards and muck. The body toppled, landing in a twitching heap. The pistol fell from Evelina’s numbed hand.

Her ears rang, but it was as much from horror as from the noise of the shots. A tremor ran through her, leaving her cold and sweating at once. She fell back, bracing herself on the wall. Her legs had gone weak as a fever victim’s.

Violet picked up the gun, tears coursing down her face. “Oh, Tom.”

“What are you doing?” Evelina spun, and gasped.

Violet had been standing too close. Her dress was ruined, covered in gore, her face splattered with a fine mist of blood. None of that was as feral as the look on her face. She resembled a wolf suddenly finding itself caged, ferocious and panicked at once.

She rounded on Evelina, her eyes wild. Evelina flinched, expecting a bullet between her eyes, but Violet gave a smile that was more a baring of teeth. “There’s no point in us both facing ruin.” Her voice was curiously calm. “There’s no hope for me. Get out of here before they see you.”

Evelina glanced down at herself. Gore blotted the front of her coat. “I was the one who shot him.”

“Don’t be an idiot,” Violet snarled. “I’m throwing you a rope, Cooper. Take it.”

Evelina fell back to the shadows, and not a moment too soon. Suddenly people were everywhere, shouting, screaming, and grabbing at Violet. Someone took the gun from her hand and identified it as the one stolen from the groundskeeper. Violet said nothing, not even looking Evelina’s way. She’s taking the blame for everything. Yes, Violet had started it all, but somehow it didn’t seem fair.

But by then, Evelina had slipped even farther to the back of the crowd, the dark, drab clothes making her as invisible as a servant. Operating automatically, as if she were made of clockwork, she unbuttoned her long coat, slipping it off and folding it to hide the splatter of Tom’s blood. Cold air bit through her dress.

She looked at the corpse, a bloody, still ruin on the grass. Her stomach rolled queasily, but stayed put. Tom dead wasn’t as bad as Tom alive. And it wasn’t really a question of alive and dead. You can’t kill a corpse. She’d just made him stop. A confused guilt still pummeled her, though. Tom’s risen body had still borne a face she knew—until she’d shot it off.

That did it. Evelina dropped her coat and ducked behind a tree to be ill. Her head spun as she clung to the bark, but she just managed to hold on to her stomach.

Firm hands pulled her around. Evelina was confronted with the hard, square face of Mrs. Roberts. The headmistress spoke in sharp, clipped tones. “Will you kindly tell me what were you doing back here with Violet?”

Evelina looked at her feet, guilt and failure rising like a foul tide. “I tried to help her, ma’am.”

“From her own folly!” Suspicion pulled at the headmistress’s features. “Why are you dressed like that? Where were you tonight?”

Evelina swallowed back a stammer. “I went to check on Dr. Larch. He’s not been himself lately.”

“You expect me to believe that you went calling on the night of the ball?”

Evelina shook her head, desperation making her speak too fast. “There was no place for me, ma’am. I had nothing to wear. My dress was ruined. My family did not come.” I used magic. I shot Tom. I am as guilty as Violet!

“And how was the Reverend Dr. Larch?” The headmistress said, sarcasm thick in her voice.

Curiosity gnawed at Evelina despite her panic. Why had Mrs. Roberts ignored his warnings? “Anxious, ma’am. He suspected someone had used magic from the book you returned to him.”

Mrs. Roberts drew herself to her full height. She was as tall as most men, and Evelina suddenly felt very small. “There is no magic at Wollaston Academy,” she said fiercely. “That is a figment of Dr. Larch’s wandering mind. There have always been those who wished to discredit the school. I have no doubt the academy’s detractors are encouraging the poor soul in his delusions.”

“What about Tom?”

The headmistress wavered, obviously doing her best not to look his way. “He was always a problem boy. No doubt his father will have something to say to him after all this is over.”

Befuddlement clogged Evelina’s mind. She opened her mouth to speak, but then closed it, embarrassment and pity welling up to steal her words.

The formidable Mrs. Roberts refused to believe what was in front of her. She denied the fact that Tom was twice dead and accepted Evelina’s Banbury tale about visiting the rector in the dead of night. But what she was really hiding from was her own failure.

Morwenna Roberts was ruined. She was the headmistress who let a schoolgirl raise a corpse right under her nose. The news would be all over the Empire by week’s end. Her career, her livelihood, and the Wollaston Academy were over. She hadn’t wanted to listen to Dr. Larch’s warnings because she knew they were absolutely true.

Mrs. Roberts waved a hand. “Go to bed, Evelina. There is nothing more to see here tonight.” With that, she turned on her heel and strode into the crowd.

The clamor of the guests and students was fading to a murmur. Evelina watched as Violet’s brute of a father grabbed her arm and hauled her away, her feet barely touching the grass. Thanks to her, the Asterley-Hendersons had just become social lepers.

The russet-haired girl showed not a flicker of distress, until she turned for one last look at Tom’s ruined form. Then Evelina saw, in that single turn of the head, all the girl’s misery.

The crowd trailed after the Asterley-Hendersons, eagerly awaiting the next act. Evelina felt hot tears on her face. The rest of her was ice-cold.

The deva floated in the low brush by the wall of the building. Are you going to finish this?

Evelina looked around. As quickly as they had arrived, everyone but her had left that side of the grounds, but she could hear Imogen’s voice. Her friend would be looking for her, probably with the help of her brother.

Common sense told her to leave then, slip upstairs, and change into clean clothes. It would be safest if she vanished from the scene. No doubt they’d be sending constables to scrape up what was left of Tom Cannon and put him back into his grave. With luck, he’d even stay there. Maybe.

Maybe was less than Dr. Larch and the deva had hoped for. It was less than she’d asked of herself. And, if the spell wasn’t entirely done, Tom and Violet needed her to make a clean end.

Evelina took another glance around, her skin jumping with tension. She fumbled in her pocket for the matches and lit one. Her head reeled with fatigue. Trying not to look, she knelt beside the gory mess, holding the flame steady and close until the match scorched her fingers.

Finally, the flesh ignited, a latticework of fire running along nerves and veins like the lace of a fern. Evelina jumped back, the sudden flare of acrid heat raw against her face. The body glowed hot, suddenly the cherry red of a forge when the bellows were pumped. It crackled, hissing as black began to edge inward across the red like a closing eye. Then it collapsed, complete and sudden as if everything below the skin had simply disappeared. A moment later, Tom Cannon imploded into ash. The whole thing barely took a quarter of a minute.

The world around her swirled. Evelina pressed the back of her hand to her mouth. Emotions hadn’t even formed yet, but every cell in her being knew that nothing that had ever been human should burn that way.

Thank you, the deva whispered as it vanished upward into the starry night.

Evelina stood a moment, listening to the clamor of voices inside the academy. Lost in the darkness, she felt alone amid the rise and fall of the human sounds. She tried to wipe the soot of gunpowder and the matches from her fingers, but it only ground deeper into her hands.

Then she picked up her coat from where she’d let it fall and left the dirty patch in the grass where Tom had been, walking toward the front of the school and away from the crowd. The stars were gone, and snow began to fall. Not big, fluffy flakes, but the hard, small ones that meant to stay until spring. Her eyes ached, but somehow she had passed beyond tears.

There was a figure standing a dozen yards ahead, looking around uncertainly until he caught sight of her. She couldn’t see his face and at first she kept her head down, not wanting to speak to anybody.

But with a quick step, he approached to meet her. “Evelina.”

She stopped, her stomach clenched, wanting him there and wishing him away at the same time. “Tobias.”

“Imogen is looking for you.”

He came a little closer, and the light from the windows fell across his features. Like his sister, he was tall and fair-haired. Whenever they met, Evelina’s heart would falter, her self-command unequal to his fallen-angel smile. He loved the same things she did: clockwork, books, and clever conversation.

But from the tales Imogen whispered—to their scandalized delight—her brother and his boon companions also loved cards and women, liquor and boisterous company. Lord Bancroft had money, and his son and heir could afford to amuse himself. Usually, Evelina found the two halves of Tobias Roth a tantalizing puzzle. But she’d burned one rake already that night and was in no mood for the charms of another—even if Tobias was a much, much better man.

“How lovely to see you.” She tried to sound sincere, but had no energy left for the task.

He gave her a quizzical look. “You weren’t at the ball.”

“I had something to do.”

Evelina worked to keep her spine straight, her head high. There would be no explaining her role in the night’s events, no leaning on him for comfort and sympathy. He knew nothing of her unorthodox upbringing and even less about her magic.

“Why aren’t you wearing your coat? It’s freezing out here.”

“It got soiled.”

“Badly enough to give yourself your death of a cold?” He gave her a grin that set her pulse racing, even after everything that had happened that night. “Mysterious Evelina.”

In truth, she was too much in shock to truly feel the wintery air. “It’s your fault if I’m cold. I was going inside until you stopped me.”

Why had he stopped her, here alone in the dark? A sense of caution chilled her deeper than the snow, making her fold her arms across her chest, clutching her coat close.

“What could be so important that you missed the dance?” he prompted.

A vision of Tom’s head exploding flashed through her memory. A tremor ran through her limbs. “There are more things in life than dance.”

“What put you in such a dour mood?”

“Didn’t you hear what happened to Violet Asterley-Henderson?”

“Ah.” He gestured for them to continue walking. Evelina fell into step beside him. “I didn’t know the girl or her family,” he said, “but it sounds like a sad affair.”

“Sad? It was tragic.”

“Then I’m sorry for it.” His words were earnest but impersonal, the tone used with sympathy for strangers. “No good ever comes of playing with magic.”

Uneasy, Evelina said nothing. The only sound was their feet on the cold earth, stepping in time with each other. It struck her how very much she and Violet were alike—gifted, independent, and tempted.

“Well, I had best get to my mission before we both turn blue with cold.” He held out a folded piece of paper. “I had hoped to catch you alone so that I could make my apologies for delivering this late. I promised to put it in the mail a week ago and then I found it in my jacket pocket this morning.”

A letter? Hope and panic flared in her chest, but it melted to confusion. “Why do you have a letter for me? Is it from my grandmother?”

“No, it’s from my mother. Imogen’s been trying to hatch this plan for weeks and she’ll wring my neck when she finds out I’ve been holding it up. She doesn’t yet know Mama agreed to her scheme.”

Already wound tight with anxiety, Evelina couldn’t stand it a moment longer. She lunged for the paper, but he caught her hand. His was warm, the fingers long and strong. Then his grip turned gentle, almost to a caress.

“Would it be inappropriate to demand a delivery fee?” His voice was suddenly low and teasing. He had flirted with her before, the older brother plaguing his sister’s playmates, but now there was an edge to it that said he wanted more.

I could kiss him, right here and now. A thrill passed down her spine. She could feel his breath on her face, warm and clean. She had dreamed of this moment, ached for it, but the timing was all wrong. This night had been far too unkind to lovers. “By your own admission, the delivery is late. I don’t pay for such poor service.”

“Not even as an incentive to improve?”

She hesitated just long enough to see his expression grow speculative. He means no harm, but has no idea of the power he has. He could crush my heart like an egg, and he would just be playing. He’d forget me, just like he forgot the letter.

She jerked her hand away and snatched the paper from Tobias. “I’d like to keep my reputation, thank you.”

“Do you think so poorly of my intentions?” he asked mockingly.

She wasn’t listening anymore. With trembling hands, she fumbled the letter open. “It’s too dark to read!” Her voice was thin with dismay.

He chuckled. “Poor Evelina. It’s a prescription.”

“Pardon?”

They’d almost reached the corner of the school. A little way ahead, gaslights cast sparkles on the lawn, where the snow was beginning to coat the grass. Swirls of it played in the crisp air as if a whole flock of devas were dancing.

He tugged a lock of her hair, back to the playful quasi-brother. “A prescription to wipe that tragic look off your face. You look wrung out. Not even threatening to kiss you will cheer you up.”

She wanted to say the right thing, to be the soft and playful girl, but it wasn’t in her tonight. “What does your mother say in the letter?”

“She’s invited you to spend the holidays with us. It was Imogen’s idea, but my mother and your grandmother agreed. And if I dare say it, you look like you could use a dose of plum pudding.”

Evelina stared at the paper, then raised her eyes to Tobias, who was regarding her with a smirk. I shot a walking corpse. I burned the body. And he talks to me of plum pudding. But oddly, unexpectedly, she was grateful that he did. Kindness had its own power against monsters.

I have somewhere to go. Relief touched her, as soft and sweet as the falling snow. There would be a tomorrow, and it would be among friends. It was more than she had dared to hope. “Pudding sounds delightful.”


The Strange and Alarming Courtship of Miss Imogen Roth

June 1888

London

What was more intriguing than a mysterious parcel, especially one wrapped in rose-colored tissue spangled with gold stars? Nothing, thought Imogen. Nothing at all. The ribbon curled like feathery gold question marks, teasing her with the possibility of what lay inside.

She pulled her wrap around her and slid up the window sash to let the warm breeze flood in. It was a beautiful summer morning, all blue sky and chirping birds. The maid had already delivered the tray with Imogen’s morning chocolate, pushed open the bedroom curtains, and curtsied her way out of the room. Imogen was usually slow to pry herself out of bed, but as soon as she had rolled over to face the brightly shining day, she had seen what the maid had not—the pink box tucked in the corner of the ledge outside the window. After that, she’d been up like a shot.

Imogen reached through the window, carefully grasping the teetering parcel. The paper was soft under her fingertips, as if it had come from a stationery shop that sold only the finest supplies.

Under other circumstances, she might have assumed there was a mistake. It wasn’t her birthday and she wasn’t expecting a gift. But the tag read, “For the Delectable Miss Imogen Roth” in neat gold script. Overall, the parcel was a perfect cube, six inches to a side. Small, but not too small to be intriguing. A tingle of excitement ran up Imogen’s arm, as if the present was alive with magnetic forces. She shivered, but it was a delicious wriggle of anticipation.

How did the box get out here in the middle of the night? After all, her bedroom was three sets of windows above the ground floor, and there wasn’t even a good climbing tree outside. Magic? An acrobat from Ploughman’s Paramount Circus? The Society for the Proliferation of Impertinent Events? After all, SPIE had destroyed the opera with a giant mechanical squid. A stealthy aerial delivery was hardly beyond their skills. The morning quivered with possibilities, and Imogen hadn’t even had her chocolate yet.

A moment later she was sitting on her bed, the parcel in her lap. She chewed her lip a moment, feeling an obligatory pang of guilt. It wasn’t proper for young ladies to accept anonymous gifts, but somewhere in the back of Imogen’s mind, she felt she deserved it. This was supposed to be her first Season in London society, but so far it had been horrible.

Her best friend had been sent away from London in disgrace, and Imogen’s brother had been obliged to save the family fortunes by going to work for Jasper Keating, the most powerful man in London. Tobias had also promised to marry Keating’s daughter, but the whole thing was hardly a happy ending. Poor Tobias had given away an independent future—and, she also suspected, a woman he loved—to cover their father’s mistakes. And if Imogen were to be an equally dutiful daughter, she would put on a bright smile and catch a rich and titled husband who would boost her father’s political career.

Given all that, she deserved a present.

She pulled the end of the gold ribbon, and the knot came open with a gentle rustle. In another minute, she had the paper off. A note was taped to the top of a heavy white box. “Lovely Imogen,” it read. “Please accept this bit of whimsy. May it bring a smile to your bright eyes. Yours, BP.”

“Bucky,” she whispered into the sunny morning air. Buckingham Penner was the one bright spot in her existence. She’d known him for years as Tobias’s best friend, but he’d lately transformed from a familiar face to her most promising suitor. He was funny, smart, handsome, and he danced extremely well. And, apparently, he could get a gift box to her window ledge in the dead of night.

She lifted the lid, and a puff of lavender smoke curled up through her fingers. Tentatively, Imogen peered inside. Although she wasn’t supposed to know, both Tobias and Bucky were members of SPIE, and there was no telling what kind of invention might come out of their workshop.

The box was lined with more of the rosy tissue, and nestled inside was a heart-shaped piece of brass with an antiqued finish. She lifted it out to discover it had tiny curved feet and a hinged lid, rather like something she’d set on her dressing table to put her rings in. She set it on the nightstand.

No sooner had she pulled her hand away than the lid began to slowly open. A flock of tiny paper butterflies no bigger than the end of a pencil wafted into the air, borne on another gust of lavender smoke. Imogen let out a gasp of pleasure, trying to catch one of the delicate paper marvels midflight. Then a bright blue bird whirred into the air on clockwork wings, trilling sweet, crystalline song. It sparkled in the sunlight as it circled around the room, throwing shards of rainbow onto the walls and ceiling. Imogen gaped as it fluttered to a halt on her writing desk, and then began an elaborate version of the last music she had danced to with Bucky Penner.

Imogen pulled herself onto the bed, wrapping her arms around her knees and losing herself in the sheer romance of the moment. The bird trilled the chorus just the way the violins had that night, taking her back to the feel of Bucky’s arms around her, of flying around the polished hardwood floor in her beautiful white dress … and then there had been a kiss.

They’d only been able to meet once or twice since that night months ago—painfully polite words in public, or whispered exchanges when no one was looking—because Bucky wasn’t the man her parents wanted her to marry. But he had sliced through all their precautions. When he’d put this present together, gear by gear, he’d known exactly how to pull the sweet ache of memory from deep inside her.

She’d seen magic, and magical birds, but none of those compared to the wonder of that moment. Imogen rested her chin on her knees, swaying slightly to the music, relishing the way that Bucky made her feel so very special.

* * *

Later, when it had come time to dress and go out with her mother, Imogen had swept up every last butterfly and returned them and the little bird to the heart-shaped box. She simply couldn’t stand to be parted from her present quite yet, so she’d found her largest reticule and stowed the box inside. The bag looked lumpy, and the orange and green beading didn’t match her powder blue dress, but Imogen didn’t care. She was besotted and was determined to enjoy it.

The musical afternoons at Lady Porter’s huge Mayfair house were some of Imogen’s favorites, and her heart lifted as the carriage pulled up before the tall iron gate flanked by neatly trimmed yew.

“I wonder who has been asked to play.” her mother said, casting Imogen a sidelong glance. “I do hope you have something at your fingertips.” Lady Bancroft was of the opinion that a lady’s musical talent was a powerful lure to prospective suitors.

Imogen was less convinced. She didn’t mind playing in public, but thought a large dowry or a pretty face went further toward a marriage proposal than well-executed arpeggios. “I believe an Italian soprano has been engaged to entertain us. I don’t recall her name.”

“Surely there will be time for the guests to have a turn?”

“Perhaps, Mama,” Imogen said. “But that depends on Lady Porter. All the young ladies have shown off their party pieces time and again. She’s probably wearied to death of Mozart’s sonatinas.”

Lady Bancroft sniffed, but put on a smile as the door opened and a footman bowed them in. The drawing room was large and airy, the fine Broadwood pianoforte set before the French doors to the garden. Guests stood in clumps here and there, mostly near the food. Lady Bancroft stopped to greet friends while Imogen paid her respects to their hostess.

“My dear,” said Lady Porter, clasping Imogen’s hands and giving her a wide smile. “I’m so delighted to see you.” She was a small woman with thick white hair that was never quite tidy. “And of course you know my nephew, Captain Diogenes Smythe?”

“Indeed I do,” Imogen replied as a young man in a smart blue cavalry uniform executed a perfect bow. She returned it with a slight curtsey. “How pleasant to see you again, Captain.”

He was dark haired and mustachioed, square-jawed and lean, like a hero from the illustrations in a storybook. He turned to Imogen with a cocky smile and offered his arm. “Perhaps, Miss Roth, you would care to take a turn about the room?”

She would rather have sought out her friends, but refusal would have been rude. “I would be delighted.” She made her farewells to Lady Porter, whose eyes twinkled with the look of a confirmed matchmaker, and waved them off. Imogen obediently took the captain’s arm and allowed herself to be steered through the crowd of guests.

“Is your family retiring to Horne Hill for the summer?” Captain Smythe asked her, nodding to his acquaintances as they passed by.

Horne Hill was the family’s country residence. “Yes. I look forward to getting out of the London bustle for a while.” That wasn’t quite true. Horne Hill was about as exciting as a mortuary, and she would miss Bucky. She could feel her reticule, heavy with the heart-shaped box, swinging as she walked.

“How lucky for you that my regiment will be stationed nearby for the best part of the summer,” Smythe said with the irritating confidence of a man who knew he was good-looking.

“Perhaps it is you who are in luck,” Imogen returned.

His answering smile said he was certain she was the fortunate one. “I stand corrected.”

Annoyed, Imogen bit her lip and then gave him the sweetest possible simper. “How fares the Society for the Proliferation of Impertinent Events?”

Smythe gave her a sharp look. “How do you know about that?”

“SPIE might be a secret society, but my brother is a founder and so are his three best friends. I would have to be terribly stupid not to figure it out.” Besides Tobias and Smythe, the other charter members were Bucky and Michael Edgerton. The society’s purpose was, as far as she could tell, to invent preposterous mechanical gadgetry and drink a great deal while doing so.

“You must listen at keyholes.” He didn’t look particularly charmed.

“Little sisters adore their brothers’ secrets.”

He leaned close so that he could lower his voice. “It’s not one that we would care to share.”

“I know that.”

The Steam Council jealously guarded their monopoly on mechanical power, and didn’t take kindly to freelance inventors. Even the rich had trouble getting access to mechanical parts. That made SPIE’s activities more than a little daring—and it explained Smythe’s suddenly cautious air.

“You needn’t fear my wagging tongue,” Imogen said with a lift of one brow, pleased that she had wiped away his smug expression. “I’ve known you all since you were schoolboys.”

Back then, the handsome Smythe had been skinny and covered with pimples—the last and the least of the four. She watched the unpleasant memory flicker through his eyes. “But I asked how SPIE fares,” she repeated.

He tugged his jacket a little straighter and smoothed the glittering braid along its front. “To be honest, it has lapsed. Now that your brother has made a profession of his tinkering, he has no need of a private workshop. I have my regiment, and Edgerton has gone north to work with his father. I’m afraid SPIE has existed only in memory these last few months.”

“That is a little sad,” Imogen confessed. “I rather enjoyed the picture of you all in a dirty shed building outrageous things.”

He shrugged but somehow made it look pompous. “We all must eventually choose our destinies, Miss Roth. My loyalty is to my uniform, and to the ideals of honor and manhood that go along with that choice.”

“Don’t you miss the friendship?”

“Of course.” But the statement didn’t ring true. It sounded as if he were soothing a child. “No man would scorn friendship with a man like your brother.”

You mean a man who has a steam baron as his patron. She’d known Smythe for years. Like a cat following the fishmonger, he’d go where the pickings were best. They fell silent for a few steps. Imogen took the time to notice that Lady Porter had acquired an automated butler that poured tea at a verbal command. Something had gone wrong, and it was dispensing the steaming beverage into the aspidistra.

Smythe watched the display with mild interest. “And what do you plan to do with your time in the country, Miss Roth? Will it be a quiet end to the Season?”

She knew what he meant. Young ladies were supposed to have one goal in mind during the busy social whirl of the spring months—catching a husband. Imogen had collected plenty of admirers and even a few proposals, but nothing had been settled. She was just as glad, but the fact that Smythe had pointed it out made her feel like an old maid. “Yes,” she agreed. “All the quieter since Tobias is staying in London with his work.”

“Then I look forward to calling on you.” He said it matter-of-factly. “It sounds as if you will need the excitement.”

The presumption annoyed her. “Doesn’t the man usually ask permission to call before simply announcing that he means to do so?”

He gave a white-toothed smile. “Usually, but I’ve never been refused.”

Oh, really? “Speaking of your old chums, what is Mr. Penner doing?” she asked in a careless tone, deliberately shifting the conversation away from the captain.

Smythe gave her a narrowed-eyed look that said he’d caught her slight, but then managed a chuckle. “Is he my rival, then?”

No, because you don’t stand a chance. But she couldn’t say that, so toyed with her fan. “I merely asked after his well-being, Captain Smythe. You read too much into a simple question.”

Smythe didn’t look fooled. “If you must know, Bucky is up to his old tricks.”

Imogen raised a brow. As a youth, Bucky had been famous for his inventive persecutions. He had—during schooldays at Eton—sewn a sleeping Tobias into his bedding. Another time, he had painted her kitten Snowball with bright yellow tiger stripes. He’d been thirteen at the time, Imogen just turned nine, and she still hadn’t quite forgiven him. “I trust that none of the neighborhood cats have changed color?”

Smythe gave her a confused look. He must not have heard the story. “Um, no, nothing like that.”

They had reached one end of the room, and the eddies of the crowd trapped them next to the tea table. A footman was wheeling in a cart with a large samovar, no doubt to replace the rogue teapot scalding the greenery. “What, then?” Imogen felt a slight, nervous twinge in her belly that she couldn’t explain.

“Confess it. He is a favorite of yours, isn’t he?” There was a competitive glint in Smythe’s eye.

She was certain Smythe didn’t love her, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t jealous. Imogen’s skin prickled with a primal sense of danger. “I’ve known Mr. Penner for years. We are old friends.”

A servant slipped to the front of the room to arrange the piano bench and music stands in readiness for the performance. In a moment or two, they would have to go sit down. Impatience made Imogen fidget. She wanted to be rid of Smythe, but curiosity nagged at her. “So what old trick is Mr. Penner reviving?”

Smythe leaned close. “You know he prides himself on the fine toys he makes.”

“Yes.” Imogen’s fingers tightened on the strings of her reticule, feeling the weight of Bucky’s gift. “And?”

Smythe’s lips twitched. “He sent one to each of his lady loves. Half a dozen in all. I don’t think one of them knows of the others. Of course, he means to keep it that way.”

Imogen froze. Then a sickening heat coursed through her, much like the light-headed rush before a swoon. She drew a deep breath, forcing air into a chest suddenly far too tight. Surely he’s lying. She knew Bucky, and he wasn’t the type to trick a girl. Dye her cat the color of a daffodil, yes. Break her heart, no. She cleared her throat. “Half a dozen?”

“You know how agreeable Penner is. He never likes to disappoint, and he never promises anything directly to his lovers. That way, no one can say he deceives them.” Then his gaze slid down to Imogen’s bulging bag, which did not match her dress at all. It wasn’t the sort of detail most men would notice, but Smythe was particular when it came to wardrobe.

Stiffening, she fell back a step. “Indeed, he is most agreeable, Captain Smythe. It is a fine quality in a gentleman.”

“One not to be taken for granted, Miss Roth,” Smythe returned in a silky tone. “Especially when it has been such a distressing summer.”

So he had heard the rumors about the blow her father’s fortunes had taken from bad investments, particularly in the Harter Engine Company. The family’s future was less secure than it had been a year ago—something a man wanting a large dowry would know.

“You’ll find me generous enough to be agreeable, Miss Roth,” Smythe went on. “I’m sure you’re aware of how high you rank in my esteem. High enough to overlook obvious shortcomings.”

“How lovely.” Her tone was flat. “I think it’s time that I rejoined my mother.”

It was a rebuff, plain and simple, and Smythe’s face said he knew it. “Very good, Miss Roth.”

“Good day, Captain Smythe.” She put all the disgust she felt into the words.

He gave a bow that held a shred of mockery. “Enjoy the music.”

Imogen turned without another word, walking away so briskly that her reticule banged against her leg. She refused to believe Smythe, but she couldn’t help remembering the stories about Bucky and Tobias carousing all over London not all that long ago. And just because her father thought Bucky too common didn’t mean other families were so particular. They’d want him courting their daughters because the Penners had money to spare.

Imogen’s mouth went so dry she thought she might choke. But half a dozen? She’d made an assumption that she had an understanding with Bucky but, really, had they truly spoken about it? Bucky wouldn’t betray her, but was it betrayal if he’d never made a promise? What if Smythe was right, and she was just one of many?

Jealousy made her stomach burn as if she had swallowed a live coal.

* * *

Bucky Penner mounted the steps to the front door, hearing conversation but no music. That meant that—for once—he wasn’t late. He’d just about reached the door when Smythe shot through it with the look of a man who’d taken a bite of bad fish. The captain drew up sharply when he saw Bucky.

“What’s got your pistons in a jam?” Bucky asked.

“It’s to be an Italian singer this afternoon,” Smythe drawled. “I am wearied to death of Italian.” He jogged down the stairs and through the tall iron gates to the street.

Curious, Bucky followed him and they fell into step, walking briskly toward the park that lay like a cool green blanket at the end of the road. Since Bucky wasn’t quite late yet, he could delay a minute or two to find out what had Smythe fuming. “You seemed fond enough of Italian the other night. Wasn’t the opera by Rossini and the diva your dinner guest?”

“Trust me.” Smythe waved a hand brusquely. “A case of indigestion followed. But you did well enough with the understudy, I think.”

Although the comment nettled him, Bucky smiled affably. “Well enough.”

The girl had been homesick, and he’d not done more than listen to her ramble about the glories of Rome. He’d only been to Italy once, but he remembered enough to keep up a conversation with a lonely girl far from her native land. The next day he’d sent her a jewelry box with a painting of the Teatro Costanzi, the Roman opera house, painted on the lid. It had been a souvenir he’d bought and then modified with a tiny clockwork orchestra inside. Perhaps it was an extravagant gift for someone he’d just talked to, but it had seemed as if she needed cheering up.

They had reached the corner, and Bucky resettled his hat to shade his eyes from the warm sun. The light glinted off the brass buttons of Smythe’s uniform, turning them to gold.

“I saw the present you gave her,” Smythe said. “Your little Maria was showing it to half the theater district.”

“I’m happy she liked it.”

“You should be more careful, linking your name with women of that stripe, especially if you wish to court the fair Miss Roth—though perhaps I do myself a disservice by urging you to caution.” There was an unpleasant gloat hiding in Smythe’s tone, and Bucky’s instincts sounded a warning. He liked Smythe well enough as a boon companion and coconspirator in SPIE, but that didn’t extend to trusting him with the object of his affection.

Does he mean to court her? Bucky had seen Smythe dance with Imogen, but had never thought the captain—still getting settled into his career—was seriously considering more than a waltz.

An irritable heat prickled up the back of Bucky’s neck and spilled over into the parts of his brain that governed reason. All at once, Bucky itched to punch Smythe in his classically square jaw. “Thank you so much for your advice,” Bucky said dryly. “But to whom I send presents is my own affair.”

“You miss the point entirely.”

“I doubt it.”

“Are you sure?” Smythe sneered.

“Have you actually got a point?” Was it possible to go drinking with a man night after night, but still not like him?

Smythe gave him a look, remaining silent while a Steamer—one of the clattering, steam-powered passenger vehicles—chugged around the corner. When it had passed far enough away, he cleared his throat. “Once you were as eager as the rest of us when it came to a night of pleasure, and you’ve always had the money to squander on cards and women.”

“So?”

“That’s changed of late. You’ve lost your appetite for all but one particular sweetmeat. And you know who I mean.”

Sweetmeat? The analogy was idiotic, but otherwise Smythe was right. Bucky had known Imogen for years, but one fine day she’d unsheathed her wit, or tilted her head in that way she had, or maybe just walked into the room and he’d actually noticed that she’d grown up. And then, all of a sudden, he’d wanted to be a better man.

But damned if he’d say that to Smythe. “Again, not your affair.”

“It’s clear you want her,” the captain retorted. “Am I to surrender the field without a fight?”

“Surrender the field?” Bucky laughed, but it was dry and unconvincing. “I wasn’t aware there was a pitched battle.”

“You know me, Penner. I fight to win. Always have.” The captain constantly worried about who was the best inventor, or had the prettiest mistress, or the fastest horse, or the most friends. It must have been exhausting to be Smythe.

“And where does Miss Roth fit into this picture?”

The captain’s eyes were alight. “Regardless of what they say, women delight in being the spoils of war. They love a victor.”

“Is this some kind of a challenge?” Bucky was incredulous.

“Finally, you begin to see my point. May the best man carry the day.”

Bucky’s vision leached of color. All he could see was a white pall of rage. “Why? Because I fancy her?”

“Let the games begin, Penner.” With that Smythe gave a mocking salute and ran across the street toward the park. “You won’t win this one with a kind word and a wind-up toy.”

Bucky stared after him, blindsided. Men fought over women, for good reasons and bad, but that wasn’t his way. To Hades with that. This was Imogen and, drinking companion or not, Smythe had crossed a line. If Smythe wanted a fight, he had one.

His fingers curled into fists that strained the seams of his gloves. Bucky’s first thought was to finish that fight, right there in the street. His second—and the more urgent need—was to find out what wreckage Smythe had already left in his wake.

Through the veil of anger, Bucky turned and strode back to Lady Porter’s. A sensation of unease crept over him, the hot sun on his shoulders a sinister caress. Without quite knowing why, he broke into a run. The captain was clever in a crafty, hidden-explosives kind of way, and Bucky had the feeling he was about to step on a mine.

He’d no sooner hurried through the door at Lady Porter’s then he saw Imogen. A grin split his face the instant she looked up. She had a vulnerable beauty men desired to own and protect the way one might a rare work of art. Of course, Bucky had known Im since she was a skinny girl in braids and knew the steel beneath. He also knew that she insisted on eating her toast half-burned and had a bad habit of leaving sewing needles in the seat cushions. But knowing who she really was made him want her a thousand times more.

His joy was short-lived. Where he was used to seeing welcome, there was hurt. Blood and thunder. Bucky’s temper lurched again. That had to be Smythe’s handiwork, and he didn’t get to use Imogen as a game piece.

To make matters worse, the performance had started. The room was still and hot, only the slight rustle of silks and fans breaking the attentive trance. The soprano had a fine voice, but Bucky lingered at the back of the room, too agitated to sit and pay attention.

To his immense relief, Imogen rose from her chair and approached him. Silently blessing her, Bucky edged away until they were near the door. It was as much privacy as they could get in a public place, and they didn’t dare speak more than a few words if they wanted to avoid the wrong kind of attention.

But Bucky had trouble holding on to caution as he watched her walk toward him, tall, gray-eyed, and slender. She wore a blue dress that made her wheat-blond hair almost silver, as if she were made of light instead of flesh. He bowed over her hand, his mouth going a little dry.

For a girl he’d known most of his life, she had somehow learned the trick of taking his breath away.

“I thank you for the gift you sent me,” Imogen began, her voice low and her expression cautious.

He tried a smile. “You are very welcome.”

Imogen glanced over her shoulder, obviously checking to see if her mother was watching. She dropped her voice even lower. “Is it true you send the same sort of gifts to others from time to time?”

The question was abrupt and out of character for Imogen, but Bucky could see her agitation in her quick breaths and nervous fingers. And he thought he knew where this was going. Damn you, Smythe. But if he were caught in a lie, that would only make things worse. “Yes.”

She pulled her fingers out of his hand. “Oh.”

He rushed on, knowing he’d begun badly. “The gifts are all for different reasons. I send toys to children. I sent music boxes to my sisters. I sent you something a little more special, because you are special.” It had been one of his cleverest designs.

“I see.” Imogen fiddled with her reticule, tangling the strings in her fingers. Bucky couldn’t help noticing that the bag bulged and didn’t match her dress at all.

“What is it?” He could see her struggling with something she was hesitant to mention. Something a young lady couldn’t easily express—especially not in Lady Porter’s drawing room. “If it is something Captain Smythe said, I wouldn’t give it much credence.”

She darted him a quick look. “The captain was being unpleasant, but he was right about one point. You do have a wide acquaintance.”

“I do.” He knew she meant a wide female acquaintance. Damn Smythe. He always put in just enough truth to make his stories seem real—and to make every explanation sound feeble. “I grew up with sisters and enjoy the company of women. I have a lot of female friends.” And he had enjoyed many lovers—but all that was in the past now.

Imogen pursed her lips. “There is nothing wrong with that, of course.”

He smiled, trying to make it confident. “There is some sort of caveat in that statement.”

“I understand my gift was one of six you recently sent. Surely that’s not true?”

Bucky frowned. That information must have come from Smythe, but how had he known? Was he bribing the servants?

“Mr. Penner?” Imogen prompted.

Bucky hesitated another moment. He’d sent one present to the understudy, one to Miss Keating because she wasn’t feeling well, and there had been others, but Imogen’s was the only one he’d meant as a token of love. “It is, but—”

Imogen made a tiny gesture. “Well, there it is.”

“Where is what?”

She blinked, looking down at her reticule. “It is as Captain Smythe said. I mistook your intentions, and for that I apologize.”

“What did he say?” Bucky growled loudly enough to turn a few heads. To his dismay, he saw Lady Bancroft rise from her chair and start walking their way.

“Over these last few months, I thought you had singled me out.”

“I have. I did.” They’d had limited time together, which had made it hard to show his preference, but he thought he’d done a good job until now. “You are extremely special to me.”

“One of six,” she said dryly.

“The others aren’t the same. You know that.”

“Do I?” Imogen cocked an eyebrow. It was her only reply, because Lady Bancroft was at her daughter’s side.

“Miss Roth,” he began, but a look from Lady Bancroft squashed whatever he was going to say.

“How pleasant to see you, Mr. Penner,” Lady Bancroft said in a tone that made it clear the opposite was true.

He bowed, but before he could frame any other response, the woman was steering her daughter back to their seats. Thunder and damnation! Bucky’s fists closed, aching to grab Imogen and set her straight. Maybe he hadn’t gone about things the right way, but she should know better than to doubt him.

Or should she? They’d danced a few dances, and kissed, and passed a few letters—but their real conversations had all but dried up the moment Lord Bancroft found out that Bucky wanted to be something more than Tobias’s school friend. Imogen mostly knew the Bucky who’d sat at their dinner table before falling in love. The one who’d painted her cat yellow. He winced.

How the blazes was he going to set this right?
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Devonshire

Bucky snarled with satisfaction as—a week later and after many miles on horseback—he smashed his fist into Smythe’s face, sending the man careening into the ballroom’s brocaded wallpaper. The back of Smythe’s head hit the plaster with a resounding smack, and a whoop went up from somewhere in the crowd of Devonshire’s respectable gentry that sounded suspiciously like young Poppy Roth.

Bucky bounced on his toes as Smythe launched himself forward, bent on revenge. The captain was a slight man, but quick and fit. But Bucky was bigger and good in a brawl when he chose to be. Smythe’s shoulder caught him in the chest, making him wheeze, but the blow left Smythe open for a fist to the gut.

It was a good shot, sending Bucky’s opponent right back into the wall. Smythe slid down slowly, his military jacket rucking up around his ears as the braid caught on the flocked paper. A couple of his friends scampered to haul him up by the armpits.

Let it never be said that country balls lacked entertainment. A minute ago, they’d all been dancing.

“Blood and thunder, Penner!” Smythe complained, eyes watering. He wiggled his jaw, which would be black and blue before long. Too bad it still worked. “Where did you spring from?”

“I had a sudden desire to see Devonshire,” Bucky returned coldly. “Imagine my surprise to find you here.” Actually, he’d known Smythe would be near Horne Hill. The thought of the captain lurking near Imogen all summer had been more than he could bear, so he had followed—all the more eagerly because Smythe had left London before he’d been able to settle their score.

“You have a damned strange way of greeting a fellow.” Smythe shook off his rescuers and pulled out his handkerchief with a flutter, dabbing the cut on his lip. The scarlet blood looked almost dashing against the blue of his hussar’s uniform.

Then Bucky became aware of the eerie silence in the room. The scene should have been pleasant—the soft gold light of the fading July sun gilding the room and glittering on the punch bowl and glasses—but all around Bucky and Smythe, the other dancers had stopped and were staring like a field of sheep. Bucky twitched with the effort to hide his discomfort.

Summer meant the fashionable retired to the country to wait out the heat, and so the cream of the local nobility was there—which brought him back to the fifty-odd pairs of eyes staring them into the polished wood floor. His skin prickled with the attention of the crowd and he fell back a step, pulling his thoughts into some kind of order. He had been clenching his jaw so hard, the muscles of his head and neck pulsed with pain. “I demand an apology, Smythe.”

“I think not,” the captain shot back. “I only apologize if I’m incorrect.”

Angrily, Bucky opened his mouth to argue, but stopped himself just in time. However many eyes were on him, there were just as many ears. There was no way he could repeat the specifics in public. “You lie. You were simply making mischief.”

He glanced up quickly, unwilling to let his attention wander from Smythe for long. But in that brief survey of the company, he’d seen Imogen, tall and delicate as a lily among the dark coats of her suitors. There had been anxiety in her soft gray eyes—and he hoped it had been for him. He prayed to whatever gods still watched lovers that she hadn’t closed her mind to everything but what Smythe had said.

“Then we should settle this like gentlemen,” Smythe said grimly.

“Gentlemen?” Bucky scoffed. The man strained the definition.

“I’m being generous with your breeding,” Smythe shot back.

Bucky remembered the moment at Lady Porter’s when Imogen had turned and walked away, distress in the set of her shoulders, in the line of her graceful back. Bucky hit Smythe again, just because. If the captain wanted a fight, he had one.

Bucky bent down, his face inches from Smythe’s. The man’s nose looked wrong and was streaming blood in a bubbling mass. He’d clearly broken it. A hot rush of revulsion and satisfaction heated Bucky’s entire frame. “You’d better be planning to unravel this knot you’ve made,” he growled.

Smythe curled his lip, revealing bloody teeth. “Beating me senseless won’t prove a thing.”

“According to your logic, women love a victor and hate a coward. Maybe a beating is just the thing.”

“Then I demand satisfaction, and I have a box of lucky bullets with your name on them.”

The moment went to Bucky’s head, drugging him with a sense of invincibility. “So be it.”

* * *

“Surely you are in jest!” Imogen cried. “Captain Smythe to call on me? Surely he won’t be going out in public! His face is going to be black and blue after Mr. Penner hit him.”

“Then don’t you think he deserves your sympathy?” her mother asked pointedly.

“I doubt it. I know he had something to do with that fracas at the ball last night.” And it annoyed her enormously that no one would tell her the details.

Lady Bancroft had the same fair coloring as Imogen, and the same tall, slender frame as all her children. She always dressed in pale hues, which unfortunately made her seem translucent as ice, especially against the dark burgundy hues of the sitting room. “And yet it was young Mr. Penner our host showed to the door,” Lady Bancroft said briskly. “Are you saying the Earl of Hendon was in error?”

Because an earl obviously can’t be wrong. Their blue blood won’t allow it. Imogen suddenly realized why heroines stamped their feet, wrung their hands, and made all of those other witless, futile gestures. It was hard to be furious in a ladylike fashion. She took a gulp of air and tried to reason with her mother. “The earl does not know Bucky as I do. As you do. Bucky’s been Tobias’s best friend and a visitor to this house for years. You know he wouldn’t get into a fight without good cause.”

Then she realized she was defending Bucky, and sadness rushed in like a tide. She’d hoped he’d find a way to speak to her after that awful afternoon at Lady Porter’s, but he hadn’t. Not that there had been much chance—they’d left for the country soon after—but …

She’d wanted him to prove to her she was his one true love. Sadly, that was the stuff of storybooks, and Imogen was rapidly learning that the world didn’t work that way.

Lady Bancroft waved her defense away. She paced to the other end of the room and back, her skirts swirling against the velvet stools and dainty side tables that crowded the overdecorated room. “Tobias is in London, more’s the pity. He at least would keep Buckingham Penner in line.”

Imogen rather thought it was the other way around. Bucky had been an inventive prankster growing up, but her brother, Tobias, was the true devotee of chaos. But none of that mattered now. It was clear she had to carry on without her sibling’s help.

“Captain Smythe will be here tomorrow at two,” her mother said relentlessly. “Wear something pretty.”

Imogen struggled not to scream. “He can’t do that. He’ll be black and blue from the fight.”

“Perhaps he means to show his devotion by letting you see his bruises.”

“The man is a vainglorious peacock. Someday he’ll be sent to China with an allowance and best wishes for a case of the yellow fever. The only reason he’s calling is because I declined the honor of dancing with him last night. He has to prove to himself that I will swoon at his command.”

“Then you’d best be quick about it so that we can all move on. After he leaves, Mr. Whitlock is calling at three.”

“Stanford Whitlock?” Imogen said faintly.

“Who else? He is a very faithful caller.”

“The same could be said of certain skin conditions.”

A look of annoyance crossed her mother’s face. “Imogen, you must marry someone. And soon. Your father needs you to make a good match.”

“I don’t like either of them.”

Her mother glanced down at her hands, lines of tension bracketing her mouth. Imogen wondered how long it would be before her own face fell into those defeated angles. “It’s time you grew up and faced facts. I am well aware you have a preference for Mr. Penner, but your father will never permit the match.”

Fury washed through Imogen so intensely that she sat down on the piano bench before she grew light-headed. She loved her mother, but sometimes it felt as if they were speaking in entirely different tongues. Imogen might have spun entire epics about why she wanted Bucky, but her mother only understood the most prosaic facts.

It was just as well that Imogen didn’t have to plead her case. “I doubt that Mr. Penner will be making an offer.”

Her mother made a sound that spoke of faint surprise. “Just as well. He’s not our kind.”

That perverse urge to defend him reared up again. “His father has money. Lots of it. Bucky is his heir.”

“The Penners are commoners.” Her mother wrinkled her nose. “Buckingham’s grandfather began his career in a Yorkshire blacksmith’s shop. What can people like that do for us?”

They could make me happy. The Penners were boisterous and opinionated, but they laughed and loved one another fiercely. Bucky wasn’t the kind of man who dominated a room, but he cared about the people in the room and that suited her far better. But her happiness had never been her father’s primary concern. And neither, it seemed, was it Bucky’s—at least not enough to single her out from his harem. Imogen cursed herself for caring, but it was a devil of a habit to break. I want him so much. Why doesn’t he want me the same way?

Lady Bancroft gentled her voice, as if Imogen were a five-year-old in a tantrum. “I truly think you should have a second look at Captain Smythe. An adoring wife is sometimes all a … well, an excessively self-assured young man requires to settle him down.”

And obviously that’s working well for you. But Imogen gave herself a mental slap as she thought it. Her mother was trying to do the right thing for the family, even if it was the worst thing for her daughter. Unfortunately, the conflict was giving Imogen a stomachache. “Captain Smythe believes he is doing me a favor by bestowing his attention on me.”

Lady Bancroft gave her a sharp look. “Then it is up to you to convince him of your gratitude in the name of your father’s bid for Parliament. His father is an earl, you know, and the eldest son is consumptive. Diogenes stands to inherit. You could be a countess.”

Imogen felt a sting at the back of her throat that threatened tears, but she swallowed them down. She’d spent the early years of her life an invalid and knew how to wait out discomfort. This was just another episode that would eventually pass if she were stubborn enough. “I will see the young men and be polite to them, but do not expect an engagement by dinnertime.”

Her mother rose, her face as impassive as Imogen’s tone. “That is all I ask for now.”

Imogen remained on the piano bench, staring at her hands for long minutes after her mother had left. The room was silent except for the distant sound of footfalls elsewhere in the house. Horne Hill was quiet and genteel, everything a gentleman’s summer residence in the country should be. But to Imogen, it was a prison with Aubusson carpets.

She wished Evelina were there. They’d shared every hope and secret since girlhood, and her friend had a way of making unpleasant situations feel more like an adventure than a burden. Evelina would have figured out some creative way of getting rid of Smythe, but all Imogen had managed was a black temper. Marry him? She could barely stand to be in the same room. I wonder what would happen if I started giggling hysterically the next time Smythe came to call?

She heard the thundering trot of her younger sister’s feet coming toward the sitting room. Slowly, she lifted her head and tried to arrange her features into something acceptable.

“There is no poetry at Horne Hill,” moaned Poppy as she burst through the door. “The soul of every brick was forged on the anvil of dullness.”

Imogen winced at the invasion—not to mention the jumbled metaphors. “We have a library. I’m sure I saw a copy of Pope’s Iliad there just this morning.” She noted with some surprise that the sun had advanced halfway across the floor. Apparently, she’d been sitting alone in a stupor for longer than she’d thought.

“Pope? Ugh! I don’t mean that kind of verse. I have real poets to read if I want words.” Poppy knelt on the seat of an armchair and peered over the back as if she were four and not fourteen. Her long, tawny curls fell in a curtain, barely contained by a dark pink ribbon. “I don’t mean poetry of the written kind, I mean of the soul. There is no romance here.”

Imogen fought the urge to roll her eyes heavenward. Or weep. Or foam at the mouth. “Were you listening outside the door?”

“To what?” The girl actually looked innocent.

Imogen forced a smile. “Just as well. You’re too young to hear about such things.”

Poppy rested her chin on her arms, pouting over the chair back. “I am not too young for courting. And I would choose one of your young men rather than leave them sighing in distress. You’re a snow queen. You have no heart.”

So she did overhear. Tears stung Imogen’s eyes and she closed them before she betrayed herself. Poppy was both too wise for her years and yet all too young. For one thing, her head was chock-a-block with swashbuckling and derring-do. As a girl, Imogen recalled having a tendre for the Count of Monte Cristo. With Poppy, it was a constant parade of knights in shining armor.

She turned away, trying to forgive the girl for simply being who she was. “You need something improving to keep you busy.”

“Improving.” Poppy snorted. “That sounds like something nasty one takes for indigestion.”

“Well, then how would you occupy your time?”

Poppy raised a tawny eyebrow. “With pirates. Or highwaymen.”

Despite herself, Imogen prayed that Poppy would never stop being outrageous. “I think those are more amusing on paper than in person. I hear the real ones have fleas.”

Her sister awarded her a scandalized glare. “Are you insensible to the thrill of a man on horseback, sweeping you off your feet?”

Imogen swallowed. Only if he could carry me away from here. “Indeed, I’m sure such a man would be thrilling. I would marry him at once.”

Poppy gave her the superior look of one who had clearly scored a point. “I thought so.”

The satisfaction in Poppy’s voice was too much for Imogen’s mood. She rose to leave, a cold tiredness stealing over her despite the warm day outside. “I have letters to write.” It was a lie, but it guaranteed her solitude for a time.

“Love letters?”

The habit of sarcasm was too easy. “Letters to the workhouse. They’ll be coming to fetch you shortly.”

“You’re just a miserable, sour old maid,” her little sister said cheerfully.

Imogen flinched. Unfortunately, Poppy was right about one thing. There was no romance at Horne Hill. No wonder people eloped.

* * *

Buckingham Penner dropped the steel weapons case on the ground, sending a puff of dust into the hot July air. Behind him, a stand of oaks cast a pool of green-dappled shadow. Before him, a low rock wall snaked along the edge of the lane where he stood. Beyond the wall lay verdant Devonshire fields, but to him they might as well have been blasted ruins. Nature was wasting its finery on him; he wanted blood.

Actually, he wanted one of the Sagging Swine’s excellent golden ales, but he knew very well he was supposed to be in a fit of manly pique and must behave accordingly. So he cleared his throat against the dust, set his jaw, and carried on.

The silvery weapons case gleamed in the early afternoon sun, dazzling his eyes as he bent to press the latch. It sprang open with a loud click, the lid yawning until it was almost horizontal. With a whirring chatter, a platform rose from within, offering up a red velvet tray. With a determined air, Bucky plucked a Penner Reliable revolver—one of his father’s bestselling products—from the crimson cloth with a surge of grim satisfaction.

Smythe has no idea whom he has challenged. The captain might have been a military man—a crack shot with swagger to spare—but it was sheer idiocy to demand satisfaction from the son of a gun maker. Bucky had built more weapons than Captain Diogenes Smythe had … well, just about anything that the bounder might have done. As little as he’d liked it, Bucky had grown up with a pistol in his hand. And skill trumps a box of lucky bullets every time.

Even so, practice was everything. Swift and sure, Bucky aimed his pistol at the row of pinecones he had set along the low rock wall. He squeezed the trigger, and the revolver kicked in his hand. It was an older weapon—far from the most recent lightweight design—but there was something purposeful about its sturdy simplicity.

The revolver’s report sent birds and squirrels into hysterics, and the pinecone exploded into smithereens. A grim smile played about his lips as he imagined the flying bits of cone were the remains of the man who had dared to entangle Imogen Roth’s peace of mind in his evil schemes.

Warm with exertion—or a lover’s passionate fury—he shrugged out of his jacket, letting the slight breeze tug at his sleeves. He tossed the coat to the grass and took aim at the next pinecone in the row. This one actually resembled Smythe, with his slightly pointy head. If a pinecone could look smug, this one was doing a reasonable job. Crack. Cone bits spewed into the air.

What am I doing? He wasn’t the kind of man who killed people. He just wasn’t. But now he was caught in an affair of honor because that ambulatory garden slug had hurt the woman he loved. And then there was that bit where he’d broken Smythe’s nose. Events had bounded from one height of idiocy to the next until somehow they’d landed at a duel. The whole thing was horrifying and extraordinarily stupid—but it was what gentlemen did. If he wanted to behave as a gentleman, he had to go through with the miserable business. And women love a victor, don’t they?

“You’re a good shot,” said a young female voice behind him.

Bucky barely silenced a distinctly foul curse. He wheeled. “Poppy! What the devil are you doing creeping up on an armed man?”

Imogen’s little sister blinked at him out of eyes the green of a quiet forest glade. The two girls barely looked related, unless one knew the Roth family features as well as he did. Imogen’s eyes were a pale gray, and her sleek hair as pale as wheat. Poppy’s tumble of tawny curls looked like mice might have nested in it. She wore a dark green dress with an inch of dirt around the hem and clutched a book in one hand.

“I’m not about to take you for a bandit, Bucky Penner,” Poppy said primly. “You’ve been Tobias’s friend for as long as I can recall.”

He wasn’t in the mood to be lectured. Nevertheless, he tried to smile, because his mood wasn’t Poppy’s fault. “So you have come from Horne Hill to admire my marksmanship?”

“Not exactly.” Poppy leaned against an oak, adjusting the brim of her bonnet to keep the sun from her eyes. “I’ve come to talk some sense into you.”

He wasn’t sure whether to be irritated or amused, so he turned back to his target practice, picking out the next victim. “I’m going through with the duel.” I just need luckier bullets. Maybe he should make his own.

He should have sent Poppy back down the road to Horne Hill. She should be chaperoned, not alone with a man who wasn’t her brother—although he’d been the next best thing for years. She should know enough to call him “Mr. Penner” and wear gloves and keep her hem clean, but that was Poppy, and right now he was just a little bit grateful for it.

“Of course you are. That’s not the problem.”

“Then what is?”

“I know you followed us from London,” the girl went on relentlessly. “It’s not as though you have family in Devonshire, and I know very well Papa didn’t invite you. That’s why you’re staying at the inn.”

“I like the Sagging Swine.”

“That’s a bit like saying you enjoy sleeping on rubble. I’ve heard about their beds.”

Bucky shot another pinecone because he didn’t have a good answer. “Is there a point to these observations?”

“My mother spoke to Imogen this afternoon. I overheard everything. She is encouraging my sister to favor Captain Smythe’s suit. She’s holding firm, but that won’t last forever. Not when Mama gets her hooks into a person. She could teach the Inquisition a thing or two about persuasion.”

That was as much as Bucky feared.

“And Mama intercepted your letters, so you may as well forget about trying to send Imogen anything in writing.”

“How do you know about my letters?”

“I overheard Mama talking to Father.”

“You overhear rather a lot.”

“I have to work with what tools I have.” Poppy frowned. “But you’re straying from the point of the matter.”

“All right, I can find some other way of getting Imogen a letter,” Bucky said evenly. “I could build something that could fly a message through her bedroom window. Or it could be as simple a matter as sending it home with you.”

“Don’t bother.”

“Why not?” Bucky heard the edge in his voice.

“Letters are boring. Any lovelorn swain can scribble out some soggy sentences about how he can’t live another minute without his muse.”

Bucky shifted uncomfortably, wondering just who had read his notes.

“Obviously, you need advice,” Poppy said kindly. “That’s where I come in.”

“How generous.”

“And you need encouragement. You’re a better man than the captain.”

“Are you sure about that?” he asked, sounding as jealous and bitter as he felt. “I’m just an idle young man.” He didn’t have a problem being rich, young, and idle. Who in his right mind would? But that meant he wasn’t a cavalry officer, or an airship admiral, or the prime minister. He wasn’t exactly useful, except for making toys for his nieces and nephews. Making children laugh was far more satisfying than churning out guns and bullets like his father, but toys didn’t cut a dash with the ladies. Not like a uniform covered in gold braid.

Poppy tilted her head, considering. “I’m positive you are superior in every way—except perhaps for dancing. I think he has the advantage on the floor.”

“Thank you for that. Sadly, besides outshining me in the polka, Captain Smythe is the second son of an earl.” With bitter discontent, Bucky shot the last pinecone. The thing wheeled into the air, spiraling crazily before it plopped to the dirt. “I’m clever, but I can’t buy, sell, or manufacture that kind of pedigree. It doesn’t matter that he’s a liar.”

“Then what are you going to do about it,” she demanded, “besides putting a bullet in him and then spending your next decade on the Continent?”

Bucky turned to look at her in surprise. Her jaw was set, the book clutched to her narrow frame. He had the sudden uncomfortable feeling that she was expecting more from him. Well, the devil’s own truth was that he expected more from himself than becoming the terror of coniferous seed pods everywhere.

And, oddly, he respected Poppy’s insight. Most men wouldn’t pay attention to a schoolgirl, but Imogen’s sister had some interesting ideas if one took the time to listen. “I need to find a way to get through this duel honorably without losing my soul. And I need to convince your sister that she is the most wonderful creature who walks the earth. Unfortunately, all I know how to do is make wind-up ducks.”

“I see the difficulty.” Poppy peered at him critically from under the rim of her bonnet, and then she extended her book with as much ceremony as if it were Excalibur. “Maybe this will help.”

Bucky set down the revolver and accepted the tome with all the solemnity he could muster. The Adventures of Lightning Jack of the Moor. “You wish me to read a book about a highwayman?”

Her tawny brows drew together. “Not just read it. I want you to study it.”

“To what end? I already stand to inherit a munitions factory and several breweries. Highway robbery is a guaranteed feature of my existence as it is.”

Poppy gave a huge sigh. “If you want to win Imogen’s hand, you have to give her a reason. She needs the strength to resist Mother’s insistence that she marry a dolt like Captain Smythe. Faced with odds like that, it might help if you are just a bit dramatic, even unreasonable. Sanity is not always an advantage.”

He wanted to say that it was a rare commodity, but bit his tongue. He was too curious as to where Poppy’s argument might lead.

The girl gave a toss of her curling locks. “You can be daring and original. There was the shoe-gluing incident. The exploding piano. The barrage of rotten fruit.”

“I outgrew that phase when I was your age,” Bucky replied gently. At least, he hoped he had. Mostly, anyhow. With a few exceptions.

“Forget being a sensible grown-up. Let Imogen know you’re willing to risk all for her. Be daring. Captain Smythe has his fancy coat and shiny braid.” Poppy drew herself up. “Eclipse those pompous buttons.”

Eclipse the pompous buttons. Now there’s a war cry if I’ve ever heard one. However, the girl had zeroed in on Bucky’s own misgivings. The plain truth of it was that Imogen needed a sign that he was utterly committed to their love. Maybe he did need to go beyond being plain Bucky Penner.

Poppy had marked a page in the book with a slip of paper. Full of trepidation, he flipped to that spot. It showed an engraving of a masked man on horseback, riding hell-for-leather across a windswept moor. The rider clutched a curvaceous damsel in a fluttery nightdress. The caption read, The Abduction.

It was typical schoolgirl stuff. “I thought you preferred knights in shining armor.”

Poppy gave him a superior stare. “All women occasionally enjoy a whiff of brimstone. Show your inner devil. It overcomes the wind-up ducks.”

The only thing that saved Bucky from blushing was the fact that he had three sisters of his own. He’d run out of embarrassment by age nine. “Well, then.”

“Yes?”

He had no idea of what he had intended to say. Quite unexpectedly, his mind was otherwise occupied—and that was where Poppy had completely understood Buckingham Penner. He might have been a reasonable man, but he had an ambitious imagination—and now his mind was churning with fabulous possibilities.

Among other things, he rather fancied himself in a mask.

* * *

The next afternoon, Imogen escaped the house for a long walk before she had to endure the advent of Captain Smythe and Mr. Whitlock. Whitlock was dull as a drizzling rain but Smythe was worse. She’d found his vanity amusing once, but he was a taste that reminded her of marzipan. A nibble was good. An entire mouthful made her gag.

Lost in unpleasant thoughts, she turned at the sound of galloping hooves behind her. At first the tall hedges on either side of the country lane blocked her view, but then she saw it—a huge black horse, neck arched and legs churning, snorting like a train at full steam. Her first impulse was to admire the beast—the play of light on its glossy black coat, the whipping mane, and the proud arch of its neck. Then it dawned on her that the horse was charging right in her direction.

A surge of alarm made her stumble backward, but in an instant she dragged her wits together and dove for the bushes. Only when she was pressed into the bristling mass of the boxwood did she turn and look for the rider bent low over the neck of his mount. He had the seat of an expert horseman—and a long, dark cloak and mask.

Imogen let out a noise that wasn’t quite a laugh. A highwayman? Didn’t they go in for moors and moonlit nights?

It was the only thought she managed before the figure bore down on his speeding mount. The animal snorted, hooves churning as the rider’s caped cloak fluttered behind him. Now growing truly afraid, she shrank further into the hedge, wincing as sharp twigs poked through the muslin of her dress.

Then, slowing the horse, he leaned from his saddle and seized her by the waist, heaving her onto his mount with astonishing strength. She landed with a wheeze, narrowly avoiding a bruising by landing more on the rider than on the pommel. Half-winded, Imogen squirmed in an attempt to slide off the horse’s back, but the rider was monstrously powerful. He dragged her close, gripping her to his hard chest with one muscular arm, while the other gathered up the reins. Then he kicked the giant black horse back into a canter and carried her away.

Imogen shrieked her terror, but there was no one to hear. In moments, they’d left the quiet lane that ran beside Horne Hill, and were galloping across the rolling green fields.

Her mind rushed forward frantically. What did her abductor want? Ransom? A slave? To kill her and leave her entrails decorating some lonely woodland tree? Her thoughts sputtered, veering away from that gruesome image while her heart beat so fast her chest hurt.

Imogen swallowed hard, finding her mouth gluey and sour with fear. The scent of the rider—horse, male sweat and some limey smell that was probably shaving balm—seemed oddly familiar, but her mind wouldn’t hold on to that thought. And she wanted to cry, but had gone past simple tears. Her eyes felt scoured by the wind rushing into her face.

She opted for outrage. “Who are you?” she demanded sharply.

He didn’t answer. Imogen tried elbowing him in the stomach, but that only made him grip her tighter—too tight to even bite him properly. She tried screaming again, but there was still no one in sight. The sun was high and hot and anyone with sense would be in the shade.

Which was, in fact, where they were going. A stream ran through a dip in the land, and a lush stand of trees arched over the water. A flock of wild ducks flew up as the horse thundered close. The rider reined in the horse, holding Imogen tight as it reared with a flourish of hooves. That was pure showmanship and only succeeded in making her more angry.

The man swung from the saddle, leaping lightly to the soft green grass. As he reached to lift Imogen from the saddle, she made a grab for the reins, but he caught her and pulled her down to stand before him.

“Who are you?” she demanded again, trying to flick her skirts into some sort of order.

“I am a thief,” he announced, his voice deep and resonant.

“I’m not carrying any money.”

“It’s not gold that I desire.”

The words seized her with terror, even if they did sound like a quote from a particularly bad book. Imogen glanced around frantically. She wasn’t the robust kind of girl who could climb walls or leap ditches. She couldn’t even run very fast—not that anyone could in a corset and bustle—but she was no pushover. She pulled the pin from her hat, arming herself with five inches of sharp steel. The brown eyes behind the mask widened, but with a flick of his hand he knocked the pin away.

Coppery fear flooded her mouth. “Please, don’t hurt me.”

“You should have thought of that before the hat pin.” The words wavered in the air between them for a long moment, and then his posture relaxed. “Oh, bother this anyway.”

Something in the voice caught her attention. Then she blinked back her fear to examine his features—something that hadn’t been possible while hurtling along on horseback. The mask was no true concealment. She knew the slight cleft in the chin, the sensual set of his mouth, the thick brown hair. “Bucky?”

He sketched a bow so graceful that it would have done a Renaissance courtier proud. “You have penetrated my disguise, fair lady.”

“Of all the idiotic pranks!” Furious, she sucked in air, fighting the red spots of pure anger clouding her vision. As he rose from the bow, she kicked him in the shin. It couldn’t have been very hard, given the encumbrance of her clothing, but it caught him by surprise.

“Ow!” he exclaimed, loudly enough that the horse looked up from cropping a tasty patch of grass. Bucky straightened, eyes cautious.

Imogen could feel an angry heat flooding her face. Her knees were shaking with the aftermath of her terror, and her stomach ached from tension. She felt like a shrew, but couldn’t stop the rush of annoyance welling from deep inside her. “What do you think you were about, frightening me half to death like that? And take off that ridiculous mask.”

“As you wish.” He untied the mask, stuffing it into the pocket of his cape. He took his time. She was the one giving orders, but somehow he still had the upper hand, and it put her off balance.

His familiar features suddenly looked strange. Perhaps it was the costume, or the aftereffects of her kidnapping, but he seemed a different man—more willful and far less predictable. He made a grand gesture toward the shade beneath an oak tree, the motion swirling the folds of his black cape. “Come my nymph, be seated and partake of refreshments.”

“Nymph?” she said dryly.

“Bear with me. I’m having a dashing episode.”

He pulled a device from his pocket, pointed it at a square box sitting in the patch of shade, and pushed a button. Imogen caught her breath in surprise as the lid of the box sprang open and arrays of food and drink lifted up on mechanical arms. There were platters of sun-plumped strawberries, dishes of thick clotted cream, trays of tiny sandwiches, and slices of three kinds of cake. The plates appeared in tiers, like the unfolding sections of a sewing box, fanning out from the spring-loaded picnic basket. Then, with a whirring of clockwork, two mechanical arms emerged from the device, one holding a pair of glasses, the other a bottle of champagne. A small auxiliary claw drew the cork with a pleasant pop, and the glasses were filled with the requisite cascade of bubbles and froth. Not a drop, not a crumb spilled during the entire procedure.

Imogen was impressed, but not surprised by the intricate mechanics. “Is that your own work?”

“Yes,” he said simply. “I’ve been perfecting it for a while now, preparing for such a summer day as this.”

She turned and met his eyes. The strangeness of the moment was still there, but anger and fright were giving way now that she knew she was safe. A primal excitement was taking its place, along with the memory of his hands on her during their last dance together, of her body against his. She should have been anxious and afraid, but this was Bucky; for a brief moment of fantasy, he offered the thrill of a highwayman, but none of the danger.

The curve of his lips said he’d noticed her interest. She turned away, cursing the color that rose to her face. She should have remembered the enterprising—and devilish—mind he hid behind that pleasant smile. And then all of the bother at Lady Porter’s came tumbling back into her thoughts.

She heard him shift, and the scrape of his boots in the grass sounded just a little irritated. “You’re still upset with me,” he said quietly, making it a statement rather than a question.

“I have no right to be. I thought we had an understanding, but you never promised me anything.”

“I do give away a lot of my mechanical inventions as gifts. I like making my friends happy, and I won’t apologize for that.”

She turned, opening her mouth to protest, but he held up a hand to stem her words.

Bucky’s voice was low, but there was an edge to it that spoke of banked emotion, like embers shimmering beneath ash. “I am, however, sorry that I left even a sliver of doubt that you are the only woman who moves my heart. I am not guilty of courting a half dozen women, or even two. But I am at fault for biding my time and hoping your family would come around. Perhaps I should have scaled your wall with a dagger in my teeth and carried you off into the night. That would have made my point.”

Imogen’s breath caught, her whole body tingling. Her senses sharpened, as if she were trying to imprint the moment in her memory. She was acutely aware of the cool grass under her feet and the jingling of the horse’s bridle as it cropped the grass. The breeze tickled the hairs at the nape of her neck and smelled of summer lushness. Most of all, she was aware of Bucky standing just a few feet away. Even though they weren’t touching, she knew how warm his skin was.

That was the problem. She’d thought she’d known him, but this man making declarations of love was unexpected. The tingling that raised the hair along her arms was making her light-headed, making her heart beat a little too fast. Like a sorcerer, he had her under some kind of spell—and it thrilled her.

Wordlessly, Imogen let herself approach the portable feast, a flutter of pleasure at the idea he’d done this all for her. He’d obviously planned the entire moment, selecting the picnic spot, preparing the basket, watching her so that he knew precisely when and where she’d gone walking. It was an amazing piece of theater, planned down to the pink rosebuds nestled among the strawberries.

“Try the champagne,” he said softly. “It would be a crime to let it go to waste.”

“Champagne.” As she spoke the word, she seemed to notice its luxurious syllables for the first time. It sounded like it tasted, bright on the tongue. “Are you trying to seduce me?”

“Do you wish me to?”

“Would that be wrong of me?”

“I would never say so.”

He undid the tie of his cloak and spread the garment on the grass like a blanket. Beneath it, his black clothes were simple and serviceable as a groom’s—and that was far more powerful than any uniform. It gave away nothing, gave her no cues or protocols to follow, which was oddly disconcerting. It was easier to keep her mask of gentility in place while others were wearing theirs.

She cleared her throat. “Come, you know very well a young lady’s reputation is a delicate thing. My good name would be in tatters if we were found here alone.” Some social mores had relaxed since her grandmother’s day, but that was not one of them.

He spread his hands reasonably. “Say the word, and I will have you back home in minutes.”

Imogen struggled a moment, realizing that was not what she had wanted to hear—though she wasn’t absolutely certain what that was. She tried again. “What would Society say if I were caught drinking champagne with my favored suitor?”

“I dare not comment, except to say that I hope that favored suitor is me.”

“What is your design in bringing me here?”

“To make you absolutely certain that you are my queen, and to convince you that I would dare all for the sake of your affection.”

She caught her breath. That was what she’d yearned for ever since their first kiss—and what she had begun to believe that she would never, ever hear. “And how will you demonstrate that fact?” As if her legs had a will of their own, she sank onto the black sea of the cape, the soft wool a contrast against the cool green grass.

He sat down next to her, long legs stretched out. “Stay with me and I will show you.”

Imogen’s heart pounded beneath her stays, robbing her of breath. He was inviting her to be daring. Wicked, even. “And if I protest, as I no doubt should?”

“Oh, but you were abducted,” Bucky gave her a very male smile. “Is that not why we love tales of pirates and robbers in the woods, because they break rules that we cannot touch? Because they would have the courage to allow themselves an oasis of true happiness, if only for an hour?”

Caught up in the moment, Imogen plucked the glass of champagne from its mechanical roost and sipped it. The bubbles, tart and fizzy, felt wonderful against her dry throat. “I do love a good robber.”

“Enough to share a meal with one?”

“Just a meal?”

He lifted a tray of savories from its perch and offered it to her. “With as many or as few courses as you desire.”

She would have given much for an explicit definition of dessert, and even more for the pluck to throw all caution to the wind. “As highwaymen go, you are eminently reasonable.”

“I’ve been told that’s a bore.”

She set the champagne glass aside and picked up a tiny morsel of cracker topped with cream and caviar. “Blandness depends entirely on the recipe. Even an ordinary dish can be cleverly subtle. It is all a matter of the herbs.”

“Ah, the herbs,” he nodded. “How very sage.”

She rolled her eyes. “I am a strict judge of seasoning. There must be just enough, and never an excess.” And she popped the cracker into her mouth, letting the delicate, salty taste unfurl on her tongue.

He reached up, brushing a crumb from the corner of her mouth, and Imogen’s heart skipped at the touch.

“The same principle applies to robbers,” she continued, her voice suddenly rough. “I’m very particular about the kinds of thievery I permit.”

He grinned. “May I steal a kiss?”

She thought he would never ask. She leaned forward, unable to wait before their lips met. Bucky’s mouth was hot and soft, hungry and eager. A thrill of pleasure streaked through Imogen’s body down to the soles of her dainty lace-up boots. Her arms wound around his neck, her body falling against his in a delicious languor. This was even better than the kiss at the Duchess of Westlake’s ball.

Bucky trailed his thumb down the line of her jaw to the sensitive spot just below her ear, brushing the loose tendrils that had worked their way free of her upswept hair. A tingling path followed his touch, making her arch her neck against his fingers, like a cat begging to be stroked.

Imogen’s breath hung suspended, and she was afraid he would stop. Then she felt a soft kiss, and then another, his lips working down the same line where his fingers had been a moment before. Every press of his mouth sent a tingling along her nerves, igniting heat through her whole body. And at last his mouth found the curve of her throat, lingering at the point where her skin met the lace of her collar. Shivering, she gasped in air, almost tasting the tension between them. Her pulse pounded, hot and slow, eager for more as a restless ache invaded her body.

“I gave you permission for a kiss,” she murmured. “Just a kiss.”

“Did I fail to adhere to the boundaries?” he asked archly.

Imogen gathered her wits, blinking him back into focus. “I think you are taking highway robbery delightfully to heart.”

Far away, church bells rang the hour into the hot afternoon sun. Half a mile away, Diogenes Smythe, followed by Stanford Whitlock, would be waiting for her at home. Imogen twined her fingers in Bucky’s hair, only vaguely aware of the world beyond the idyllic glade.

Smythe could go hang.

* * *

“Duel?” Far too early the next morning, Imogen stared at her little sister over the top of her covers. The room was gloomy with predawn light, the edges of dresser and bedpost fuzzed with shadow. Poppy stood at the foot of the bed, candle in hand, like something out of A Christmas Carol. “What do you mean duel? Nobody fights duels anymore. Surely that sort of thing went out of fashion along with knee britches and the stagecoach.”

Gooseflesh pebbled her arms, but she wasn’t certain if it was the cold room or the growing sense of horror that was turning the moment into a waking nightmare. Imogen grabbed her shawl, wrapping it around her.

“I’m afraid that is wishful thinking. Captain Smythe challenged Bucky Penner at the dance,” Poppy announced with gory satisfaction. “Don’t you know anything?”

“What? And the great ninny accepted?” He hadn’t said anything to her during the picnic. He’d just kissed her senseless and fed her strawberries and foie gras.

“Of course he did. I confirmed the facts. I got it all out of Bucky the day before yesterday.”

The fool. She felt his hands on her again, the heat of his mouth. Did he understand at all that she wanted that warmth far more than she wanted some penny-dreadful ideal of a dangerous man? But he had done all that for her. Shown her how much she cared. She would be a hypocrite if she pretended that his turn at highway robbery hadn’t stolen her heart all over again. Oh, damn him! The idea that a duel could mean death was nibbling at the edges of her mind, but she was denying it with a vengeance.

“I wouldn’t worry too hard,” Poppy went on cheerily. “He’s a better shot than you’d think. He’s a bit like that mystery knight who shows up at a tournament and beats everybody else. Captain Smythe has no idea what he’s in for.”

“Blast Smythe to the Antipodes!” Imogen fell back against the pillows with a groan. Her mother had been incensed when she’d shown up hours late for her appointment with Smythe. She’d had to endure a hideous tongue-lashing and the captain still hadn’t taken a hint.

“It’s clear what you have to do,” Poppy said in a matter-of-fact voice. “You have to put a stop to it.”

“I’ll call Father.”

“No, don’t do that.”

Imogen raised her head, realizing with a dawning sense of horror that Poppy had one of her plans. “Why not?”

Poppy set the candle down and opened Imogen’s wardrobe doors. For the first time, Imogen noticed her sister was already dressed. “You have to throw yourself between the two men who desire your hand and make your choice clear.”

“Throw myself between two men firing guns?” Imogen said dubiously.

“It’s the done thing,” said Poppy. “Great love demands grand gestures. Surely you can’t do less than Bucky and Captain Smythe. It’s your honor they’re fighting for, after all.”

“What? How did I cause all this?”

Poppy tossed one of Imogen’s walking dresses on the end of the bed. “Now hurry up before they kill each other. They’ll be at Field’s Green in twenty minutes.”

* * *

The practice of dueling was believed to increase civility among the male members of Society. Probably, Bucky surmised, because a careless word could result in having to get up at some ungodly hour before dawn. There was a part of him—the reasonable part—that was terrified something would go horribly wrong. That part of his brain was arguing with another part that had somehow imbibed all the nonsense about honor and duty and why one never shirked the prospect of getting shot at dawn. So far, the debate was a draw.

Field’s Green lay in a haze of fast-fading mist, shafts of sunlight angling through the trees. Bucky had arrived first with Stanford Whitlock in tow. Normally it would have been Tobias either egging him on or trying to talk sense, but his friend was in London hard at work for Jasper Keating. Whitlock was merely an acquaintance—and one of Imogen’s most steadfast suitors—but there hadn’t been a lot of choice available at the time. Fortunately, Whitlock had agreed to act as Bucky’s second, and there was no denying the man knew his business. The formalities of setting time and place had been carried out with square-cornered precision. Even now Whitlock was dusting off a tree stump and placing the case of pistols upon it, ready for inspection by Smythe’s second, another hussar. Then, as soon as the mist had entirely lifted, Bucky saw two blue-coated men coming through the trees.

Whitlock gave Bucky a significant look. “Are you ready?”

No. “Of course I am.”

Showing up for this folly wasn’t enough—unlike a fistfight, where one could defend against attack, a duelist had to stand still while his opponent pointed a pistol and fired. Somewhere out of sight there was a surgeon, ready to clean up whatever damage would ensue. There would be two shots for each opponent—four chances that someone would lose an eye or a limb or his life. It’s a wonder the aristocracy survived to breed. But a cool, steady hand in the face of violence was the expected thing. Refusing a challenge was a loss of honor. Showing fear was even worse. Women love a victor.

Bucky wrestled himself into a state, if not of calm, of irritated acceptance. Smythe was just a few yards away now, whey-faced—actually, black-and-blue-faced from Bucky’s fists—and trying to cover it up with a swagger. At least the peacock wasn’t enjoying himself.

This is ridiculous. I knew Smythe all through school. I’ve drunk with the man more often than I can count. Bucky’s stomach churned with the sheer awfulness of it all. Well, bugger that. I don’t want to play this game. I won’t.

But he would—unless he wanted to be marked a coward. And there was the rub. He’d seen the wonder and admiration in Imogen’s eyes when she’d realized who had literally swept her off her feet—and he’d felt like a god. He’d thought long and hard about that fact as he’d prepared for this morning. As insane as he found the notion of a duel, the last thing he wanted to sacrifice was that spark in her eyes. That meant making a most unreasonable compromise. He would have to do this his way, and make the moment his own.

“Ah,” Smythe said, the breeze plucking at this clothes. “You brought weapons from your papa’s factory. I’m sure the family product will do, but Harris will have a look.”

The man sounded stuffed up. Bucky noticed his swollen nose was back in the right part of his face—a surgeon must have set it. Smythe nodded to his second, who joined Whitlock in peering down gun barrels and checking the triggers.

“Are you sure you gentlemen won’t come to a truce?” Whitlock asked. It was part of the second’s job to try and avert the duel, even as he began loading the bullets Bucky had made by hand.

Smythe and Bucky exchanged meaningful looks. This was the moment when reason could take back the reins. “Unacceptable,” Smythe returned.

“Not without the captain making a full disclosure and an apology to Miss Roth,” said Bucky, anger sharpening his tone. This is ridiculous. Give it up. But no one endangered his chances with Imogen, and he sorely wanted to prove that point to Smythe.

“Ah, wait!” The captain held up his neatly gloved hand. “You have no objection if I supply my own ammunition?”

“Do you think I am loading your weapon with blanks?” Bucky scoffed.

“Hardly,” said Smythe. “But I have my superstitions. You wouldn’t want to throw me off my game, now, would you?”

Harris produced Smythe’s box of lucky bullets—the ones he’d claimed had Bucky’s name written all over them—which Whitlock inspected with far more care than Harris had taken with Bucky’s rounds.

“They look regulation to me,” Whitlock announced with his usual brevity.

There was nothing Bucky could say to that, and he swore under his breath as his stomach cramped with apprehension. You made the bargain, and now you pay the piper. “Let him have his magic bullets.”

A bird warbled a high, sweet greeting to the sun. The morning was still cool, but Bucky was sweating. The sight of the lead going into Smythe’s gun made everything far too real. Bucky’s gut turned to ice as he picked up his weapon, his hand shaking faintly. Overhead, a watery sun struggled through thin veils of cloud.

Then came the coin toss. Smythe would fire first and had the advantage of the sun at his back. Bucky felt the urge to pray as the distance between the combatants was paced out, but he wasn’t sure the Almighty ought to be bothered by self-destructive idiots.

“Stand sideways,” Whitlock advised. “It makes you less of a target.”

“Gentlemen, are you ready?” Harris demanded.

Bucky made a noise of assent, and Smythe raised his pistol by way of reply. There would be no flaw in the barrel that sent the shot mercifully wide—not in a weapon from the Penner factories. With preternatural clarity, Bucky heard the wind in the trees stirring each leaf. There were the morning sounds of a cock’s crow and, some distance away, the lowing of a cow waiting to be milked. It was a gorgeous dawn, the greens of the oaks and waving grasses almost sweet on the tongue, but the only sensation he was aware of was the ache in his flesh as it anticipated being torn apart.

He felt alarmingly light-headed, and he braced his feet wider to stay steady. This is going to hurt. There is no way it can’t hurt. He would be lucky if that was all it did.

He wanted to squeeze his eyes shut, but refused to let himself flinch. For Imogen. He tried to remember the admiring look in her eyes, but his mind had frozen to a blank, terrified whiteness. Bloody, fardling hell!

He thought he saw Smythe’s finger tighten on the trigger. In the same instant, a shriek ripped through the pastoral morning air. “Stop this at once!”

Bucky felt the kiss of the bullet as it skimmed his sleeve. The shot smashed into an oak tree, shattering a branch. A hail of bark and leaves spun to the earth with a rending sound. Bucky hauled in a noisy gulp of air. I’m not hurt!

Then he turned toward the cry. It was Imogen, followed by Poppy. His heart squeezed. Imogen was out of breath, obviously exhausted from running. Poppy’s eyes were huge. “Stop it!” Imogen screamed, the words ripping painfully from her throat.

“Unfair! You spoiled my shot,” Smythe snapped at her. “You startled me!”

“Good!” The wind tore at her unbound hair, and she clawed the pale strands away from her eyes. “This is sheer folly! What makes you think I want this?”

Then Harris and Whitlock were beside the women in a moment, keeping them from coming one step closer.

“Get them out of here!” Bucky ordered, his voice cracking the air. This wasn’t something they should see, especially not a fourteen-year-old girl. He moved to run toward them, but Whitlock stopped him with a look.

“Once begun, the contest must be finished or you forfeit,” said his second. “Don’t step away from your mark.”

He should have damned the whole affair and walked away, but Imogen’s distress triggered something inside him. Suddenly, revenge was the only thing he was made for. Rage swamped him, sending a shudder through his body. Smythe shot at me. A primitive need to kill vibrated through every bone and muscle. “Very well. Ready yourself, Captain.”

Bucky raised his weapon and carefully took aim. At this range, he could not miss. He was just too good a shot, and the look on Smythe’s face said he knew it.

“Bucky!” Imogen wailed. “You’ll hate yourself if you do this!”

“Perhaps.”

He could hear Poppy sobbing. The girl’s daydream visions of heroism had no doubt crumpled the moment the horror of men shooting at each other had become real. Imogen grabbed her sister to her, letting Poppy bury her face against her shoulder.

Coolly, Bucky fired. The bullet streaked through the air with a peculiar whine that made the seconds raise their heads. Friction caused the false casing of the bullet to fly apart, baring the real ammunition an instant before it struck Smythe squarely on his pretty blue coat. Scarlet paint splattered everywhere, covering him in splotches from his swollen nose to the toes of his shining boots. He spluttered furiously, trying to wipe the splatters out of his eyes without actually soiling his hands.

Bull’s-eye. However angry he was, there was no way Bucky was going to kill Smythe, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t shoot him.

“That is explicitly against the Code Duello!” Smythe roared, flicking paint from his fingers. “Not sporting at all!”

Bucky gave a chill smile. “I’m a toymaker, not a peacock in a pretty coat.”

But Smythe was casting a horrified look at Imogen, who was swaying as if her limbs had turned to rubber. Then she burst into a slightly panicked hoot of laughter.

Poppy broke free of her sister’s grasp. “What’s going on?” And then—ever unrestrained—she guffawed at the sight of Diogenes Smythe. She was quickly—and loudly—joined by the two seconds.

Smythe turned beet red and cast a murderous glower at Bucky, who shrugged. He knew the paint would make Smythe furious, but that tended to happen when you taught a pompous ass a lesson.

“You’ll never hold your head up after this, Penner,” growled Smythe. “Polite Society doesn’t take to this kind of knavery.”

“Perhaps we should both keep quiet,” said Bucky, “unless you truly want the world to know how fetching you look in scarlet. Are we done here?” He wanted to be at Imogen’s side.

“Hardly!” Smythe muttered between clenched teeth. “I get a second shot.”

Imogen’s laughter halted as if she’d been choked.

“Oh, come on Smythe!” Whitlock called out. “You’ve lost this one no matter what you do.”

“Hardly.” Smythe raised the pistol.

Bucky’s mind skidded, not quite believing Smythe would push the point. They had been friends, so he had spared the captain, and that should have been good enough. Bucky had shown his courage—and yet he wouldn’t shoot a man in cold blood. It might be contradictory and illogical to some, but there it was.

But now he wondered if he could repeat the trick of standing still under fire. Imogen’s cry had saved him last time. If that bullet had been a bit to the left, it would have struck him in the heart.

This can’t be happening. It seemed so wrong that a sense of superstitious luck rose up in Bucky, making him almost giddy. He had survived once; he would survive again. Unfortunately, his body had other ideas. His muscles almost shook with the painful need to run away. Only sheer stubbornness was keeping him in place.

He cast a glance at Imogen, hoping almost wistfully to see his bravery acknowledged, but her face was turned away. Whitlock was holding her back with a firm hand on her upper arm. Harris was restraining a squirming Poppy. Maybe the women thought they could throw themselves in the path of the gunfire, but that wouldn’t work. Smythe was determined to get his pound of flesh. And then Imogen caught his gaze with hers. Her face was stricken, filled not with adoring wonder, but pure, white-lipped dismay.

As Smythe took his aim, Bucky’s gut churned. In that instant, his brain split between the deadly pistol and what he saw on Imogen’s face. Both fought for control of his instincts, and both had the ability to destroy him.

His jaw clenched as her words came back to him. What makes you think I want this? Clearly, she knew the fight was about her. And in that instant, he understood how Imogen would be devastated if someone died in her name. She would never forgive herself, however little blame she might bear.

Fool! He’d only thought about risking all to win her, to get back at Smythe for hurting her. He hadn’t considered that he was about to do far worse. Perhaps he would be branded a coward, but his name was worth far less than her happiness—even if the sacrifice ultimately meant losing her.

So he ducked. The bullet whistled over his head to fly harmlessly into the trees. And then, because Bucky was still a fallible mortal, he brought up his own weapon and plastered Smythe with a second dose of red paint. It exploded in a shower of brilliant red droplets all over the captain’s outraged person. If you get another shot, so do I.

At the sound of Smythe’s snarl of rage, the two seconds released the women and came running. Poppy and Imogen exchanged a glance and hurried after them.

“Damn you, Penner!” Smythe raised the pistol for a third shot, but Harris wrenched it from his grasp. “You have made mockery of this contest from the start,” the captain roared.

“You will never show your face in Society after this. I will see that you’re drummed out of every club in London.”

“Simmer down, Smythe,” Harris said impatiently. “You were a damned idiot to start this in the first place. Unless you want the world to know you were prepared to shoot a more or less unarmed man over a bit of paint, I’d keep your mouth shut.”

And then Imogen was at Bucky’s side, clutching him to her as if he were about to vanish. “You ninny, what did you think you were doing?” she whispered in his ear.

“I love you,” Bucky said so softly that only she could hear his words.

“I love you more,” she murmured as sweetly as the morning birdsong all around them. Her lips brushed his ear, the words a gossamer secret. “But I think I might strangle you.”

“I deserve it.”

“He’s a coward!” Smythe exploded bitterly. “I am the real gentleman. I followed the code. But he gets away with it because he is such a fine, amiable fellow.”

“Penner spared your life,” Whitlock said. “He’s the better shot. If those had been real bullets, you would be dead.”

“Perhaps we should all go for a nice, calming cup of tea,” suggested Harris amiably. “I think the thread of reason is getting frayed.”

Imogen had barely set Bucky free when Stanford Whitlock took her hand in his and bowed over it. “The best man won both in love and in war. Happily, I shall tell the surgeon he is not needed today.”

With another bow, he turned and, with the help of Lieutenant Harris, escorted the fuming Smythe from the field of honor. “No decent club will let you through the door after this!” the captain barked as they stepped beneath the trees and disappeared from view.

“Admit you lost, Captain Smythe!” Poppy declared, ostentatiously turning her back on the man and folding her arms. “Or at least strive for a graceful defeat.”

A sudden gust of wind rippled through the trees and tossed the ends of Imogen’s shawl. She clutched Bucky’s hand, turning him away so that they could talk without Poppy hearing every word. “What do you think you were doing?” she asked between clenched teeth.

A sudden awkwardness seized Bucky. He squeezed her fingers. “I won’t shoot a man dead simply for being a dolt.”

“I’m glad, but that’s not what I meant. You took a terrible risk because he was a dolt.”

“I tried to avoid that, but he brought his lucky bullets. I couldn’t say anything without giving away the game.”

“Game?” she said acidly.

“Poor choice of words.” Bucky cast an apologetic look her way. With her hair down around her ears, she looked almost as young as Poppy. “I tried to adhere to the accepted code of honor, but I’m afraid proper gunplay isn’t to my taste. I’m not a soldier or a pirate or—sadly—even a real highwayman.”

“Yet you do a very good impression of one.” Imogen held his look, relief in her gaze.

But Bucky pushed on, suddenly so tired that he wasn’t sure he would make any sense. “The truth of the matter is that I would rather make children’s toys than anything else. And that’s the problem with being who I am.”

“What is?” Imogen asked.

“Everyone understands what an officer does, and they love him for defending home and country. But the few who know what I can do with a toolbox and a bit of wire believe that I’m either a harmless lump or a slightly dodgy crank, as if I might build a time machine or a flame-belching dirigible when no one is looking.”

“Would you?” asked Poppy hopefully as she appeared at Imogen’s elbow, her expression as wide and open as a curious puppy’s.

“Go away,” said Imogen.

“No,” the younger girl replied, “this is too interesting.”

Ignoring the interruption, Bucky studied Imogen’s face, looking for some sign of her thoughts. The sun caught her hair, giving it a silver sheen. “Will you still let me walk out with you? Even if I did duck that bullet? Even if I just want to make wind-up ducks?”

“Yes,” she said simply, the corners of her mouth curling up. “You did the bravest thing of all. You refused to do what was expected of you. I need someone with that kind of courage at my back. And I like your ducks better than anything. They make children happy.”

He saw there was more that she didn’t say—about the risk he took, about the fact that he had frightened her. He was grateful that she let it go, and just let himself drown in her beautiful gray eyes.

“Are you going to kiss now?” Poppy broke in.

“Go home, Poppy,” Imogen said in a distant voice. She looked like she wanted to be kissed, and badly, but a little sister was the antidote to private bliss.

“I think I deserve to see the end of this,” Poppy insisted, tugging at Imogen’s sleeve.

“I’ve put considerable effort into the outcome.”

Bucky was still holding the pistol with the paint-filled ammunition. With a small, apologetic smile to Imogen, he broke away and raised the pistol in Poppy’s direction. The girl shrieked, whirling around to dart through the long grass of Field’s Green. One hand clutched her bonnet, the other hauled her skirts out of the way of her pumping feet.

Bucky loped after, running slowly enough that she soon got away. After a dozen yards, he stopped, aimed high above Poppy’s head, and delivered a paint-blob just far enough ahead that she jumped a foot when it struck a nearby tree.

“I’ll get you for that!” she called over her shoulder, but she kept running.

Bucky wondered how many threats he would inspire that day. They really were mounting up rather quickly.

Imogen slipped her arms around his waist from behind, leaning into his back. “Where were we?”

He turned, tossing the gun aside and taking both her hands in his. “I was about to ask you to marry me.” His heart leaped in shock. He hadn’t known he was going to say it until he did, but now that the words had flown, nothing else mattered.

“Bucky!” she swallowed hard.

“Say yes,” he begged, falling to one knee. He suddenly felt like he might explode, or catch fire, or expand to the size of an ocean. There would be problems—her father, for starters. Eloping meant social ruin, and it would be another whole year and a bit before Imogen would be twenty-one and could make her own choices. Even then, marrying against Lord Bancroft’s wishes would carry a price. But that gave Bucky plenty of time to make his case. He might be reasonable and amiable, but he was also as stubborn as only the grandson of a blacksmith could be—and he was prepared to scale a wall with a knife in his teeth the instant Imogen gave a sign that it was the moment for him to play the necessary rogue.

Nothing could happen until he had her promise. But with that, he would have the strength to move mountains.

“Marry me, my love, and you will always have a champion. There will always be someone to light the fire, or burn your toast—because I know you like it that way—or to bring you tea, or to find your shawl. Someone will always care that you enjoyed your dinner. You will never fall asleep in a cold bed or wake alone in an empty one.” Bucky warmed to his theme, pulling her closer so that her skirts brushed his knees. “And when there is an unkind word or a disappointment, I will be there, ready to hold you. And if anyone truly hurts our family, I will rain such wrath on them as this Empire has never seen.”

She laughed shakily. “With a gun that shoots paint?”

“If necessary. I also have expertise with rotten fruit.”

Imogen’s gaze was wide and luminous in the morning light. “And they say there is no romance at Horne Hill.”

“Seriously, Im,” he said, his palms starting to sweat. “You would make me the happiest man who ever walked the earth.”

“Then I suppose I must,” said Imogen, blinking back what he prayed were tears of joy. “I shall. Yes.”

For a moment, Bucky was too happy to speak. He just stared up, adoring his goddess while his heart pounded in his chest.

Then her mouth quirked in a smile. “And let me say that it wouldn’t go amiss if you brought out that black cape from time to time.”

He cleared his throat, trying to recall the English language. “Fancy another picnic?”

She pulled him to his feet, and he drew her into the circle of his arms. She tilted her head back, eyes filled with mischief. “With dessert, Mr. Penner. Now that I’m your betrothed, I intend to make demands.”

“I thought the highwayman made the demands. That’s what it says in The Adventures of Lightning Jack of the Moor.”

She chuckled leaning provocatively close. “How little you know the ways of women.”

He grinned, his whole body suddenly alive with the bright, amazing summer day before he got down to the urgent business of kissing her. “Then I believe I’ll enjoy the lessons.”


The Steamspinner Mutiny

It would have been simpler if he had died, but he hadn’t. The gods mocked Striker at every chance they got and, dark-hearted bastards that they were, they’d denied him that easy exit. He knew what it was to sail the clouds by magic, and now he had to live with the loss of it.

He stood alone at the top of the hill, his back to the ocean wind, and looked down at the rolling green and brown of the Cornish landscape. The road snaked back and forth all the way to the horizon, almost shimmering under the thick gray clouds. Ruins of an old tin mine tumbled down toward the rough green coast as if some giant had carelessly kicked the brick towers. The place was beautiful and desolate in a way that even a street rat from the Docklands could understand.

It was a foul day, heavy and overcast and with the edge of a storm slicing in on a moody wind. Already the midafternoon sky had sunk into an artificial dusk. As Striker stood there, the rain started: one fat drop, then two, then a scattershot, making the leaves of the wildflowers bounce. Striker pulled his hood up automatically, still searching the road for any travelers.

It was April now. One by one over the last five months, the remaining crew had all walked that winding path to where he stood: Beadle, Digby, Poole, and Striker himself. The airship had burned near London—a long way from the southwestern coast—but this was their rendezvous point, no matter where in the world their vessel went down. So they’d followed orders, gathering there after the disaster. Striker had been standing in that very spot when he’d first seen Poole—a tiny figure trudging along that beige ribbon of road. They’d wept to have the lad back, every last one of them.

But they’d taken too many losses. Knaur, the cook, had died before he’d even got his parachute on. Young Smith—younger even than Poole—had burned when a hot harpoon had struck the deck. Royce, the gunner, had made it to the ground only to die in Striker’s arms; not every landing from a jump like that was a good one. And no one knew what had happened to Captain Niccolo—Nick—who had gone overboard fighting for his life.

Four had survived, four were dead or missing, and that didn’t even count the loss of the Red Jack herself. Striker had been angry all his life, but now he was furious. And while he could make plans for a long, slow revenge against the men who’d fired on the Jack, he wanted to beat someone bloody right then and there. He had come from the gutters of East London, the bastard of a whore and a lascar sailor, and violence was the tool and solace he knew best.

But there was no place for that anger to go. The road was empty, as it had been yesterday, and a bucketful of yesterdays before that. Nick—wielder of magic, their leader, and Striker’s closest friend—was not in sight. The admission made Striker hunch against the rain. He was clinging to hope, refusing to look ahead more than one sunrise into the future, but each time he was forced to admit that Nick wasn’t on that road, he slid a little further toward a final, fatal fall into despair.

Striker turned, trudging back toward the cliff that overlooked the restless ocean. Between the hilltop and the cliff loomed a hangar where the Red Jack’s replacement was under construction. Nick had begun to build their dream ship—a steamspinner—long before the battle that had destroyed the Red Jack, and it was the reason that this was their rendezvous point—for here was their new beginning. The vessel was all but finished, the hired shipwrights paid off and dismissed. Striker, who was even better with a wrench than he was with his fists, was putting the final touches on the engines. Beadle, the first mate, had gone so far as to hire three men to replace the crew they’d lost.

The newcomers had arrived from another pirate ship—men who had barely escaped when the French had raided the stronghold of Captain Roberts. There weren’t all that many air pirates—there were more plentiful pickings on the sea—but of the few who scoured the clouds in search of plunder, Trelawny Roberts was the most famous and the most feared. Damned near invincible, his specialty had been prowling the airways over the English Channel in search of vessels carrying expensive French exports—brandy, perfumes, silks, and the occasional floating brothel—like a hawk plucking fat pigeons from the sky. Sadly for the lovers of black market pleasure goods, the Gallic authorities had finally caught their man on the word of Roberts’s own faithless mistress.

And unfortunately for Striker, the three weeks since the arrival of the new men had proved how hard it was to fold new faces into the Red Jack’s tight-knit crew. As if to illustrate that fact, one of the newcomers stood at the bottom of the hill, waiting for him.

“It’s time you put yourself in the hands of a real captain,” the man said. He’d tried to start this conversation several times already, and Striker had just as stubbornly refused to hear it.

“Listen, because I’ll say this once, Falkland,” Striker said, making sure every word came out clearly so that the fool understood. “Say another word and you’re dead.”

“Don’t make me laugh,” Falkland—grizzled and wiry and with the sharp black eyes of a ferret—fell into step with Striker. They walked toward the hangar, heads ducked against the rain.

“I’m not a funny man,” Striker growled. The weather was giving him a headache and he wanted to get inside. He’d spent a long, cold day working on engines until his fingers were numb and his nose dulled to anything but the stink of grease and oil.

They approached the shelter of the building, but he could still feel the cold wind plucking at his coat. The long, heavy garment was covered with scraps and bits of metal, and they clinked as the hem swung in the wind. “I lost my sense of humor jumping off the Red Jack. I lost it when I landed in a tree, and then lost it some more when I fell out of that tree.”

“So?” the other man returned.

“Taking a long step off a burning airship leaves a man a right grim bastard.”

This was the crossroads in the conversation where Falkland usually gave up and left Striker alone. But not this time. Falkland pointed toward the road. “And you’re going to stay sad and angry as long as you go every day to stand on that hill and eat your heart out. Your captain was a fine young man, but he’s not here. And forgive me for saying so, but I doubt that he’s coming back.”

“Say another word against the captain, and I’ll show you just how hard it is to make me smile!”

“I’m not speaking against his character.”

Striker didn’t answer. Nick had been the one who had befriended him when he was a streetkeeper, little better than a hired thug, and the one who had talked him into this mad pirate adventure. And Nick knew the old ways of spirit, vision, and spell. He’d brought an air spirit to a run-down tub of a ship and turned it into the terror of the skies with his magic. Men sang of Niccolo and the Red Jack, and the songs were as full of laughter as they were heroism. And Striker—for all he’d been born in the gutter—had lived all those wondrous moments because of Nick. That demanded all the loyalty and friendship Striker could give. And if that meant looking down the road once a day, then why not?

But he didn’t have the words to make a fine speech about all that. They’d reached the side of the hangar, where tools and crates were piled. Striker gripped a heavy wrench in his hand, his knuckles straining against the brass-studded leather of his gloves.

If the words weren’t getting through, then something in his posture did, because Falkland’s eyes widened. “Now calm yourself, Mr. Striker. Captain Niccolo was a pleasant fellow to be sure, and a clever one, but he’s gone.”

“He’s not gone until I say he’s gone,” Striker said quietly. Then he drew himself up, shifting to keep the weight off his right leg. That knee hadn’t worked right since the jump, but he hid it as best he could. Falkland was the type who would use any weakness to his advantage—maybe not now, but when it suited him best and Striker not at all.

Falkland gave him a pitying glance. “I’ve watched you keep this crew together, Mr. Striker. You understand what the men need.”

“I know how to run a gang. I was streetkeeper for the Yellowbacks.”

“I think Captain Roberts would respect that. He’d look after someone like you.”

Thunder rumbled, echoing Striker’s mood. He never could tolerate the other crew running off at the mouth about Nick—but this time his instincts tingled a warning. With a professional eye, Striker looked Falkland over for firearms. He found none, but he kept alert. The man was working up to something, and Striker had to know what it was.

“I’ve been an airman since I was a lad,” Falkland went on. “Captain Roberts—”

“—is a prisoner on Devil’s Island, where the Frenchies sent him to rot. Shut up and be glad they didn’t catch you, too.”

Once they had the famed captain clapped in irons, the French had decreed the rope too good a fate. So Roberts had gone to a prison off the coast of French Guiana—a prison renowned for heat, disease, brutality, and the impossibility of escape. Devil’s Island was aptly named.

Striker shifted again, making his coat rustle and chime. It was the one thing he’d kept from his old life. He’d sewed the scraps of metal onto the long duster himself, and had taken care to cover every available inch. It was both armor and a portable supply chest—gears and plates and any other parts a maker might use but were hard to find, and wearing them made them harder to steal. It also made the coat too heavy for most to even lift, let alone wear, from daybreak to dark.

Falkland made an exasperated noise. “Loyalty does you credit, but it may not be wise. A leaderless crew can’t hope to sail a ship like her.” Falkland jerked a thumb toward the hangar. It had been built for the new ship, and it was so enormous that it resembled a beached leviathan. “See reason, man. That’s a steamspinner, and as powerful a vessel as ever parted clouds. We need a proper captain.”

“You’re talking mutiny.” Striker gripped the wrench. Thunder rumbled, growing closer.

“Think about it! You’re a smart man, Mr. Striker. Even you have to see the truth. Your Captain Niccolo went over the side without a parachute. There is no way he lived, and you can’t mutiny against a ghost. He’s dead!”

For a few seconds, the words glanced off Striker like the spits of rain slanting from the slate-colored sky. In the odd, gloomy light, the giant building housing Nick’s new ship looked like one more crag along the Cornish cliffs, with a gray sea frothing behind it.

Then Striker set his jaw, reaching for the threadbare logic he’d grasped so many times. Nick knew magic. He had an air spirit at his beck and call. He didn’t need a parachute.

And if he’s alive, then why isn’t he here?

But there was no answer to that—not one Striker wanted to hear, anyway.

Falkland pressed on. “I’m just saying it would be a fine thing if there were someone like Captain Roberts in charge. With a man like him at the helm, the Red Jack might never have burned, and your crew mates would still be alive.”

That wasn’t Nick’s fault. Striker wanted to protest, but he kept his face a hard slab of ugly, turning up pure nastiness the way one does the flame of a gaslight. Falkland’s eyelids flickered nervously at the sight.

“You weren’t there,” Striker finally said.

But the smaller man stood his ground. “Call it mutiny if you like, Mr. Striker, but we need a real captain. You have to let us move on.”

Fury flooded Striker, first lava-hot, then sharp and cold as shards of ice. And then a switch flipped inside, and everything went black and white. Falkland was a threat, and threats had to be dealt with. Striker angled his body, moving slowly until Falkland was within reach. Anger seethed like the distant surf, but he kept it remote. Any enforcer knew to keep his work professional. Clean and quick was always best.

Falkland must have seen it on his face, because he started to back away, leaving the shelter of the hangar’s lee side for the windswept cliff tops. A gust swept around the man’s feet, making the short, stubby grass ripple like water.

Striker followed, still gripping the wrench and matching each one of Falkland’s steps with one of his own. The hood of his coat slipped, and his eyes blurred with the stinging rain. He pulled up the hood again, feeling the metal-clad weight settle over his head. It cut the visibility some, but was as good as a helmet in a fight. The rest of the coat swung around him, the clanking of its folds swallowed by the wind and the rush of the surf below. He would have had to shout to make himself heard, but Striker didn’t bother with any more words. They were onto something far more basic than language.

Falkland wheeled and started to run, but he was too slight to make good headway into the wind. Striker didn’t have that problem, but his bad knee stabbed, white-hot, at every stumble on the uneven ground. They lurched forward, scrambling up the rise toward the ruined mine towers, grabbing rocks and handfuls of low-growing thrift to pull themselves forward. Striker went down on one knee, cursing and dropping the wrench, then fumbling for it again. It was raining in earnest now, water sliding off the metal of his coat and gloves and seeping through the worn seams of his boots. It only fueled his bad mood, dragging him to his feet and hurling him after Falkland with added energy.

Thunder crashed, loud enough to make Striker jump.

The smaller man had slipped, and was looking around as he got to his feet, eyes wild with panic. Striker had seen that look plenty of times before in his days as Keating’s streetkeeper, and the role of predator slid on with the ease of old, comfortable clothes. The only difference now was that the hunt was his own and not his employer’s. Nick had given him that, too.

Anger vibrated up his spine, humming like rigging in the wind. But for all the hot rage of his intent, Striker’s mind was utterly clear. Hefting the wrench, he closed in, meaning to bring the chase to a quick close—not to kill, perhaps, but to discipline and definitely to slam down a healthy dose of fear. Nick was well liked, but no pirate vessel ran without a clear chain of command, and broken links begged to be fixed.

“Bloody hell, man!” Falkland raised an arm, protecting his face from the heavy wrench as Striker closed the gap between them. But the tool was a distraction only—an object of dread to keep the man from seeing the left hook coming his way. Striker’s fist slammed Falkland’s jaw, knocking him sideways. The brass-studded gloves would leave an unholy bruise, but at least the fool would walk away.

Falkland went down on all fours again, spitting blood and scrambling away with an inarticulate yell. And then the sky split open and lightning forked down, curling around Striker’s metal-encrusted coat. A sensation like a thousand crawling insects coursed over his skin, then there was a pain in his chest that threatened to split his jaw in two, and then—blackness.

* * *

Striker flailed back to consciousness when a random movement sent pain through his body, radiating from his chest like a hammer blow. With a gasp, he opened his eyes, for a moment thinking he’d been struck blind because everything was dark.

But then he saw the stars. It was night, the storm breaking into pieces overhead. And he was soaked and bitterly cold. Striker took an experimental breath, feeling it like a knife under the ribs. Was he shot? Stabbed? He knew both those injuries well, and this felt different. This was more like a draft horse had kicked him—and then dragged a cart filled with more draft horses over his chest. What had happened? And where was he?

Disorientation sent thoughts scrambling in every direction. An important memory darted just beyond his grasp, slippery and far too quick. Then something wet and foul smelling wriggled close to his skin. Stories of selkies and more gruesome fairy-kind slithered through his imagination even as he writhed away from the hairy, soggy thing. That started up the ache in his chest all over again, robbing him of the strength to fight. Still Striker struggled to one elbow and, with an exclamation of disgust, wrenched back the flap of his coat.

He had expected something deadly, dread, or foul. Instead, a lump of straggling white fur curled against him, shivering. It was too dark to tell one end from the other, but he was pretty sure it was a dog. “Hey.”

The bedraggled lump lifted a head with a pointed snout and half-pricked ears, but only an inch or two. The dog rested its chin on Striker’s knee. Striker had seen the same expression of weary resignation on too many faces not to recognize it even on a dog on a dark night. The mutt had come to the end of its resources.

Bloody hell. His shirt was soaked and stinking from its wet fur, and the frigid air turned the cloth icy cold. “You’re in a bad way if you think I look like a good bet,” Striker grumbled. “I’m not the dog-owning kind. I’m not even nice.”

There was just enough light to see the ears move, but nothing more. Striker lifted his hand to shift it aside—he wasn’t getting any warmer lying beside a damp dog on the soggy ground—and felt his stomach contract when the mutt shrank into a tight, white ball. Striker gave a soft curse. Someone hadn’t treated it right. He knew what that felt like.

Striker might not have been a soft touch, but he had a sense of what was decent. He slowly stroked the dog, trying to reassure it. The fur was sodden and the body painfully thin. He looked around the dark landscape, listening for an owner whistling, or the creak of a cart, or some indication of where the dog had come from, but there was nothing.

And that reminded Striker that he had no idea how he had got there himself. Memories skittered, eluding capture, and he was too tired to chase them. Solving that puzzle could wait. Right then, he was chilled, hungry, and aching. He struggled to his feet, staggering beneath the weight of his coat, and picked the dog up in one large hand. The animal didn’t struggle, but it whimpered uncertainly.

“Let’s go find a fire and something to eat,” Striker said, and then his foot knocked against something hard.

He bent to investigate, and picked up the wrench. The weight of it in his hand was the trigger he needed—in one gulp of air he remembered Falkland, the fight, and the lightning. A cold that had nothing to do with the weather settled into his gut and made his shoulders hunch. Falkland had left him there to catch his death in the rain, or maybe he thought he was already dead. And he should have been. He’d been struck with enough power to splinter a giant oak. So why did I live?

A creeping unease slid through him—not quite superstitious dread, but damned close. He’d felt the same way when he’d made it back to solid ground after the Red Jack went down. He was running through lives faster than an alley cat, and there was always a reckoning to be paid for that kind of luck.

He must have stood there awhile, because the dog started to shiver again. Forcing his mind to the here and now, Striker dropped the wrench into his pocket and started across the rocky turf toward Killincairn, the hamlet where the crew was staying. Every muscle and joint ached, and his bad knee most of all, but at least he was drawing breath after painful breath. He supposed that if Falkland hadn’t thought him dead, things might have ended a different way. Like with a knife to my throat.

Falkland—there was a problem Striker still had to solve.

More clouds were rolling in, stripping the stars from the sky. Thankfully, Striker could make out the wink of lights in the distance. Killincairn was little more than a tavern and a cluster of cottages that housed a handful of fishermen and their families. The local mines were played out, leaving nothing of importance to outsiders. Not even the smugglers bothered with that bit of coastline. It was about as remote a place as could be found in the southwest, which was why Nick had chosen it. There was little danger of any authorities stumbling across the steamspinner’s hangar, but that meant walking cross-country with nothing but the sound of the waves as a compass. It was a strange, strange land for someone who had never set foot outside the East End of London. There, it was hard to be alone. Here, Striker was weirdly glad of the company of the soggy little dog, its quick heartbeat against his chest a lifeline in the vast, empty dark. He fished in the pocket of his coat until he found a small chemical lantern and pulled the slide. The two tubes of liquid mixed, generating a greenish glow just bright enough to light his steps.

When he finally limped up to the tavern door, his injured knee burning, he was even more thankful for the pool of light spilling out from the tavern. The buildings here were all whitewashed and squat, like a flock of broody chickens settled down for the night, and the public house was the largest and the most lively. Familiar voices filled the chill air, floating out the window on a haze of tobacco smoke. He’d just about reached the heavy wood door when it squeaked open and Digby ducked through.

“Where’ve you been?” asked the tall, red-haired airman. “I’ve been wondering where you got to this last hour.”

“Thanks, Mum.” Striker stopped, clenching his teeth so that they wouldn’t chatter. The sea winds had stuck their clammy fingers into places no doxy would consider decent, and the only thing he wanted right then was to be inside the door. “I forgot to tell you I’d be out past dark.”

“Just call me Mother Digby.” The tall man grinned, showing crooked teeth, but there was something in his face that said he truly had been worried. The memory of the three crewmen they’d lost had barely scabbed over. “Another ten minutes, and I’d have come looking for you with a birch rod in hand.”

“I’d like to see you try it. Where’s Falkland?”

“Haven’t seen him since this morning. Why?”

“He’s talking mutiny.”

Digby’s eyebrows rose. “Are you sure about that?”

“I am. Fancies himself persuasive, he does.”

Digby snorted. He didn’t look worried, but that was never his way. Striker had heard him whistling through a cannonade. “I’ll keep my eyes open, but the Black boys are here.”

Striker grunted. They were the others who had come with Falkland. If they were in the warm, drinking, there was little chance of immediate trouble—though that didn’t mean Striker was going to let the matter lie.

“What’ve you got there?”

Striker glanced down. The mutt had burrowed its nose under his coat. “I found a dog.” Digby’s rubbery face split into a smile. “So say all boys down through the ages.”

“I’m not going to keep it.” Self-conscious, Striker set the creature down, taking his first look at it in good light. It was some sort of wirehaired breed, white with a few tan splotches, and one back leg was lame. The dog looked up at him with a forlorn gaze, obviously unhappy to be back on the wet ground.

Digby hunkered down for a better look, extending a hand for a sniff. “He’s just a lad, he is. He’d be a good size with a little feeding up. I think he’s got some ratter in him somewhere.”

“The rat won,” Striker said dryly. “The least I can do is give him a decent meal. He woke me up. I’d still be sleeping in the rain but for him.”

“Asleep?” Digby furrowed his brow. “In this weather? What the bleeding hell have you been doing?”

Striker’s mind was back on the mutiny. He had to make a plan, and of the rest of the crew, Digby was the closest to a friend and would watch Striker’s back if he asked. But Striker wanted food and warmth before he did any serious thinking.

The red-haired man looked up, still waiting for an answer. Striker realized his tired brain had stalled like a faulty motor. “It’s a long tale, and I need something to eat.”

As if sensing food on the horizon, the dog hopped closer to Striker until it was leaning against Striker’s leg, then looked up as if he were all the archangels rolled into one.

“He’s got you marked as a soft touch,” said Digby.

“That would be a first. Come on, you useless scrap of meat,” Striker hoisted the dog up. The dog looked hopeful at the sound of “meat.”

“What’s his name?” Digby asked.

“Doesn’t have one.” Striker knew how life worked. Name a thing, and it was yours.

“You can’t keep calling him dog.”

“Watch me.”

Digby laughed, but Striker had already pushed past him, his nose detecting the savory aroma of lamb. The dog started to whine and drool, and Striker knew exactly how it felt. In two minutes, he was at a table near the hot fire, with two pies and a mug of nut brown ale before him. Since he hadn’t actually died, it was the closest thing to heaven he was going to get that night—and to be honest, he’d take a tavern over a seat on a cloud any old time. When Digby picked up the landlord’s fiddle and started playing something slow and sweet, everything was damned near perfect.

Striker broke the crust of the first pie, letting out a cloud of steam and the scent of savory herbs. The dog let out a plaintive whine and scrabbled at the floor near his feet. Striker took the knife out of his belt and skewered a morsel, blew on it to cool it a bit, then gave it to the dog. It fell on the meat with the kind of greediness than only comes from true hunger. The sight of it clouded Striker’s moment of languorous contentment, and he got down to the business of filling their bellies. With the application of food and warmth, he could feel his strength coming back like a rising tide. He was still exhausted, but he no longer felt like the shambling dead.

The barmaid sauntered over with a second pint. She was a fisherman’s widow, but still pretty enough to catch his eye. “Looks like you could do with this.”

Striker gave her a glance that brought color to her round cheeks. “There are a lot of things I could do with.”

Her mouth quirked, the bow of her mouth curving into a pout. “Something tells me you could use a good warming up. Maybe you could finish telling me how your steam engines worked.”

Gods, he had to admit there were good things about Killincairn. Images of pressure gauges and pistons scrambled in his memory with petticoats and the laces of her serviceable stays. She was not a tiny woman, but he liked that feeling of plenty under his hands.

“Later,” he said, putting a world of promise into the single word, although he wasn’t sure whether it was a promise he could keep. Not with Falkland running free.

She gave him a wink and swayed back to the bar. Striker started on that second pint, but slowly. The ale was good but strong, and he needed his wits sharp. He looked over his shoulder, catching a glimpse of Digby dancing a jig as he played.

The Blacks—brothers Tom and Alfred—were at Digby’s table, laughing at the fiddler’s antics. Both were big, dark-haired, hale young men who were close friends with Falkland. Striker calculated the odds if they did try to take the ship and the result wasn’t comforting. Beadle, the first mate, had left to visit family in the area. That meant right now there were three new crew against three old—and their bosun barely counted.

On cue, the lad wandered over, tankard in hand and curiosity wreathing a downy-cheeked face flushed with ale. Striker didn’t know Poole’s story outside the fact that he’d been a clergyman’s son. The lad wasn’t the biggest or brawniest of the men, but he was book-smart, with an innocence Striker had never possessed and a polish he could never aspire to. Still, Striker liked him well enough—even though he was fairly sure he frightened the lad a little.

Poole sat down, watching the dog lick eagerly at every last bit of gravy. “He’s hungry,” the young man observed.

“He can’t eat too fast, or it’ll all come back up.” Striker knew from his own experience that a starved stomach couldn’t take too much at once. “Somehow he got all the way out by the hangar.”

“He’s gone lame, and a dog can’t work if he’s only got three legs. Someone might have left him there just to be rid of him.”

“Maybe.” Striker grimaced, fishing another scrap of meat off his plate. He held out the tidbit, feeling the whiskery muzzle of the dog as it accepted the offering. A ratter that couldn’t catch any more rats—no one had time for a creature like that. That was just the way of the world.

Striker glanced up to see Digby was still in the middle of his song. He would give him two minutes before dragging him outside for a chat. In the meantime, he considered Poole. The lad wasn’t the first one he’d go to with Falkland’s treachery—he was too inexperienced—but maybe he could help with a different puzzle. “I was struck by lightning today.”

“Pardon me?” Poole blinked.

“Lightning. Knocked me out cold. I should be dead, shouldn’t I?”

The dog licked its chops and put a paw on Striker’s knee. Striker ruffled its ears, but his attention was on Poole’s answer. The lad leaned forward, his expression a little horrified and a lot fascinated. “By all the angels! Were you wearing your coat?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“What about your head?”

“Hood was up.”

“You’re a city boy, aren’t you?”

Striker narrowed his eyes. “What of it?”

Poole ducked his head, always a little skittish in the face of Striker’s gruff manner. “I grew up in the country. Any farmer could tell you that metal isn’t a good idea in a thunderstorm.”

Striker knew that much but decided not to take offense. “I lived.”

“So you did.” Bright-eyed with interest, Poole leaned forward a little, gesturing with his hands. “In this case, the coat might have saved you. I read about one of Faraday’s experiments. Something surrounded in metal in just the right way will survive a significant electrical charge.”

Striker had no idea who Faraday was and really didn’t care—but the bit about surviving was relevant. “And if it’s the wrong way?”

He winced. “Your heart might stop.”

A noise escaped Striker that was somewhere between a gulp and a grunt. Was that why his chest had hurt? Because his heart had been jolted in the blast? That crawling sense of a too-narrow escape was coming back again, and Striker shifted uneasily. The dog, flopped across his feet in a haze of well-fed contentment, muttered sleepily.

“A narrow escape,” Poole observed.

Striker grunted again, but with more authority, and swilled his ale to stop the shivers inside.

“I’d chalk it up to a miracle and count my blessings,” the lad said.

Striker slammed down the tankard. “I don’t trust miracles. If the Powers Beyond want a word, they can sit down with a pint and lay it out plain.”

“Maybe they just wanted to get your attention.”

“I don’t think so.” All the lightning bolt had done was stop him from beating Falkland flat. That, and seeing to it that he woke up next to a wet dog. As divine messages went, that was too obscure for Striker. Stone tablets would have been good—except that he couldn’t read.

Uneasiness crept through him, making him fidget. He didn’t like things—especially threats—that he couldn’t touch, taste, or smell, so he shoved the matter from his mind and glanced over his shoulder at Digby again. The fiddler was onto another tune. “Our new lads over there look happy.”

“We all are. You missed Beadle when he came by earlier tonight and bought us all a round.”

That got his attention. “He’s back?”

“From his mother’s. He’s gone again tonight to his sister’s, but will be here tomorrow. He said the steamspinner’s ready for a test flight.”

Striker felt a twist of something in his chest. Pride, yes. The ship was an amazing, beautiful thing. But there was something else, too—Nick should be there for that maiden flight.

It was his ship, after all. What if he doesn’t find us? Striker wanted to stop time, to freeze them all the way he’d seen beetles frozen in amber. They shouldn’t get to move on without their captain. It wasn’t right. But reminding the men of that didn’t seem fair, either. They deserved to fly the ship. Anyone who’d ever led men knew how important those triumphs could be.

Striker slid down in his chair, refusing to show the storm of emotion on his face.

“When?”

Poole’s young face lit up in a delighted smile. “Tomorrow. As soon as he’s back from visiting his sister.”

“Tomorrow?” Striker felt his mouth go dry.

The bosun’s brows arched. “You said the engines were ready to go.”

“There’s more to a ship than the engines, boy,” Striker said defensively.

“Like all those confusing ropey bits,” Poole answered with a pinch of sarcasm.

Striker cursed under his breath. “The day you learn how to mend the boiler, boy, I’ll learn your bloody knots.”

“We’ll make an airman of you yet, Mr. Striker.”

“About the time this dog sprouts wings.”

Damn it to the blackest hells. He picked up his mug, found it drained, and looked about for the barmaid. It was then he noticed the two brothers were gone, and Digby’s fiddle had gone silent. In fact, Digby was slumped over his table, snoring thickly.

A warning tingle crept up Striker’s spine. “How long has he been like that?” he asked Poole quietly.

Poole sniggered. “Just a minute or so. One too many pints.”

“Digby can hold his drink better than most.” Striker rose slowly, the ache in his injured knee a dull, warning throb. Covering his limp with a measured swagger, he crossed the room to where the tall man snored and drooled. He picked up Digby’s ale and sniffed. A faint bitter smell curled under the tang of the drink—easy to miss unless a person was looking for it. Bugger!

His chest going tight, he pressed two fingers to Digby’s throat, feeling for a pulse. With relief, he felt it was slow but steady. The dose had meant to knock him out, but not to harm. But why? Because it left no opposition but Poole—little more than a boy—and Striker, who was exhausted and all but lame?

The answer was easy. The steamspinner was ready to sail, and tonight there was almost no one around to guard it. If Roberts’s men were going to steal the ship, now would be the moment. Three was too small a crew to handle her for long, but they could pick up others once they were clear. Risky, but they were experienced airmen—not like Striker, who was a wizard with a wrench but couldn’t tell a bilge from a binnacle.

Striker let his hand drop from Digby’s neck. Alarm made his own breath feel tight, as if he’d swallowed poison that was choking off his air. He cleared his throat noisily, stepping back and glancing around the room. The barmaid had gone to the kitchen. Only Poole sat there, looking very young and a little confused. The locals had gone home or simply vanished, maybe with the encouragement of a shilling or two to stay out of the way. It was up to Striker to figure this out.

He felt the bump of the dog’s shoulder against his leg. All right, it’s up to me and a three-legged stray. And Poole could help, though Striker’d be damned if he put the lad in harm’s way. He limp-swaggered back to his own seat, the dog hopping behind him.

“There was something in Digby’s pint besides ale.”

“What’s going on?” Poole asked quietly, and with utter seriousness. “Is he all right?”

“He should be,” Striker said. “But it’s clear we’re out of time.”

The bosun leaned forward. “What do you mean?”

“Those three from Captain Roberts’s old crew are up to no good.”

“No good?” Poole prompted.

Striker cursed under his breath, not used to having to explain himself. He was better at thumping than talking. “Falkland was as good as trying to talk me into mutiny this afternoon.”

Poole went white. “The ship!”

Striker nodded. “Bright lad. I’m going back to the hangar. You try to get Digby back on his feet. We’ll need his help. Make him spew all his dinner if you have to.”

Poole’s eyes went wide, but he gave a jerky nod. Striker shrugged into his coat, twitching a little as he felt the brush of the damp, heavy canvas against his skin. It settled with a familiar drag against his shoulders. The dog sat down before him, thumping its rat tail on the floor.

“You can’t go,” Striker mumbled. Talking to a dog—at least in front of the young bosun—was silly.

The dog yipped.

“No.”

The dog put a paw on his boot. Striker didn’t have time to argue. He picked up the little dog and dumped it in Poole’s arms. “Keep him here.”

He started for the door, only to hear the bosun’s curse and a scrabble of toenails on the old wooden floor. Without another word, Striker picked up the animal before it hobbled and hopped after him into the dark, damp night. If the silly thing insisted on following him into a fight, so be it. He tucked it under his arm and continued. At least it had stopped raining and blowing, and the clouds were breaking up again.

Striker found his way back to the hangar by fitful moonlight. Carrying a lantern would have given away his position, and he supposed the others had the same idea because he saw no sign of anyone else walking the narrow track down to the cliffs. However, he did stop at the cottage he shared with Digby and picked up a small arsenal of weapons. If he was one against three, he was going to even those odds as best he could.

In the darkness, the hangar was not so much something he saw but a blank in the darkness where the huge structure blotted out the sky. To the left, moon silvered the waves, crests of foam a shifting lacework of white. Striker stopped and listened, and heard the chug of his engines beneath the rush of wind and sea. Someone was already there. He crept up to the hangar door, but it was shut. He set down the dog, gripped the handle, and pulled it open just far enough to slip through. The dog hopped inside, snout to the ground as if chasing a trail. Striker shouldered one of his aether guns and followed, every sense alert.

It was pitch-black, filled with the familiar scents of engine grease and fresh paint. Taking a risk, Striker lit up his chemical lantern. He held it up, shedding the sickly light as far as it would reach. No one moved in the shadows, which meant they were already aboard. Striker approached the ship.

The steamspinner Athena loomed above him, her prow invisible in the shadows. The ship was named after the air spirit who had traveled with Nick—and who had disappeared along with him, lost in the flame and terror of that battle. Losing Athena was like losing another crew member, and it hurt to think that she might never fly her namesake.

The Athena was a different design from the Red Jack, larger, and a lot more lethal looking. Nick had stolen the plans from a sorcerer and hired men to start building her as soon as they’d won enough booty. Nick and Striker had hatched their pirating schemes based on those drawings, and it seemed almost unreal that those far-flung dreams sired in desperation and disgust with their lives had manifested something so lovely.

She was a sleek, bullet-shaped vessel with a rigid frame and fins that swept back like the wings of a stooping hawk. The gondola hugged the bottom of the balloon, forming a single unit rather than following the old-style design that resembled a sea vessel suspended on ropes. But they had re-created the same hawk figurehead as had graced the Red Jack and written the names of the dead below three of the gun portals. The ship might be new, but old loyalties would not be forgotten.

Just then the dog let out a furious barking that sounded huge inside the hangar. Striker turned and raised his weapon, but a beat too late. Falkland was suddenly there, firing a revolver. Striker dropped and rolled, the bullet glancing off one of the metal plates of his coat with a ping.

His movement took him away from the ship as he scrambled behind a pile of crates for cover, weapon humming as it charged up. He glanced over the top. Falkland was stalking toward Striker’s position, revolver raised.

Striker took it all in within moments, though it felt like years. He cocked his weapon, the sound rich with satisfying peril. It was a gun of his own design—a twin-barreled, two-triggered affair able to shoot bullets or magnetized aether. Striker chose the aether, setting it low enough that Falkland would live to answer questions later. He focused, aimed, and fired, a ball of blue fire surging from the muzzle. The zoop sound of the gun was followed by a metallic stink.

It should have gone like clockwork, but for the dog. A frenetic ball of hopping, snarling fur exploded from under the ship and fastened onto Falkland’s ankle. The man yelped at terrier pitch, twisting in surprise—and out of the path of the shot. With a roar of frustration and fear for the dog, Striker burst from his cover and launched himself at Falkland. He grabbed the front of the man’s coat, bowling him over backward. Falkland fell, his gun spinning away, but he managed to drive his knuckles into Striker’s throat.

The effect was immediate. Pain gagged him, blurring his eyes and stripping the power from his limbs. He landed with his knee on Falkland’s chest, but that was all he could manage while he struggled to suck in air. The dog skittered away, unleashing a volley of yips.

Falkland took advantage of the moment to jab at Striker’s eyes, his nose, fighting hard and dirty. Striker got in a good hook to the jaw but Falkland got his feet under him, bucking Striker off. For a small man, he was strong. Striker scooped up his weapon, swinging it like a club because he was still blind with pain. It connected, but not hard enough. Falkland scrabbled for his own gun, but the dog was back, nipping and snarling. The man swore and tried to kick it aside, but even on three legs the mutt was too quick.

The dog bought Striker time to slam the man with a foot to the head. Falkland flew into the air, landing on the hard-packed dirt with a noise like a falling sack of grain. Striker surged forward to follow it up, but Falkland rolled to his knees, slamming his shoulder into Striker’s bad leg. The injured joint failed, sending Striker sideways. He landed on his hip, his gun arm pinned. Falkland grabbed for his throat again, but this time Striker was ready, driving his left elbow up with brutal force.

Falkland’s head snapped back, and Striker twisted out from under him, driving the heel of his hand into the man’s nose and hearing it crunch. Falkland flopped over, moaning thickly even as he tried to get his feet under him one more time.

With a filthy curse, Striker nailed Falkland with a ball of blue energy, knocking him unconscious. He lay in the dirt facedown, one arm flung out as if he meant to drag himself forward even then.

Shakily, Striker got to his feet. The dog crowded close, wriggling anxiously. “I’m all right,” Striker said. “Thanks to those teeth of yours.”

And then he heard a grinding noise that filled him with alarm. He spun to see the bay doors of the hangar spiraling open. They weren’t ordinary doors that swung open on hinges. Striker had designed overlapping panels that slid back into a circular aperture, opening right at the edge of the cliff so that the pilot could dock the steamspinner directly inside the hangar.

The ship was braced on pairs of legs that projected from the keel, giving it the appearance of a gigantic caterpillar. They folded away when the steamspinner was in flight, and each was fitted with tiny thrusters that enabled the ship to glide forward along the ground. Once the bay doors were open, the ship would simply float out over the ocean and away.

Striker ducked beneath the ship, stooping only slightly since the legs raised the bottom of the hull a good six feet from the floor. Then he jogged forward, the dog at his heels. The gondola was attached to the front third of the steamspinner’s keel, and the helm would be at the very fore of the vessel—but entering through the gondola would tip off the Black brothers. There was a trapdoor farther back, normally used to load cargo. A moment with his pocket knife, and Striker had it open. He grabbed the edges of the opening and hauled himself up. The dog whined and pranced, clearly unhappy to be left behind.

“Sorry,” he said softly, and got to his feet. A wave of guilt and worry dragged on him, heavier than his trademark coat. He swallowed as the mutt stared up, eyes huge in its pointed face. “I’ll come back for you, all right?” Then he turned away, feeling like an idiot, and got back to the business of saving the day as the dog’s whines tugged at his insides.

Two walkways ran the length of the ship. The one inside the keel, where Striker stood, was the domain of steam engines, propellers, and weapons bays. The keel joined to the axial corridor by ladders at several points. Up there, one could see the complex system of cells filled by the greenish gas from aether distillate, as well as four sets of complex apparatus that separated the aether from the surrounding atmosphere. Their glass double-helix shapes glowed unearthly green, shedding the light down the vent shafts like spears of lime-colored fog. These two passages and their ladders were the framework of Striker’s kingdom. After all the time he’d spent calibrating the machines till they purred, there wasn’t a bolt, spring, or wing nut he didn’t know personally.

Striker had lived in many different places, but they had always been rooms owned by someone else and rented by the week. This was the first place he’d ever built with his own hands, and he would be damned before anyone stole it away. As he passed the weapons room, he paused. There were lockers of guns, knives, and explosives, and even bows and arrows. There were hot harpoons, stopwatch beetles designed to paralyze a ship, and payloads for air guns and regular cannons. And then there were Striker’s experimental pieces—aether guns and blunderbusses with clustered barrels and something that looked rather like a tuba that shot streams of distillate meant to float the enemy to places where air simply didn’t reach. Striker was already armed, but he took the time to strap on a few more choice pieces.

He heard a shift in the thruster engines that said the steamspinner was getting ready to move. He could force a shutdown from the engine bays, but not without damaging the ship’s control systems. With a curse, he ran the rest of the way to the hatch that separated the keel walkway from the back of the gondola. It was locked, bolted on the inside.

A blank, blind rage assaulted him. This was his ship—and a door was simple to fix. Ignoring his limp, he slammed a booted foot against the door, aiming his heel right over the lock. He heard the wood splinter and felt the damage as if it were his own flesh splintering. He slammed again, and again, giving up any pretense of sneaking up on the thieves.

The door burst open, and he lunged forward. The back of the gondola was crew quarters. He charged past them, scanning for a drawn weapon or leaping foe as he went. He’d be running into fire, but that was a risk he had to take. There was no time for sneaking around.

He found trouble as he left the cabins behind and reached the mess area. Like the rest of the ship, it was spare, bright, and functional. Tom Black had turned over the large table, using it as a barricade, and fired as Striker barreled toward him. The bullet slammed into his side with a bruising wallop, knocking him back, but once again the metal-plated coat stopped it from doing worse. Striker rolled, getting to his feet, and fired the aether gun. The table disappeared into a haze of crackling blue energy. Tom leaped backward with a roar of dismay as the energy—attracted by metal—sizzled through the air to light up his gun. He flung it aside, shaking sparks of blue from his arm and cursing in pain.

Striker could see outside the tall windows on either side of the mess. The hangar was starting to inch past as the thrusters gained momentum. With a lurch of panic, he plunged through the mess hall, hoping to make it past the map room to the bridge. He was out of time to stop the ship.

The windows wrapped around the bow, giving a breathtaking vista. Striker caught a glimpse of the open sky, which meant the bay doors were fully open now. Alfred Black was at the controls, his face crumpled in concentration as he inched the ship forward. Here was Striker’s real target.

“Stop!” he roared.

Alfred glanced up, obviously aware that there was trouble but pushing ahead anyway. Maybe he believed that getting the ship afloat would solve everything—until he saw Striker’s face.

The next moment, the world reeled as Tom brought a chair crashing down on Striker’s back, knocking his aether weapon out of his grasp. Striker didn’t try to resist, but let himself fall, snatching at Tom’s ankles and coming up behind him as he toppled, grabbing for his throat. He’d been sloppy, leaving an enemy behind him, and he wasn’t going to make that mistake twice.

But incredibly, Tom twisted away, dodging free. Alfred was reaching for something, presumably a weapon. Striker wasted no time, but scrambled up and vaulted forward, slamming his forearm into Alfred’s throat. The man went down like a sack of spuds, breath coming out in a whistle. Alfred was a big man, but Striker was just as big and a lot more experienced when it came to fighting with fists and elbows. Alfred tried to lash out, landing a heel on Striker’s shin, but the blow was muffled by Striker’s thick leather boot tops. Striker pulled Alfred up by the front of his jacket, only to flatten him again with a cracking punch. Alfred flopped like a fish, trying to return the blow but flailing wide. Then Striker rolled Alfred onto his stomach and wrenched one arm behind him, at the same time planting a knee in the small of the man’s spine. Alfred stopped moving. All of Striker’s weight, and that of his metal-clad coat, hovered ready to ram against Alfred’s shoulder joint. Just like that, Striker had taken complete control. Quick, brutal violence was what it meant to be a streetkeeper.

“I could have shot you,” Striker snarled, “but I’d have made a mess all over the control panel.”

Alfred made a sound something like “Nrrggh,” but he obviously got the point. With relief, Striker felt the ship, untended, slow to a stop. For a fraction of a second, he’d won. Of course, Tom was still loose. Striker drew his sidearm and put it to Alfred’s head, betting on brotherly concern.

“Stop right there!” Tom barked, both hands wrapped around Striker’s aether gun.

“Take your own advice,” Striker returned, shifting so that Tom could see the muzzle pressed to Alfred’s head. “Put down my weapon or you’ll see firsthand what happens to thieves and traitors.”

“You won’t kill my brother,” Tom said. It was hard to tell if he meant it as a fact or a plea. “You’re a hard man, Striker, but you’re not the kind to murder in cold blood.”

“You’re wrong there,” Striker said. “And you’re a fool if you think I won’t protect this ship from mutiny.” Heat flared under Striker’s skin, the poison of disappointment and outrage leaving him slicked with sweat. He should have been used to such things by now, but he’d grown soft among the airmen. He’d come close to trusting his fellow men, for all that they were pirates. “We took you in and gave you a place on our crew. Nick’s crew. Now you’re stealing his ship.”

“Just hear us out. Please.” Tom’s blunt face was pale beneath the fringe of his dark hair. “We’re more like you than not. We loved our ship. We love our captain. The difference is that we know where he is. Wouldn’t you move heaven and earth to save Captain Niccolo if you could?”

Fury surged through Striker, hot as one of the blue bolts from his gun. His lips drew back from his teeth. “How can you even ask that?”

“Of course you would,” said Tom quietly. “We know that.”

And there it was—everything Striker didn’t want to see, because they were too much alike. It was the reason he hadn’t given Falkland a chance, and why he’d been willing to take down the Black brothers now. Yes, they were stealing the ship, but it was far worse than that. They were changing his world. The crew had been cloistered in Killincairn, healing and keeping vigil for Nick. Striker didn’t want to take his eyes off the road where his friend might still appear, but the steamspinner was ready to fly. Captain Roberts’s crew saw that, even though it was a truth he desperately wanted to deny.

Every one of Striker’s instincts screamed to keep control of the situation, to shoot the brothers before they could do any more harm. Brute force was simple and reliable—but there was something in Tom’s face that reminded him of the dog gazing up through the trapdoor. The man was pleading. If it had been him stealing a ship for Nick’s sake, Striker would have pleaded, too.

And maybe it was the lightning strike or Poole’s divine forces at work, but something caught his attention, almost like a tap on the shoulder. The situation swiveled around in his mind and pointed the other way, like a weathercock in a shifting wind.

And he hated it. This fresh possibility was a monumental hurdle, something unfamiliar to clamber over. He had to make a decision: he could put the Black brothers and Falkland squarely in the box marked “enemies,” or he could do something else. He cursed under his breath, wanting the clarity of a killing fury.

But anger wasn’t logical. He didn’t need more enemies. Their shattered crew couldn’t afford them—and Nick, with his quick wits and instincts for persuasion, would have found a way to make Roberts’s crew his friends. As Nick’s second, it was up to Striker to carry on in Nick’s spirit. Bugger.

Bitter surrender flooded him, leaving a sour taste on his tongue. He didn’t want to move on, and he didn’t relish a world he didn’t understand, but he rarely got his way. Nick would just slap him on the shoulder and tell him to choke it down like a grown-up pirate—and for some reason, Striker would refrain from breaking his face.

With an amused snort, he holstered his gun. As he did so, Tom lowered his weapon, a puzzled expression rumpling his features.

“Mostly I don’t care about what happens on other ships,” Striker said, his voice surly. “But your Captain Roberts can’t be altogether a bastard if he’s got men willing to brave Devil’s Island for his sake.”

“You’re right,” said Tom, his voice shaking. “Men dread him, but to us he’s the best there is.”

There was a sudden clatter and Digby came crashing through from the mess, wobbling on his long legs. His red hair stood up in tufts, as if he had combed through it with his fingers. He looked awful. Poole was a step behind, wide-eyed and carrying a brace of pistols. Tom drew back, raising the gun again.

“Put up your weapons!” Striker ordered.

“What’s going on?” Digby demanded, swaying slightly. “Bloody hell, Striker, what did you do to Falkland?”

“It’s a mutiny,” Striker growled defensively.

“They’re only three people.”

“We’re only three people.”

“Then let’s not have a mutiny,” Digby said reasonably. “It’s embarrassing without at least a dozen to a side. It lacks the proper … je ne sais quoi.”

Striker wasn’t sure what that was, but in the interest of peace he let Arnold up and stepped back, keeping his hand near the butt of his gun. He was willing to grant a crumb of trust, but he’d draw his revolver again if either Black so much as sneezed.

Then he faltered, not sure how to go about turning the situation around, and still not sure he wanted to. But he understood saving a man from trouble, so he stuck with that. “Roberts is not my captain, but I don’t begrudge you wanting to find him.” He flexed his fingers, the leather gloves creaking. “That doesn’t change the fact the steamspinner’s not yours to take. You should’ve asked. Then we’d have given you the crew as well as the ship.”

He heard Poole’s intake of breath, and wondered what the lad was thinking. To his surprise, he realized that he cared—and had for a while. He wanted to do right by all of the Red Jack’s crew. They were as close—closer, even—than the rogues he’d ruled as streetkeeper for the Gold King.

Arnold narrowed his eyes. “You’d help us? After pounding us into the deck?”

“You earned that pounding. You crossed a line,” Digby said dryly. “Friends don’t steal.”

“But would you help us now?” Tom asked in his quiet voice. “Now that you know?” There was a thread of hope in the words that would have broken the heart of a softer man.

“We’d vote on it,” Striker said. “That’s how we’re doing things until Nick gets back. And even if we let you borrow the ship, nobody”—here he let his words plummet to subterranean tones—“touches my engines but me.”

* * *

The next day Striker sat on the hill, watching the road. There were different flavors of sadness, almost like different kinds of beer, and he’d tasted them all. This one had an undertone that was hard to name, but it spoke of more than just loss. Nick had left behind the ship and its remaining crew, and they were picking up the pieces. It hurt Striker to let go of his grief, but that was the only way to make the pain diminish, and that was the best way to honor Nick. The price of loyalty included acting as he would have wished.

But the pain had a companion, and it was sweeter. With the ship in play and their injuries healed, the crew could start searching for the Indomitable Niccolo. Roberts’s men had said they’d help—once their own captain was rescued. The days of sitting and waiting were done. That put a fire in Striker’s belly. Waiting was the worst.

Behind Striker, the rest of the crew was hauling provisions into the ship. He’d join them in a moment, but he’d given himself a last moment to send his strength out across that rolling green to his friend. Nick was a magician who talked to air spirits, after all, not to mention birds. Sending a message this way wasn’t as stupid an idea as it sounded.

“We’ll come back,” he said into the breeze, quietly enough that no one would overhear. “And we’ll find you, you sorry bastard.”

At the sound of his voice, the dog, which had squashed itself next to him, turned up its pointed snout and pricked its ears. Striker gave it an absent pat. He hadn’t got around to finding the dog a home, and now he suspected that home would be aboard the ship. The mutt had been quick to establish allies—and, truth be told, it’d wriggled its way into Striker’s heart. Who would have known that he still had one?

Digby joined him, dropping down onto the green turf. “With luck, we’ll only be gone for a few weeks.”

Striker grunted. “We’ll come and go, but the hangar’s here. When Nick comes, he’ll know to wait.”

Digby gave him a serious look. “You think he will come?”

“I keep thinking I’d know it if he was gone. Don’t ask me why.”

The tall man grinned. “Because you’re special. I heard about the lightning.”

Striker grunted again. “Just the gods kicking me in the head.” He still wasn’t comfortable talking about that whole incident. Not much gave him the shudders, but that much randomness did. He expected to die at an enemy’s hand, not fried in a field halfway to nowhere and for no reason he could name.

Digby cleared his throat. “Like I said, we’re only going to be gone for a few weeks, but we still need someone in charge. Voting is all well and good, but not when we get into a fight. Someone has to give orders.”

“Beadle’s back.” Striker knew he didn’t seem the type to bow to authority, but the first mate had won his respect. Striker wouldn’t give Beadle trouble.

“We took a vote,” Digby said, avoiding his gaze. “Including Beadle.”

“But not me.” A pang of annoyance stiffened his spine. The dog whimpered.

“True.”

And then he understood. “Bloody hell, I’m good with engines, but I’m not a real airman!”

“Neither is Nick.”

Protests crammed Striker’s throat, but he swallowed them back. He’d led men before and knew the first thing they needed to see was confidence. Nick would need a crew when he got back. If Striker was going to keep them together, there had to be someone to rally around in the meantime—and it might as well be him and his lightning-blasted coat. But he’d still be looking to Beadle for the practical details.

“Look,” Digby said. “Devil’s Island is no dawdle. We all know that. We’ll need what you’ve got to get us out alive.”

“What’s that?” Striker said, hiding a smirk. In truth, he was ridiculously pleased they’d picked him.

Digby sighed. “You’re a bloody attack dog, that’s why. You’ll tear the enemy to shreds and never give up until every one of us is clear of danger.” He got to his feet.

Almost awkward with emotion, Striker followed, the mutt under his arm. He was bad enough with words under regular circumstances; there was nothing he could say after that.

“Speaking of which …” Digby pointed. “I assume he’s coming with us?”

Striker shrugged, fumbling his mask back into place. “Other pirates have parrots. I have a three-legged bacon hound.”

The word “bacon” got him an excited yip.

“Bacon!” said Digby.

The mutt yipped again, stretching up its whiskery muzzle and licking its chops.

The red-haired man grinned. “I think he knows his name.”

Bacon? Striker winced. He’d been thinking of something a bit more heroic. Poole had suggested Zeus or Thor in honor of the lightning strike. Maybe Jove. But …

Bacon? Striker stared at the dog, which licked its new master’s nose.

Bollocks. Life was short and uncertain, and it made sense to embrace what was most important. “Bacon it is.”

“Aye, Captain,” Digby said with a mocking salute.

Striker sauntered down the hill to his crew.
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