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Preface


Welcome back to the Ternion Universe. Noble’s Luck is set in the same world as my Twisted Luck series, but instead of modern day this starts in Victorian England and magic has already started to change history.

This is set as an alternate history, so Prince Albert did not die, he emerged. Disraeli stayed in office longer. Victoria never sank into her reclusive era. I tried to make it real and accurate, but magic changes things. As this was set wholly in Britain, I did my best to do all the spellings in British English, so expect the occasional unexpected u or c where you want an s.

I hope you love the story of the Luck siblings. To stay up to date what is coming next, special offers, signed copies, and where you can find the author (me!) in person, please sign up for my newsletter. Click here <-!

Otherwise, enjoy the world I created and find me on social media to learn more.

Mel
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Monday, April 24th, 1865

Discovering things was hours of boring repetition, with moments of exciting enlightenment. I could really do with some of the enlightenment at the moment. I stared at the contraption before me. Some of the new discoveries coming out of the colleges were talking about how different wavelengths of light could do more than let you see. The obvious was the sun and how it could burn you or a magnifying glass could start a fire. But could this be used in a better way? I tilted the crystal one way, then another, watching it as it scattered rainbows across the wall. While pretty, I couldn't think of a way to use this information. This idea would have to sit for a while longer.

The other idea was almost working. Watching fireworks had given me an idea. What if I could create something that, when thrown, exploded in light and smoke? It would make for an excellent distraction or special effects for a stage performance. The magnesium powder, potassium, and the flash paper should work, but it needed to be carried without combusting. Then it needed to ignite when thrown. The exact mechanics were still being fleshed out, but I could tell I was close.

With a sigh, I turned to the last item on my main bench. A few people had shared papers on liquid batteries, but they would spill and were not convenient to move around. I had an idea for creating a battery using acid and copper. But I was struggling to get the materials I needed. Manganese was easy enough, but ammonium chloride was being a pain. There was something about how the energy moved back and forth between them that made me think it could generate power. But all I could get was salt, sodium chloride, and ammonia. There was something I was missing. Perhaps my science text books would tell me more. Part of me hated taking the time to research. I wanted to be DOING things, but I kept running into the limits of my own knowledge, which was frustrating.

The other bench was covered in half-started projects, ideas, and so on. Things that I didn't want to pursue at the moment, but didn't want to forget about. There was a pile of pamphlets about some scientific breakthroughs and even a few daily periodicals. Those were almost useless with the talks of magic and the talk that the prince consort had been seen doing magic. I really wished they would keep the fiction to the weekly serialized stories. I had more important things to be doing.

A gentle chime of bells pulled me out of my focus on the various experiments sitting on my workshop bench. If I had been truly involved in anything, I would not have noticed it. As it was, an interruption was almost welcome. I pulled out my pocket watch as I headed to the door with my cane and awkward gait. It was almost ten in the morning. The servants rarely disturbed me, so it raised questions already. I opened the door, the hinges squeaking loudly. Those would not be fixed. It was a secondary warning that someone was coming in and that noise was loud enough that it would cut into my deepest focus. Probably.

A servant stood there with a relieved look on their face when I opened the door. That told me why they were there, and I suppressed a sigh.

"Mr. Duncan, your father wishes to see you in his study immediately," the servant said. I knew the relief was mostly that they had not needed to come into my little refuge. The other part was that since they had told me, they didn't need to deal with my father again.

"Thank you. I'm coming," I said, turning to lock the door to my area. Not that anyone ever entered it, but the last thing I needed was some street urchin to slip in and get themselves killed. Not only would I feel horrible, the press would have a field day with it, and the last thing father tolerated was his name in the paper. Even just having it mentioned that we were at a ball or what not set him off. The man had no moderation. He only approved of business mentions, not social ones.

Shrugging off the sudden introspective mood, I headed toward the house, each awkward step creating a jarring pain. If I was lucky, the meeting would not take long, and then I could head out to one of the societies. I wanted to see if they had any more studies in on the creation of batteries. My experiments would go so much smoother with more information.

I reached the entry hall, and Emmeline stood there, her shoulders hunched and body slightly curved inward. I'd noticed she'd started that more and more after father made a snide comment about her being unwomanly with her height. She looked at me and sighed. "Duncan, he will not be happy with your presentation." Her voice was a whisper, but at least it had a bit of personality to it. The Emmie I preferred.

"He is rarely happy with me. Why should I expect it to change now?" I shrugged. My hair was rarely neat and worrying about anything else was not worth my time and energy. Besides, ever since the accident, he could barely stand to look at me. My permanent limp and twisted leg were all he saw anymore.

Emmeline shifted into her wallflower personality, and I wanted to grab her and shake her. I hated when she tried to fade into the background. My sister was smart, but no one ever looked past her appearance, which regrettably took after our father rather than our mother. She patted herself down, trying once again to be the mouse the earl expected, then turned toward the study. The footman opened the door, and she stepped in, then she paused and I bumped into her.

"Emmie, why are you stopping?" I didn't mean to sound so annoyed, but really stopping mid stride when you knew someone was behind you was never acceptable. Especially when I had to judge each step for cane placement.

"If you two are done acting like street urchins seeing a bath for the first time, come and sit down." Father's impatient voice filled the study with an oppressive weight, and I wanted to turn around and walk out. Emmie scurried to the chair on the far side of the desk, but I glanced at the stranger sitting in the first chair in front of the desk.

I moved slowly to give myself time to look him over. From his clothes, I would have said middle class. The scar on his left cheek implied that or lower. But there was something oddly familiar about him. Had I met him before? A servant perhaps?

Either way, I needed to make sure Father knew the power play did not impress me. I collapsed into the middle chair, my leg sticking out at an angle. It felt better this way. I resisted the urge to rub it, but I'd need to later, maybe with an ointment. The flicker of annoyance that crossed his face told me he got the message.

"As you two have managed to appear in my presence, though not at all in the manner you should, I have information to impart to you." He cleared his throat and, for a moment, I wondered if he could ever be proud of me. "I am ashamed that I have the equivalent of a layabout as a son and a daughter that is unable to find an appropriate marriage. As such, I have taken matters into my own hands. I have arranged a marriage for you, Emmeline. You will marry Count Reginald Smythe. There is a ball this Friday, where you will become acquainted with him. He wants to assess you prior to any finalization of the wedding. But I expect there to be no issues."

I jerked upright in my chair, feeling like I'd been slapped. Layabout? I was not a layabout. I was working hard on creating things, and I was close to being able to file at least another three patents, if not more. Then it registered the rest of the sentence. He was marrying off Emmie?

My mind scrambled to place the name and I couldn't, but from her white face, it wasn't good. Then the rest of the words continued, and I felt like I had been sucker punched.

"He has offered to waive any dowry if you suit him, so I expect you to find him most agreeable. And if you refuse him," Father continued, "you will be sent to the country under the supervision of Cousin Arnold and his wife Elizabeth. There, you will help to take care of their children."

At that moment, I wanted to pull my sister up and take her away. How could he do this to his own child? But before I could decide on the appropriate reaction, he turned his attention to me.

"Duncan, I tire of your foolish tinkering. I have doubts about your ability to take my place when I am gone, and I refuse to allow this title to go to waste. The fact that you have avoided all balls and any potential matches leads me to believe you are no longer a man in the ways that matter. As such, this is your brother, Silas."

The blows kept coming, and I jerked, turning to fully look at the silent young man to my right. My cock worked just fine, though I wasn't about to tell him that, but still the assumption that it didn't still stung.

"He is the product of a … lover I had years prior to marrying your mother." There was a strangeness to how he said that, but that father made such a statement surprised me not at all. He had never cared for the social niceties. Only mother had convinced him to do anything like that because of appearances. "He was educated at Charterhouse, so while not the same level as your education at Eton, it will suffice. Both of you have a year to find an interest worthy of an Earl and prove to me you have the ability to manage the challenges intrinsic to this role. I will not allow the honour of this title to be squandered by my descendants. In order to make the challenge more equitable, though life is never fair, Silas will be moving into the room next to yours, Duncan, and living here with the same allowance as you have for the next year. After that year, as Emmeline will be well married by then, we will reconvene and see which of you is better suited to the earldom."

I had no idea who to stare at more, my new brother or my asshole of a father.

"That will be all. Dismissed."

Emmeline rose and looked at us, her face so pale and blank that I worried she would pass out. Once she’d ushered us into the hall, social duties won out. "Gentlemen, shall we adjourn to the parlour? I feel we have much to discuss," she said in wooden tones. But she was correct. We needed to talk.

I followed, my brain spinning so hard nothing registered until we sat down in the parlour, and she started in with social pleasantries. Social pleasantries! This was not the time.

My words burst out with fine disregard for the proper niceties. "I can not believe Father. Who is this boy?" I waved my hand at Silas as if he was a child, not a man years older than I was. "He doesn't approve of my 'tinkering' as he calls it. I'm inventing. Inventions are what made this country great. So now, unless I bend to his whim, I lose everything." I started pacing back and forth, my frustration level so great I could not hold still, the pain from the movement driving my agitation.

"I ne'er asked for this." My half-brother spoke, so quietly it just exacerbated my frustrations.

"And you think I did?" I stared at him. What sort of man was he? Who was this person? This brother?

"Duncan, sit down and be quiet. At least you haven't been sentenced into a marriage with a man as old as Father, who slobbers when he eats. All you have to do is prove you can act like an earl should."

Emmeline's voice cut out like a whip, and I flinched back at the reminder of what awaited her. In comparison, the title of Earl meant nothing. At least I wouldn't be turned into a personal slave.

"Now please sit down and act like the adults we supposedly are." Her eyes were closed as she spoke, and I sank into the chair, not wanting to make it any worse for her.

How do I help her?

The thought whirled in my head. But soon after that was a more selfish one.

How do I help myself?

My mind pulled from its wanderings to listen to Silas speak.

“I always knew I was a bastard. That my father was nobility, I guessed. When I was younger, ma always had money, though ma didn't work a full time job.. Then the 'scholarship' to Charterhouse showed up. But neither of us was going to complain. I tried my best there, but as you can see, I still got in a few fisticuffs." He traced the scar running down his cheek with a wry smile. "I graduated and have a few friends, though most guessed I was a bastard to some lord. I joined the East India Army and ended up in India for a decade. Was sent home at the beginning of the year and arrived in London last month. Last week your father showed himself at the boarding house I'm staying at. Said to be here this morn, and he'd change my world. He told me he was my father, but I know men like him rarely care about their bastards, though the schooling was appreciated." He finished and shrugged, his eyes flicking between us.

"So you thought you would just waltz in here and take my title?" I said it challengingly, but I was warming to the idea of having a brother. It might be nice.

He snorted in response. "I can waltz, but the odds of me getting that title are nil. Your father, our dad I guess, is just trying to rile you up. He wants something of you, though not sure what." He locked eyes with Emmie. "You, he just wants gone, but I have no idea why."

She ducked her head, and my nails bit into my palms. There were days I hated my mother for dying, but I had never blamed Emmie. She explained our mother's death upon giving birth to her, and I focused on the man. What sort of man was he? Educated, but that didn't mean he was good or smart. I'd met many who were neither in my time at Eton.

"Ah. Sorry for your loss. My ma died about fourteen years ago now. But still, not like it was your fault. Babies don't ask to be born." He sat up straighter and looked at both of us with sharp eyes.

His words made me tilt toward a good man. But the rest of what he said had filtered past my outrage, and my brain had engaged, finally.

"Rile me up? So you are just a tool of his?" I had no idea if that was a good or a bad thing.

"Sure am. Honestly, the only thing I'm hoping to get out of this is maybe some siblings. I ain't ne'er had a real family besides my ma."

Novel concept, a brother. Maybe he could help me protect Emmie.

I jumped to my feet. It made no sense to delay. I need to take the measure of this man. "Come with me. We need to talk. Emmie, I'll see you later."

I ushered him out of the parlour, and we headed toward my workshop.
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Monday, April 24th

As we walked into the entryway, I stared at the brother I'd never known existed. I could see the resemblance to our father in the hair and the nose, maybe the jut of the chin, but his eyes were kinder. The mouth had more smile lines around it, and overall I didn't instantly look at this man the way I did the earl. "So, how long have you known he was your father?"

"Showed up on me doorstep about a week ago and demanded I be here. He said he had an opportunity for me." My brother didn't look as thrilled with the idea as I would've expected, but then the earl was rarely somebody you looked forward to meeting.

"Does that mean you were prepared for his announcement?" I was curious. The title was my birthright, but not something I really cared about. While I had no reason to believe I was incapable of siring children, regardless of what the earl thought, the idea of exposing my damaged body to anyone had made me reluctant to even consider a courtship.

"No," Silas said in a hard tone.

I couldn't help but laugh. "That sounds about right. Come on, I'll show you my laboratory so you can see the 'tinkering' I do, that father disapproves of so greatly."

I led him out of the house and headed into the backyard. On one side was the outhouse that everybody used and the servants would dump the chamber pots into. The other side of the yard contained a large shed building. It was my pride and joy. It had actual glass windows in it, and nobody barged in to bug me. That rule had been in place for years, ever since one of the cooks' assistants had opened the door, came in, and touched my shoulder. It startled me. I dropped the spoon containing burning magnesium, which hit the chloride, causing an explosion of flame and sparks. It had taken two weeks for the assistant's eyebrows to grow back. Needless to say, it was my refuge, and not even the earl would come and bug me when I was busy in here willy-nilly.

I pushed open the door and waved Silas in. As he entered, I looked around my laboratory, trying to see it through another person's eyes. Along two sides of the building, there was a long bench. Covered with dozens of various apparatus and tools, it contained things I was currently working on. Others were items I was either trying to fix or tearing apart trying to understand. For the first time, I realized what a disaster this place was. I felt my face heat as nothing in here looked organized or even intelligent.

"I'm sorry, this must look like a complete mad scientist lab. Really, I know what I'm doing. I'm just not as good at it as what I would like to be."

Silas looked around with furrowed brows. "What exactly are you trying to do?"

A sigh escaped me. I hated trying to explain what I was doing. I waved my hand at various things, keeping the frustration out of my voice. "Batteries, light weapon, and explosive packets mostly. With a few other mechanical devices."

Silas narrowed his eyes as he gazed around my lab, then looked back at me. "And what good would explosive packets be?" He didn't sound dismissive or afraid, but actually curious.

"I'm not actually sure. I was thinking stage productions, but also it might provide a distraction for a lady when walking. But it won't explode yet when throwing on the ground. If I toss a match at it, it works wonderfully, but that is hard to do without it blowing up in your face."

"So they don't work?"

A sigh escaped me. "That's part of my problem, making them work consistently and be useful. Look at what I'm trying to do over here." I moved over to a device that was partially torn apart. "This is a new type of camera that should be able to take photos. Much faster without the whole eerie flash. There's no reason it can't be internal. I just can't figure it out. My background in engineering is solid, chemistry I'm struggling with."

As Silas wandered over to look, I pointed at something else. "This at least mostly works." I picked up my crawler. "It's a crawler. You can attach a line to the back of it, and it will pull up to a pound and can climb walls. Look." I wound up my little creation. It looked vaguely like a boxy ant, with six legs and a hook at the back. Coiled springs drove the mechanics, with little grabby feet that would walk up most porous surfaces. I placed it on the wall, and it whirred and started moving up the wall, one leg at a time. My grin burst out. This I at least had filed a patent on.

"What is it for?" Silas asked, moving over to look at it as it moved up the wall.

"With all the electricity being installed in houses, I saw how they had to rip walls apart to run the wire. I figured you could attach a length of string to my crawler, put it in the wall and let it climb to the top. You need to make sure you have the holes in the right place, as it only goes in a straight line, but it should work." I shrugged. "It still gets stopped too easily. I'm trying to make it smaller so the holes can be smaller." Right now it was about the size of a woman's shoe. "The problem is, I can't manipulate something that small." The disappointment leaked out in my voice, and I cleared my throat trying to hide it.

Silas pointed over to something else. "And this?" His accent and grammar would slip occasionally, but as his speech was still clear and understandable, I figured it didn't matter.

"This should be a way to tell how much sugar is in a glass of wine or sherry." I glared at the device. The refraction still wasn't quite right. Another thing I needed to find a mentor to discuss.

Silas eyes narrowed as he gazed around and looked back at me. "And what good would that be?"

There was something about the tone of voice that made me want to kick at the table like a schoolboy being called out for doing something dishonourable. "I'm not 100% sure. I think wineries or vintners could use it. It popped into my mind when I overheard somebody talking about it someday that one day. They were talking about how hard it was to figure out when was the right time to take wine out of the barrel. I thought this would be an interesting way to do it. It's really interesting. Light refracts differently, depending on the amount of sugar or something. If you could test a few drops, you'd have an idea of where it was in the fermentation process."

Silas just nodded, but didn't say much else, and my shoulders slumped as I looked around. "I suppose maybe the earl is right. I'm wasting my time and energy." The words coated my tongue with bitter resentment as I stared at the floor in frustration.

"I would not say that. I would say you are not meeting what the earl values," Silas said slowly.

I jerked my head up to look at him. "What do you mean?"

Silas shrugs. "Even in the short time I've known him, he values money, appearance, and status. Neither you nor your sister are adding to that."

"She's your sister too," I pointed out with an automatic snipe, then I gritted my teeth, trying to think about what he said.

"She is," Silas said calmly. "And are you okay with her being married off to the man the earl mentioned?"

"I don't know. I can't place who he is. Maybe it's a good marriage and he'll take care of her." The words were a lie, and I knew it.

The look Silas gave me made me feel two inches tall. "You expect people to be naturally good. It's been my experience, they ain't."

"She's his daughter. He wouldn't hurt her," I protested, but again I felt the lie as it left my mouth. All my life, I had only seen him criticize her. Even when she was doing all his correspondence, there was never a compliment or even silence. It was always what she had done wrong. I had been the favourite until the incident at Eton. Until I didn't heal right. Now he hated us both.

Silas said nothing, but looked around.

I looked at my experiments and thought about money and status. That was what he wanted besides me being whole, but that I couldn't change. He only had small estates, but I had avoided learning how to run those. Maybe I should quit. If I tried and then showed him how my creations could improve his status, it would help. Of course, first I had to figure that part out. But I could do nothing about my leg, my hip, my appearance.

"I agree. He is difficult. But I'll think about what you said. What about you?" I wanted to know more about this man, but it had been a while since I tried to make small talk.

Silas shrugged, his hands still in his pockets. "I believe I'll head back to my residence. I have some thinking to do, and I have a job interview tomorrow."

"Oh?" I pushed, curious about this man who was now part of my life.

"Yes. It's for staff at the East India Club. I am not sure ‘tis the right job to take, but I suspect depending on the earl would be foolish."

"What about you moving in here?" I asked, wanting to get to know him more. I'd always wanted a brother. While I liked Emmie, she wasn't allowed to do any of the fun stuff with me, though I thought I'd seen the desire in her eyes. But girls didn't get to do stuff like that. For a second, I wondered about how that must chafe. But Silas distracted me.

A grin flashed across his face. "I'll be taking it, of course. If nothing else, it saves me money on rent and food, even if it is only for a month or so."

I had to laugh at his blatant use of my father, and I respected it. Most of my life I'd tried to not be like the earl. Maybe I needed to pay a bit more attention on how to manipulate him.

"Then I'll see you back here tonight?"

"Assuming everything goes the way I intend, yes." Silas looked around. "But I need to leave."

"Oh, yes." I turned and escorted him back to the house. "Take care." He gave me a nod, but to my surprise and curiosity, he went to the earl's study and knocked, entering rather than leaving the house.
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Monday, April 24th

Ishrugged and went up to my room. I needed to think about what he said, and I had an idea for a cane that would have a spike trigger. And if that worked, there was no reason it would not work as well in an umbrella or parasol. My mind drifted back to Emmie. Maybe she would be happy? What was the man's name again? I needed to go call on a friend and find out more about the man. My mind was a whirl with thoughts and patterns as I got to my room. It would be a busy day.

After spending two hours making sketches on how the mechanics would work, I washed my face, put on a clean cravat and shirt, then headed out to call on a few friends. The first one on my list was Lord Renford Foxglove. I'd attended Eton with him, and while he wasn't as enraptured with the beauty of science and physics preferring archaeology for some ridiculous reason, he was one of the most well read, intelligent, and social men I knew. If he didn't know who Reginald was, no one would.

I knocked on the door of his house. His butler opened it, obviously recognizing me, but still he went with formalities.

"Yes, sir?"

"Good afternoon. Is Lord Foxglove available?" Renford had moved to a townhouse about a year ago, so there was no risk of anyone thinking I wanted to talk to his father.

"Please come in, sir, and I will inquire." The butler waved me into the foyer, and I stood there feeling ridiculous, my hat in my hand. Really, it wasn't a good look. It wasn't like I was here to beg a favour. On the contrary, I was here to give Renford a chance to gossip, something he loved to do.

A moment later, his butler walked back. "If you would follow me, sir. Mister Renford will be down shortly. If you would wait in here," the butler said, pointing towards Renford's study.

I nodded and went in there to wait. It was where we usually talked. I wandered over to peruse the latest periodicals lying on the desk. There was a new one from the Preservation for Antiquities society, but I wasn't all that interested. Antiquities had never been what fascinated me. It was how things worked, what they did, and how to make them either better or different. The intricacies of how motion and physics worked were just something that were an absolute passion of mine. Luckily, Renford had other things he enjoyed besides the remnants of people long dead. Otherwise, I was sure our friendship would have faded away after graduation.

I looked up as Renford strode into the room. He was a tall man two to three inches taller than me with golden hair—that more than one woman of my acquaintance had gushed over—his body was slim and fit, in much better physical condition than me as he enjoyed going outside and doing things. Things that I could no longer do easily. Personally, I preferred to curl up with a whiskey and an interesting article.

"You're here," he gushed, walking over to shake my hand briskly, then throwing himself into one of the chairs scattered in the room. "Oh sit, sit. Wait till you hear what I have to tell you."

I arched my brow, but settled into a chair. Regardless of how much Emmie twitted me, I actually knew how to act in social situations. I often chose not to because it annoyed the earl to no end. Besides, going out on the social circle always earned me a round of pitying looks, which I hated.

"Oh?" I said, looking at him. His face was flushed and eyes sparkling, which was not an unusual state for Renford. He got excited over the most ridiculous things, but as I was here to talk to him, I was more than willing to hear what the newest discovery was that had caught his attention. Besides, they were often fascinating, ridiculous things.

"Yes really. I do wish you were a bit more excited about all the changes going on in the world, but this is ground breaking. And current." He leaned back in his chair, grinning at me.

I narrowed my eyes, watching him. "What do you mean by ground breaking?" Any new science breakthroughs could be a game changer, but he rarely got that excited by those sorts of discoveries.

Renford waved his hands in a grand gesture. "What do you think about magic?"

For a minute I tried to think about what word he had said that I must have misheard. Then it clicked in. I groaned and sank back in my chair. "Magic? Really? Have you gotten into the same mystic mumbo jumbo that Victoria and Albert seem to be? I thought you were a man of science." My exasperation could not be contained, and I kind of wished I had a newspaper to throw at him. Magic, really. That was not the realm of scientists.

"Duncan, I'm telling you I saw it." He leaned forward, his eyes alight in a way I hadn't seen since they had discovered the bones of some great beast outside of Cornwall. "I watched a man make water get up and dance, and then another woman made things float in the air, literally by air, lifting it and wafting it around. And before you tell me it was guide wires or something else, she made my hair lift and blow around my face. It was the most fascinating thing, and even though I kept my face more placid than my best poker face, she knew everything I was feeling." He grinned at me and I rolled my eyes because Renford had no poker face. "It was uncanny, but the thing that got me, the most amazing part was the gentlemen who had the ability to transform objects."

Sighing, as I knew I would get nothing intelligent out of him if I didn't let him burn out his enthusiasm, I gave into the inevitable. "And what did he transform into, Renford?"

"He made crystal change into wood." The supercilious smirk distracted me until what he said registered.

I blinked. "He what?" That didn't sound like any sleight of hand I had ever seen. How would you make crystal become wood? That would literally involve restructuring the essence of what something was.

"I know! That was my reaction, but they passed around the crystal candle holder. You know, one of those big chunky ugly things that people who want to prove they have class or money put everywhere? I don't know why anybody would ever want one on their table. Ugly things. Simple pewter is much more elegant. But back to the crystal. I held it. That monstrosity was crystal. It rang like crystal. It felt like and looked like crystal, though obviously the cheap kind." Renford only accepted the best in everything.

"And?" I swear there were days where pulling information out of Renford was worse than pulling teeth.

"And they set it on the table, and it changed to wood. I watched it. It started at the bottom and crept up almost like you would see ice form, but instead, it was crystal becoming wood. Then they asked us to pass it around. The man who changed it never touched it. He didn't even come near the table it was sitting on. I am telling you, there is no way to fake this."

I thought for a long time, thoughts rattling through my mind as he grinned at me. "Let's say what you saw was the truth." He started to protest, and I raised my hand. "I'm saying it was the truth or at least what you saw, and you cannot think of a way they faked it."

Renford nodded, albeit reluctantly.

"Given that it isn't anything I can do, anything you can do, so is it really any use to us?" The idea sounded neat, but right now, I had other more pressing matters on my mind, and fantastical tales of magic had little interest for me.

Renford sat back, some of the excitement fading from his eyes and sighed. "No, I suppose not. But still wouldn't be nice if it was?"

I laughed. "Of course it would be wonderful. Can you imagine the things you could do if you had magic? But since we don't, unless there's some deep secret you've been keeping from me?"

Reginald shook his head and gave a brief chuckle. "No, nothing quite as interesting as that, very well, so what are you here for?" His attention shifted over to me.

Glad that the foray was over, I got to the point of my visit. "My father has decreed that Emmie should marry Reginald Smythe. I wanted to know what you know about him."

To my intense discomfort, Renford blanched. "Is he mad? Why would he do that to Emmie? I mean, I will not say I'm in love with her, but I'm not sure I would sentence my worst enemy to marry Smythe." He said the last name as if it left a film on his tongue.

I leaned forward, my body tight at his words. "Why?"

Renford sighed and looked back at me with a sour look. "Next time, try to bring questions like this in the evening so we can have brandy while we talk." He rose and went to the door. I heard him ask the footman to bring in some tea and biscuits. Renford returned and sank into his desk chair, staring at the windows. Not me.

Reining in my anxiety, I waited. I had learned long ago I had to give him time to organize his thoughts before he spoke, and prodding him would just make it take longer and annoy him.

After what seemed like an eternity, Renford cleared his throat and focused on me. "Smythe owns a controlling interest in a fabric factory. He's been looting it for funds for the last few years, and is on the edge of it going into default. But he doesn't seem to care. He spends money like it doesn't matter, but I know for a fact he has been stripping his family estate of items he can sell. Only the fact that he is old enough that I doubt he can spend it all before he dies will prevent him from being destitute, but I can guarantee you he would leave little but a pile of debts to a widow."

A lump had formed in my throat, and I couldn't seem to get it out of the way so I could talk.

"Then there are the rumours." Renford paused, but I was unsure if I wanted him to continue. He took the choice out of my hands. "He was married before. The girl died after a year under mysterious circumstances. She was buried in unconsecrated ground. The second wife was put in an institute where she later perished." Renford gave me a hard look, and I blanched at the meaning.

While most people only gave lip service to the church of England anymore, you were only buried in unconsecrated ground if you had taken your own life. What would drive a young woman to take her own life?

"I've heard stories from some of the brothel girls," he said. Renford had never tried to hide the fact that he enjoyed the company of women, but had zero desire to chain himself to a wife. "Most of the time they can't work for days afterwards, or if they do, they layer on the makeup with a shovel."

What hadn't been said was easily understood. Which meant I could never let Emmie marry that man. Not that I had any idea how to stop it. Having gotten my answer about Smythe, I shifted the subject to things more pleasant for both of us. We spent the rest of the afternoon in conversation discussing some of the more interesting discoveries that came up in some recent symposium. By the time I left, he had forgotten mostly about magic and said we were talking about the various properties of materials. The ability to conduct electricity via gold versus the conductivity levels of silver or lead created some interesting options. Too bad most conductive materials were relatively hard to access. I would have to think about how much of my allowance I used to get some of the materials I needed.

The walk home gave me time to marshal arguments with the earl. Today was Monday. Surely, I could convince him to cancel on the ball. Emmie didn't deserve that. I didn't think anyone did. But convincing the earl of anything was an uphill battle. I would have to plan.
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Wednesday, April 26th

Ispent Tuesday thinking. Between my workshop and my room, I barely saw Emmie except when she went to work with the earl in the morning, looking even more defeated than she had on Monday. When I arose Wednesday morning, I thought I could at least force the issue with the earl. Maybe get him to change his mind. I headed downstairs for breakfast and found a note waiting for me from Silas. It was addressed to both the earl and myself.

Earl Luck & Mr. Duncan Luck -

I am afraid I will be unable to move in until this weekend. Thank you for your understanding.

Silas

Ithought the note contained a few interesting aspects. First, his handwriting was deceptively elegant, or I at least assumed it was his. It was masculine, yet smooth. Then there was his delay of taking up the room next to me. Who wouldn't want to get out of the boarding house to come live here? Then there was his signature, just his first name. What was he trying to say with that?

Shaking my head, I used the note as a reason to speak with the earl. Something had to be done about this crazy marriage he had arranged. For all that Emmie took on the wallflower aspect too much, I wanted her happy. And besides, I would hate to go to jail for killing someone. Though if it would be Smythe or the earl, I was still undecided.

I knocked on the earl's study.

"What?" he responded gruffly.

With a quick mental crossing of fingers, I pushed my way in. My cane hit against the door as I entered. The stress, plus too many trips up and down the stairs, had made my leg ache, making me lean more on the cane. Once again, I cursed the stupid accident and the lack of accurate medical care that left me like this.

"Earl," I said, placing the note down on his desk as his head came up to glare at me. "Silas let us know something had arisen, and he should be here this weekend." The earl looked at the letter and grunted, then went back to the documents on his desk. They looked like lists of numbers, which made zero sense to me. I could calculate formulas, but understanding accounting, with its specific terms, and the variables made little sense.

"I also wanted to talk to you about Emmeline," I said carefully. I needed to make sure I presented this right. He detested being challenged.

With a gruff sigh, he slapped down the pen he'd been using and stared at me. "What about her?"

My leg ached, and I longed to sit, but doing that without permission would only serve to make him more annoyed. "I talked to some friends about Smythe. He is not a good man. He's all but bankrupt and lives above his means."

The earl just looked at me with a blank stare as if I'd told him the sky was blue.

A wisp of a memory, of Renford and his father, flashed through my mind. They had been laughing and smiling at each other. I had never had that with my father, and I knew I never would. The bait, both carrot and stick, of gaining the title, only worked if it was something I wanted. And I had no idea if I cared. But if I could get a few more patents, his control over me would slip. It was a hope, a glimmer in the dark cave of nobility that trapped me.

The memory also allowed some of my nervousness to bleed off. "Smythe is known for beating his bed partners. If Emmie must marry, fine. But surely there can be a better man than him." It might have been more of a beg than I wanted.

Something flickered across the earl's face at the beating part, but it faded so fast I wasn't sure I'd seen it, much less what it was. "Better? Have you seen her? She looks more like a man than a woman. In two seasons with me shouldering the cost of putting her out there, she has not even had a single suitor. She should be glad there is anyone that wants her at all. He would never dare hurt her." His tone was dismissive.

"Are you sure? What about when he dies? He is a good twenty years older than her. If he is burning through his money, then she'll be left destitute." My voice had a bit more begging in it than I liked.

Father shrugged. "That would be your problem or Silas's. By then I am sure I will be living a bachelor's life, and if you've managed to find a wife with your deformity, you can take her in." His eyes flicked to my leg, then back up. "You'll need a nursemaid."

My pulse pounded in my ears at that. It was an injury, not a deformity, and did not hamper my ability to function. "You really would sentence her to servitude because she doesn't take after mother?" I knew my hair and looks were much closer to mother, while Emmie had taken after father in all ways. It made her a strong, striking woman—not a pretty one.

A flash of contempt flicked over his face, and I understood at that second Emmie had been right. He blamed her for the death of our mother, for all that Emmie had been given no choice in the matter.

"She has little other use than to bear children or serve a man. Smythe is as good as any," he said, then dismissed me, looking at his paper again.

"What are you getting from him to make trading Emmie worth it?" My voice was desperate at this point.

His head jerked up, and his eyes narrowed at me, then he sat back, his face a cool slate. "Why would you think I am getting something for her?"

I managed to keep my expression blank. The comment had been a shot in the dark, and it surprised me it hit home. "Because from your actions, she is a commodity, and you would never dispose of a commodity without getting something for it. So what are you getting? That Smythe isn't asking for a dowery simply cements the fact that you are trading her away." The unspoken 'your own daughter' hung in the air like smoke in the study.

He shrugged. "Perhaps, but that is none of your business. She is my responsibility until she has a husband." With that, he picked up his pen from the silver and crystal inkwell. "Go, I have no more time for your foolishness."

Rage flickered through me, then died away. What could I do? The idea of killing the man popped into my head, but that wasn't feasible.

But maybe Silas could convince him?

With effort, I turned and limped out of the room, though the impulse to beat him with my cane was high. Instead, I headed out to my workshop, hoping I could distract myself with inventing. If I was lucky, maybe I could come up with something that would be worth a lot of money, and I could move out, taking Emmie with me.

I stared at the various projects scattered around my laboratory. Sure something in here had to be a viable option that would be the basis of a fortune. I stood there leaning on my cane, trying to think. But my mind kept going back to the flare packets.

If I burned the magnesium, it was much more reactive. The idea of putting the magnesium in one packet and a reactive reagent in another had possibilities. If the packets ruptured together, they would mix and the chemical reaction would start. But I needed to have something that would then cause the bright light and smoke.

Moving toward my bench, I pulled out magnesium and shaved it into tiny pieces. Maybe if I mixed it with a little of the crude oil that they were pulling up from the ground, there was the possibility it might make a big enough bang to make it both scary and instantly effective. I got all the magnesium shaved, then started grinding up some silver nitrate. Once I had both of them ready, I mixed them together. Then I got a small beaker of chloride ready. My thought was to put some of the magnesium nitrate mix in a spoon, then add the chloride with a dropper. As soon as it was reacting, I'd dump the spoon into a tiny amount of the oil.

I focused on the blending of all the ingredients, my mind wrapped up in formulas and ideas. To my left was a bowl of stale water, sitting there to catch a persistent leak in the roof. I needed to empty it, but right now I was busy. My large ladle was full of magnesium nitrate and I was reaching to grab a dropper to add some chloride to it when a sudden gust of wind shook the building.

It startled me, and I jerked to the side, all my weight going on my lame left leg, which gave, and I lurched hard to the left. The ladle jerked, the majority of the contents dumped into the bowl of water as I knocked it and the beaker of chloride over at the same time.

There was a loud bang, a brilliant flare so bright it seared into my retinas, and smoke billowing everywhere. The world exploded in my face, sending me flying backwards. I threw my hands in front of my face as I knew shards of glass and metal were flying towards me. Panic and a strange heat filled me as I fell backward into the wall, and something inside me snapped, flashing out of me in a violent wave. Air swirled around my face as my body seemed lighter and heavier at the same time, and everything changed. I hit the ground with a thud that knocked all the air out of my lungs.

I lay there gasping, trying to pull oxygen back into my lungs, vaguely surprised that I was still alive. After an eternity of convincing myself I could move, I forced my body to sit up, preparing myself for the damage to my workshop. Still blinking from the light and smoke, I ran my hands over my body, surprised that nothing hurt and that I couldn't feel any wetness where glass or metal had cut me. Squeezing my eyes shut, the white flare still sharp against my closed eyes, I opened them again and looked. Sure enough, most of the equipment on my bench was gone or broken. I could see the magnesium still sullenly burning in the puddles of water, and smoke drifted off the table where I mixed chemicals. But in front of me, where there should have been shards of the beaker, the metal bowl, even splinters of wood given the chunk missing from the table, there weren't. The area around me, rather than covered with dangerous fragments, instead had a scattering of oddly shaped pieces of some material. Reaching out, I picked one up. It was pointed and the shape looked similar to what a shard of glass should have taken, but as I bent it in my fingers, I realized it was paper.

Lifting my head, I looked around, the white streaks across my vision fading. Rather than the remnants of broken lab equipment, there were shards of paper scattered all around and on me.

What in the Queen's name just happened?
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Wednesday, April 26th

Ilooked at the pieces of paper falling gently to the ground in stunned amazement. That had been glass, shards of metal, anything except paper. I sat there, trying to figure out what happened when there was a pounding on the door behind me. "Mr. Duncan? Mr. Duncan?" It took me a minute to figure out what that could be, but I realized it had to be the servants.

"Yeah, a minute," I called out. It took me more than that to figure out how to stand back up. I moved over to the door, still shaky and trying to figure out what just happened. My cane should be here somewhere, but I wasn't sure where. With a grunt of effort, I pulled open the door, leaning on it heavily, to peer out.

"Mr. Duncan, are you injured? We heard the explosion," said one of the servants with wide eyes.

I took a deep breath and nodded my head. "I am fine, thank you. It was just a minor accident, but I'm not hurt." That was the truth. I thought I was fine, but I still didn't know what happened.

The servant looked me up and down with sharp eyes, then nodded. "Very well, Mr. Duncan. If you feel you are fine, I assume it is permissible for me to tell your father that it was a minor incident?"

Before I could respond, the earl stormed out of the house. "What in the name of the hells is going on here?" It was a roar, and most of the servants scattered.

I leaned against the door, my head spinning as the puzzle of what happened occupied the majority of my brain, but I needed to answer him.

"There was a minor accident. I lost my balance and combined ingredients that should not have been combined." I attempted a smile but from the flinch of Richard, who had followed my father out and remained while everyone else fled, it wasn't reassuring.

The earl sneered at me, nothing in his eyes except contempt. "I will admit if you kill yourself now, it solves many problems. But if you can, ensure it is quieter. I do not enjoy having my concentration interrupted." He gave me a last look, then turned away. The butler stepped aside to let him pass. When the earl had re-entered the house, the butler moved over to me.

"Are you sure you are well, sir?" There was more concern in his face than my father’s.

"I am. This shouldn't happen again. It was a weird coincidence of things. I just need to clean up my mess."

"Do I need to send some servants down to help?"

"No. I'll do it myself. Worst case, I might need someone to go buy me some more supplies." I paused and glanced back at the room, still not seeing my cane. "But if someone could run up to my room and get me another cane, that would be helpful." I forced a smile as I said that.

The butler nodded at me, eyes searching. "Very well, sir. Please remember that dinner is still being served at seven, and your father expects you there and dressed." Unspoken was the request to not cause any more drama. I was aware of the fact that the earl was more than willing to take his mood out on the servants on bad days. Especially if neither Emmie nor I were available.

I nodded absently as he headed back in, and I turned to look at the inside of my lab, still leaning against the door jamb. The blast destroyed the table, a hunk missing out of it with burn marks coating it, along with the equipment, chemical supplies, and now the odd proliferation of paper. A list of all the supplies I'd need to replace would cost a fortune. I sighed as I prepared to have my allowance disappear.

The door closed behind me as I moved inward, still looking around my new disaster area. Where had the paper come from? It made no sense that chemicals would change metal and glass to paper. Cleaning this up would be a pain, and having a servant sweep it up would be faster.

As if spurned by that thought, a query rang in my mind asking if I would pay a price. It wasn't a proper question, more like an impulse that you could say yes or no to. Without thinking much about it, after all, who wouldn't want this to be swept up with no effort? I agreed. A vague feeling of joy, a loss of something I'd never miss, and a strong breeze popped up. It swirled around the room, catching the debris up in its wake, moving tighter and tighter. In a moment, all the paper that had been strewn around was in a pile.

I stood there frozen as I stared at the pile. As stiff as any automaton I'd ever seen, I turned to look at the closed door. Then I looked up at the roof, which was still intact. I turned and surveyed all four walls, standing and lacking any obvious holes. And then I looked back down at the pile of paper.

My mind tilted one way then the other, right as I was sure this was all a dream, something shiny caught my attention. It was lying partially under the table and was reflecting light, something the flooring didn't do. I hobbled over there and leaning on the table, while hoping it wouldn't give way, I reached down to grab it. Standing up, I stared at the glass cane. My cane had been made of Malacca wood with an opera handle made of silver. Now it was glass with a ceramic handle. Other than the material, it was identical in every way, even to the deep scratch about halfway down where I'd slammed the cane into the corner of a brick building.

Renford's words came back to me. "He changed crystal to wood. I watched it. It started at the bottom and crept up almost like you would see ice form, but instead, it was crystal becoming wood."

At the time, I had dismissed it as a very convincing sleight of hand, but this was proof. Proof I could not ignore.

A knock came at the door, and I gingerly moved over to it. Though I had my cane, I did not trust the glass to support my weight. I pulled open the door, hiding the glass cane behind it and took the wooden one offered to me by the servant. As soon as I took it, I closed the door, leaning on it heavily.

Magic. If this was magic, it meant I could use magic. The rush of possibilities that washed through me made me giddy—or I was still woozy from the explosion. This was going to require some thought and a bit of experimentation. But if it was true … what else could I do?

I spent the rest of the afternoon playing with what could only be called magic. It took me a while to figure it out, as there seemed to be a price required for every bit of magic. So far the price had been hair, but I sensed I could use other things, but what or how I could not figure out. While I could call wind with ease, asking it to do more never happened. I had at least hoped I could fly, but it only sent my hair into a wild disarray.

What had changed between when I was about to be killed and now I wasn't sure, but nothing I tried worked. I saved a few of the bigger pieces of paper and my glass cane, trying to change them back. I thought maybe something was about to happen, but it was just out of my reach.

While I was glad everything changed, I didn't understand the method or the reasoning. Wood transfiguring to paper at least made some sense. But glass and metal? Why would that go to paper? Other than it was probably the most inoffensive thing I could've thought of at the moment. Well, you could get a paper cut. You were rarely likely to die because it cut you. But if that glass or metal had impacted into my body, I was quite sure that I would be six feet under the ground.

What it meant at the end of the day was that I had magic, and no way to use it effectively. Part of me wanted to scream, but mostly I knew I needed to find a teacher. Which meant going back to Renford.

I made my way back to the house and changed into proper attire for dinner. Father sat there glowering at me and Emmie, respectively. She, for her part, barely reacted to anything, and I swore it was like she was trying to fade away. Mostly we just took the earl's snide remarks as normal and ate. For my part, my attention was on the magic I had, though if I had control of my ability to transform, I might have turned my father into a frog. The wistful thought made me smile as I made my way to bed. Exhaustion pulled at me, and all I could think of was when I could go see Renford. But I knew he was out of town for a few days, leaving me no choice but to stew in my own mess of a brain.

To make sure I asked the right questions, I found an old journal that was only half full. I ripped out the pages that were used and started making a list of all my questions. If I was lucky, by the time I found a teacher, I would know what I wanted to learn.
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Sunday, April 30th

The weekend arrived faster than I realized. I was so involved in testing what I could do with magic that I lost track. I spent all my time experimenting, but my progress had been slow, if informative. There was much I had figured out, but I was still waiting for Renford to get back into town. I needed to talk to him desperately.

At dinner Saturday, I realized something had changed between Emmie and our father, and I wasn't sure what. But she didn't shrink anymore, and he almost didn't speak to her at all. Every time he glared, she just smiled at him in the smuggest manner I had ever seen from her. I was dying to know what was going on, but at the same time, scared to ask.

Emmie could be remorseless when she chose. It was just the first time I'd seen that part of her come out toward the earl. I was both elated her backbone had appeared and extremely confused. She normally gave in to him, as did I. So what had changed? It made for a tight feeling about the house that left me unsettled. In an effort to avoid both of them, mainly because I didn't know what to do, I frequented a small club I knew of, hoping to overhear something about magic.

I only overheard the normal scuttlebutt Saturday and Sunday, much to my dismay. There had to be something out there about people who knew how to use this strange new magic. My mood was in the doldrums as I returned to the house. To my delight, as I reached our street, Silas was climbing up the front stairs with his bag.

"Excellent! I was hoping you would come today." My mood was frantic, but between my stress regarding magic and the odd air with Emmie and father, I really needed another buffer. At this point, I was willing to throw anyone in front of me to help defuse the tense atmosphere. It might make me a coward, but it was an intelligent coward.

I helped Silas get settled in his room, frowning at the single valise he carried. "Surely you have more clothing and possessions than that," I said, pointing at the small pile he was putting away in the drawers.

He turned and looked at me with an arch eyebrow that made me feel very young and foolish. "No, in the military they provided you uniforms, and it isn't wise to travel with more than what you can carry."

The unspoken 'there is no one to carry it for you' hung in the air. Not knowing what else to do, I dug in my mental heels. I leaned against the wall, crossing my arms. "Well, that is going to change. While I may not be the most dapper of gentlemen out there, I do at least know how to dress."

Silas turned to look at me, glancing up and down, and he had an amused smile on his face. "Really?"

I frowned, looked down at myself, and sighed. I had forgotten that I had been out playing with the new wonderful magic earlier that day and had splattered oily liquid all over me, trying to figure out how to get Air to obey my commands. While I could actively control Transfigurations, Air still seemed to slip out of my grasp with the slightest amount of distraction.

I still had not figured out exactly what that little voice was. For a few minutes, I had wondered if I was going insane. After all, many of the people locked in asylum heard voices, but it wasn't an actual voice. It was almost as if magic itself was asking if that was a price I was willing to pay. Mostly it had taken my hair, which was encouraging me to grow my hair out, though I had an idea that possibly I could offer other things. Though I wasn't 100% sure at this point. But either way, it meant that I looked like a disaster area. "Fine. Right now I look like a disaster, but I do know how to dress. And we need to do something about your wardrobe. Especially if you plan on coming to any parties with me."

"Parties? What makes you think they're going to accept me at parties?" He sounded surprised and a bit tired.

I shrugged and smiled. "All I have to say is that you are the earl's son. People will, of course, gossip and come up with fantastic tales about your background and everything else. But given that I know of at least one duke and three counts who are also bastard sons, at the most, it will simply add to your mystique. Adding to the fact that you are handsome and single, most women only care whether you've been acknowledged. Which the earl has publicly done by introducing you to me and Emmie. So I wouldn't worry about it. But you do need better clothes." The idea of going to any gathering with him dressed like that would cause enormous shock waves. But it meant I needed to pry some money out of the earl.

Silas just shook his head at me and shrugged. He went back to putting away the few meagre possessions.

I shifted a bit, trying to figure out what else to say. This man, he was my brother, and I had no idea how to talk to him. Or what to talk to him about? Magic? That might be risky. "So, what took you so long? You originally were gonna be here Tuesday. Why did you wait until Sunday?"

I watched his back stiffen a bit, then he turned and shrugged. "I had some things come up that I needed to deal with, so it was just easier to stay at my boarding house until then. It wasn't like they would give me a refund for leaving early." He sat down on the side of the bed and looked at me. "What have you been up to? Create anything interesting lately?"

I opened my mouth and then snapped it again. What was I supposed to say? I had no clue how to even begin explaining this so I just shook my head. "Not much. Trying to fix stuff in my laboratory. I had a bit of an accident in there. It will be a bit until I get it all repaired."

Silas nodded. To my surprise, he offered up some information. "I got the job at the East India Club. I'll be starting there on Monday."

I looked at him in bewilderment. "Why would you get a job?"

Silas looked at me and started to laugh. I stood there, uncomfortable, not sure what he was laughing at. It took him a minute, but finally, he stopped laughing. He had almost fallen off the bed because of his laughter. "If you ever were trying to prove to somebody that you were from nobility, that would've done it. The Earl is providing me an allowance, assuming I ever get it. Free room and board is great, but that doesn't pay my bills. Besides, I can't trust that his charity will continue. So yes, I have a job. Turns out it's one that Earl Luck vaguely approves of, mainly because he thinks he can use me."

I arched an eyebrow at that comment. If nothing else, having Silas here was making me view the earl's actions with a more sceptical eye. "Can he?"

Silas shrugged. "That remains to be seen." He didn't look amused, more thoughtful and determined.

I looked at him, and I thought perhaps the earl had bitten off more than he could chew. As I tried to think of how to respond to that, he spoke.

"I'll see you at dinner this evening. For now, I think I'm going to lie down for a bit."

It was a clear dismissal, and I gave in as graciously as I could. "Of course." I saw myself out as he laid down with a soft grunt. I headed downstairs, wishing that people were as easy to understand as my chemical and mechanical creations.

Emmie chose not to come down to dinner that night, and when I arrived at the table, I was rather relieved to hear that Father had chosen to take dinner at his club. His annoyance lately had been a bit much for me to deal with. That left Silas and me sitting across from each other. I looked at my half-brother, realizing I needed to get to know him.

Early today, after Father had realized he was here, he called Silas into his office, and I had only heard the rumble of voices. I assumed Father spent the time grilling him, but it was anyone's guess as to what they had really talked about. Lurking at the door was hazardous to your health.

When the footmen had served the first course of a chilled soup, I looked up at him.

"Did father have anything interesting to say, or was it a dressing down for not living up to your station?" That lecture I had received at least once, but most of the time I didn't care. Now it seemed to matter more.

Silas looked at the multiple spoons in front of him, and glanced at the one I had picked up. He then mimicked me. However, he didn't look up, focused more on the food.

"I let him know I was offered the position at East Club, and that is where I will be most mornings; they want me for the morning shift. Afternoon off. It is a part time position."

I took a sip of soup, arching my eyebrow. "Ah. So tell me about you. I really don't know much, and aren't brothers here to help you figure things out?"

I was being disingenuous saying that. He was older, and I hadn't talked about the changes in my life. How in the world did I tell him about magic? Did I dare tell him? I could not tell father, though I couldn't say what his reaction would be. I already knew I would need to go back to Renford and see if I could find the person he had seen use magic. Because the possibilities were endless. But given my slow progress in learning anything, it was obvious I needed more information.

Silas sat there looking at his bowl, then back up at me. It felt like he was weighing something back and forth. I wanted so much to prod and find out what was going on, but I pulled on what little patience I had and waited. The excellent soup helped.

Finally, he spoke. "I had something unexpected happen, and I'm not quite sure how to deal with it." He stared at his bowl, as if expecting something to change on it.

I tried to lighten the mood. After all, what could happen to him that compared to my discovering magic? "I can understand that completely, and I had a bit of excitement that I'm still coming to terms with. Tell you what, you tell me yours, and I'll tell you mine, and maybe together we can figure out an answer to our problems." I needed to tell someone, and from his comments, I doubted Silas would immediately run to my father.

The door creaked open, and Silas fell silent as the footman brought in the next course, and I realized somehow in the few minutes of speaking we both managed to eat all the soup. We must have both been hungrier than we had realized. Silas didn't say anything, but looked at the plate. It was a nicely braised lamb chop with some potatoes and a vegetable. Our plates were set in front of us and the footman left again.

Finally, Silas looked up at me, fixing me with a hard stare. "You promise you won't scream or get overly excited?"

Blinking at him, I let a grin slip across my face. "Are you planning on telling me you found yourself in a threesome with Victoria and Albert?"

At this point, Silas did laugh and shook his head. "No, nothing quite that scandalous. But it might be just as odd."

"Now I absolutely want to know. This is fascinating." Privately, I doubted he could top what I had to share. I ached to tell someone, but I couldn't tell Emmie. It would rub her face in her predicament.

Silas shrugged and said, "Very well." He stood up and walked over to the mantle, picking one of the unused candles that sat there and brought it back to the table sitting in front of us. He looked at me, looked at the candle, and then the candle sprung into roaring flames until it settled back down.

I pulled back a little, blinking as I remembered what Renford had told me.

"Then there's also this." Silas pointed at his glass of wine and waved his fingers, and the wine spun up into a water funnel tight and spinning around and around. He dropped his fingers, and it fell back into the glass without a splash. Silas picked up his glass and drank it.
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Sunday, April 30th

Ijust sat there with my jaw open. I didn't know whether to jump up and down in delight or fall over in shock.

"Well, aren't you gonna say anything?" Silas sounded testy, but I was so elated I couldn't think.

Laughter burbled up in me, but rather than say anything I waved my hand and a breeze popped up and blew out the candles. Then I reached over, paused and thought better of it, and pulled my hand back. Changing a pewter candlestick to something else would be noticed. Instead, I shrugged. "I can kind of control Air, and I change things. I can show you later in my workshop if you want."

Silas leaned back, looking at me. "That is very interesting."

A grin of delight spread across my face, and I had to restrain myself from jumping up. Instead, I tried to take out my energy by cutting up the lamb chop. "I know. It's amazing. My friend, Lord Renford Foxglove, has met some other mages. He should be back in town in a few days, and we can go talk to him. From what he said, there are lots of people. I can't wait. I want to see what else I can do. We can get teachers and learn even more." All my excitement bubbled up in my voice. I had visions of teachers praising me and teaching me to do even more things. Just the glimpses of what would be possible once I had a handle on my transform ability were breath taking.

"No."

I jerked my head up to see Silas looking at me, his face blank. He had barely touched his lamb chop.

"No, what?" I went over what I had been talking about but had no idea what the no was regarding.

"No training. No telling anyone." He was cutting up the chop with short, angry slices.

"What?"

"No," he said, his voice hard.

"I don't understand." I felt my excitement ebbing. Why would he not want training? I craved learning more, figuring out how to do more. And if he had Fire, there was a possibility he could help me create things. It would be nice to have someone else to talk to.

He shook his head, his attention on eating. I didn't know what else to say. We had magic, and he wouldn't use it?

"Don't you want to learn how to use it better?" The words came out much more than a plea that I would have preferred.

Silas lifted his head to look at me, his eyes dark and dangerous. A spurt of fear stabbed through me before it faded. Killing me would be silly. He was my brother.

He just met you.

I ignored that part of my mind. If I listened to that, I'd never have created anything.

"Duncan, listen to me. Do not tell anyone I have magic. Don't mention it. If you are wise, you'll keep your abilities to yourself. But my abilities are not open to discuss with others." He took a breath, his eyes never leaving mine. "Don't make me regret telling you."

"Why tell me then? If you don't trust me?" That horrid whine has slipped into my voice.

"It's an excellent test of character. If you tell people, I'll deny it and there isn't a way to prove I have it." He put the last bit of food into his mouth and stood. "I think it is time for me to go to bed. I have errands to run tomorrow, and I start my job in the morning." He gave me a brief nod and left the room in stiff movements.

I sagged back in my chair, pushing the plate away. It no longer sounded good. A glass of brandy sounded good. I left the table shortly after, letting the kitchen know I was done. Not knowing where else to go, I headed out to my workshop.

Shadows shrouded everything. We didn't have electricity yet, so I went over and lit the lamps I had on the wall. I rarely worked with anything that had flammable fumes, so I didn't need to worry about anything exploding, though I preferred to be out here when the sun was out. It was less spooky.

Silas's reaction made no sense to me. But I would not betray his confidence, no matter that I did not understand it. I grabbed a small mech I was creating to catch what was prying up the wallboards on the other side of my shop. It was a tiny creation, and I had an idea about using shadow and light to trigger a picture. The current process was cumbersome, and I thought that using light to burn it on to paper in a black-and-white image that might be useful. I would still need to develop it, but it should do multiple things. Detect a change in light levels, which should mean a change in someone being there, and create an image of what changed the light.

I focused on what I needed with the right chemicals and added a few drops, then I used transform. The chemicals were expensive, but I had a small amount of them. Studying it and figuring out what I needed to add had let me duplicate it.

I found it fascinating that it was easier to change complicated structures like cloth or wood to another substance while simple structures like metal resisted every step. It wasn't possible for me to change water to acid, and I wasn't sure why. Either way, it left a way for me to learn and by trial and error. I was learning.

The aluminium and copper were difficult to bend into the tiny shapes I needed, and I was thinking in the back of my brain how magnesium heated around this might make it easier.

Yes, that would help.

I had various rocks on my table, dolomite, pyrite, and a few others. As if the act of thinking caused it, the dolomite crumbled into magnesium and fell into puddles of water that had dripped down from the condensation on some beakers. It flared up bright, and I jerked back. The copper wire I had been fighting with sliced deep into my hand.

"Bollocks," I hissed, pulling back to see blood running down my hand. I ignored it for a moment, looking at the pile of magnesium and calcium that now lay on the table, the magnesium still spluttering. After thinking for a moment, I realized my thought had been an answer to a question. Which could have resulted in me getting badly hurt.

That knowledge weighed on my mind as I went in and found the housekeeper. Mrs. Judith Parland was our housekeeper. She was a stout woman who took no nonsense from anyone. She had been here since I was a child. Father rarely argued with her, and she ran the house to the point he had little to do with the day-to-day operations. I wasn't sure why, but it was one of the many things I figured was best left buried.

"Mrs. Parland?" I said as I peeked my head into the servant's dining room. This was where they gathered: mending, repairing, eating, and planning our lives. I had no idea how to survive without them.

Her head jerked up, her eyes landing on my face first, then trailed down to my hand, and the blood running off of it.

"Mr. Luck, what did you do? Come sit. Sally, go get some clean rags. Cook, boil some water, please."

The cook was Lacey Hark, and she nodded, getting up and moving the ever present kettle over to where the fire was hotter. Sally, the downstairs maid, jumped up and headed to the pantry to fetch what Mrs. Parland had requested.

"What exactly did you do, Mr. Luck?" Mrs. Parland repeated, putting me in a seat and placing my hand on a dirty towel to keep the blood off the table.

"Nothing much. Jabbed myself with a piece of copper wire. It was stupid, really." I had no desire to admit the voices in my head had completely distracted me.

"Hmmm," she said noncommittally. Sally came back with the clean rags, and the cook poured some water into a bowl. I closed my eyes as she cleaned the wound. Now that the shock was over, it started to hurt. It took her less than two minutes, but once clean, she had a salve on it and wrapped it tight in bandages. "There you go. Don't get it wet for a day or so. It is deep, but it should be fine."

"Thank you Mrs. Parland," I said rising. Exhaustion slammed into me as I rose.

"Off with you," she said as Sally cleaned up the mess I'd made, backtracking the blood I'd dripped into the house.

I slipped out and headed upstairs, just wanting to sleep, but also realizing, no matter what Silas thought, I needed training. There was too much I did not understand, and it made things dangerous for me.

"Renford, get back soon. I don't know who else to talk to," I muttered as I crawled into bed, hand aching.
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Friday, May 5th

Monday after Silas returned from his job, something I still thought was ridiculous, he let me know he had changed his mind. He was willing to at least talk to a teacher. His agreeing to go talk to Renford with me and seek training delighted me. Though we could only mention any of this in the evenings prior to Silas's distressingly early bedtime, when we had a chance to talk alone. Father and Emmie were either icily polite, or one of them skipped dinner. I saw her occasionally at lunch, but she seemed to sleep in a lot lately. I couldn't blame her. If I had to marry someone like Smythe, I would be upset too.

Which reminded me I still needed to figure out a way to prevent that, but to my surprise, the banns had not been announced and father never mentioned it. The question was: Did that mean good or bad things for Emmie?

Between waiting for Renford to return to London and be available and Silas's work schedule, it was Friday before Silas and I could go see him. It made for a frustrating week, but I had one success. I talked Father out of fifty pounds as an advance on his allowance, to get Silas some new clothes. Mrs. Parland took his measurements, then sent the order to the tailor I favoured. To my delight, and a certain amount of relief, they arrived Friday morning.

That enabled him, after a rather undignified amount of whining, adjustment both by myself and one of the footmen, to wear something appropriate when we took a hansom to see Renford. My leg had been complaining a lot lately, and it was best to give it a bit more rest, so no walking. At least now Silas looked like a young lordling. He learned so quickly that in a month or two, it would be impossible to believe that he had not been born to this life, though he still didn't get how style worked at all. I finally felt like I had a brother. He struck an imposing feature, and I knew I needed to take him to one or two gatherings in the next week, just to get his name out there. Even Father had agreed, though his narrowed eyes when he dismissed me gave me cause to worry.

Now that we could both use magic, I knew there was this entire world just beyond my fingertips that I needed to figure out, but all of my experiments and stuff were only hinting at what was possible. I needed training. And if I couldn't figure it all out, then others would face the same issues. How in the world were some people learning this? Though that was still a supposition in my mind, the papers were still rather dismissive about it, though even that tenor was slowly changing.

"Duncan, I still don't understand why you think this friend of yours will know people who can train us." Silas gave me a look I could not interpret.

I restrained my exasperation, knowing that my brother, for as awesome as it was to have a brother, would never understand the relationship you had with old college friends. It was different from the army or even your primary education schools.

"Because Renford knows everyone. He is the one who saw the magic being performed, so he will know who we should talk to. Isn't it obvious?"

"In other words, he is a gossip." Silas stared out the carriage window, his voice and face bleak.

"Oh, the best type. But don't worry, he never shares anything you ask him not to," I said, waving my hand. Duncan was worrying too much.

"And how do you know that?" He asked, darting a look at me.

I paused, a memory flashing back into my eyes. A man, a boy really, and the look of horror when he realized what he had done. What the cost would be. A cost I made sure he never paid. The ironclad friendship came later. "Oh, I know. It isn't an issue."

Silas rolled his eyes a bit, but he didn't raise any more objections as we climbed the front stairs.

I knocked on the door, and the butler as always answered. "Yes, sir?"

"Is Renford in? I really need to talk to him," I said with a bright smile. If he was in, he would talk to me.

"Please come in, sir, and I will check," he said dryly, letting us into the foyer. I was glad to see he only gave Silas a single glance, something that would not have happened had he been in his original clothes.

The oddly familiar formality made me smile, though it made Silas look more uncomfortable, and he tugged on his cravat.

I shot him a sharp look. The tugging was a dead giveaway as to his newness to dressing appropriately. Most of us had learned to tolerate the annoying things a decade ago. "You look fine," I said in a low undertone.

He frowned, dropping his hand. "I may look like I belong, but I still feel like an imposter."

I shrugged, looking at him. "That's a silly problem. How can you feel like you're an imposter when you are who we say you are, the son of Jontan Luck?"

I watched him glower at me, which was an impressive glower, but I ignored it. Nothing I had said was false. About then, Renford stuck his head out of his study as the butler stepped out.

"Oh, Duncan, come in. I have more information to tell you." His head pulled back into the study and the butler simply gestured to the door, though I and Silas already headed that direction.

I headed into the brightly lit study, where Renford was already sitting at the desk with a new periodical open in front of him. He lifted his head and started to talk. "You wouldn't believe what the Society of … ," he paused, "Duncan, who is this with you?"

I managed not to smirk as I sat down and waved Duncan to a chair as well. "Renford, I would like to introduce you to Silas. He's my brother."

Silas and Renford gave each other appraising stares, and I refused to care one way or the other. He was my brother, and that was all there was to it. And I had faith that my best friend would accept him.

After a moment, Renford cleared his throat. "It is nice to meet you." He gave Silas one last look then shook his head, going back to the periodical in front of him. "Duncan, look at this. It's a fascinating study about what they think the bones they are finding actually are. And the answer isn't drag⁠—"

I cut him off. "Renford, I need some information from you. It's rather important."

Astonished, Renford looked at me. I don't think I had ever cut him off before. He leaned back, now completely focused on Silas and me. "Is this about Emmie?"

I waved my hand at that. "It is still an issue, but no. You remember when you were telling me about magic? The feats you saw performed? I need to know who that was. It's imperative that I speak to him or them."

Renford sat back, crossing his arms over his chest, a slightly sulky look on his face. I sighed internally as his eyes narrowed as he spoke. "You said you didn't believe in magic, and that it was all sleight-of-hand and that I was being foolish."

"I know, I know," I said, raising my hands in surrender. "And I apologize. I was wrong. But I need to know who they are."

He narrowed his eyes at us. "And why is that?"

My mouth opened, trying to figure out a way to get the information without spilling everything. I trusted him, but the idea of magic was still fragile enough I feared it could be taken away from me. But before I could say anything, Silas spoke.

"Because both of us can do something like this." Silas raised his hand and opened it. Fire sat in the palm of his hand, flickering away. Renford sat there, mouth open, eyes wide. To be honest, he looked a bit like a goldfish.

I cast a look at Silas. "I thought you didn't want people to know?"

"You said you trusted him," he responded, the fire still flickering in his palm.

Warmth at that acknowledgment and a spurt of fear that this might be too juicy to not share when it came to gossip.

Renford got control of himself. "Both of you can do that?" He had almost whispered the words, but I heard him regardless.

"Well, mine is nowhere near as showy. Silas here seems to have Water and Fire, which I must say is completely unfair. However, I have this." I picked up a piece of paper that sat on his desk and waved it, and I thought carefully about changing it into a single sheet of glass. Before our eyes, it shimmered and changed. It went from flexible and flimsy to hard and brittle. Carefully, I laid it back down on his desk and looked at him. "Satisfied?"

Renford reached out a trembling hand and picked up the piece of glass. Lifting it up into the air, it wasn't as clear as what a good glass maker could make, but then again, I was still just learning how to do this. He raised his eyes to me and shook his head. "This is amazing. So, what are you looking for?"

"Teachers. I figured I'd start with the people you saw doing things."

Renford thought for a few moments and shook his head. "No. You want to go talk to the person who arranged it all. If anyone knows who can teach you, it will be her." He grabbed a card from his desk and wrote out a name and address. Then a small script on the inside. "Go here and give this to her. If she knows, she can be the one to help you." He handed us the card and looked between both of us, his grin widening. "This is amazing. People will never believe it."

I sensed Silas stiffening as Renford said that, and I hurriedly opened my mouth. "Renford, you can't tell anyone. This has to be a secret. No one can know we are mages. At least not now."

"Are you kidding me? The best gossip in years and you want me to sit on it?" He looked crestfallen.

I offered him a bone, even as I felt Silas relaxing. "I promise the moment it is safe to tell people, I'll let you know. But until then, it is too risky. Can you imagine what the Crown would say if more of their lords started having powers? Or my father?"

Renford nodded slowly. "Ah. Yes, I can see that. Until Victoria and Albert come out and say what the rules are, being a mage right now might be a bit on the risky side. Fine, I promise I'll keep it close to my chest." He looked plaintively at the paper. "But can we discuss this new research before you leave?"

A chuckle slipped out. "Yes." I looked at Silas. "Do you mind?"

He shook his head and sat back, listening to us as we went over these bones they were saying were not proof of dragons, but ancient creatures that existed so very long ago. It was a distraction, but I was okay with that. We now had some place to start.
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Friday, May 5th

The ride to the next address was quick, and Silas said little. The footman ushered us into the foyer. "We are here to see Ms. Antoinette Carlton?" I said with as proper a tone as I could. Internally I wanted to bounce like a little child. Magic. I was going to learn more than I had figured out. I couldn't wait.

Two people entered the room. A gorgeous woman with cascading golden hair and eyes that were the blue of the sky. She was with a man with dusky brown skin wearing an outfit that, while elegant, was not proper at all. It was mustard yellow, a long tunic that came to his knees which covered his loose white pants that had no form at all. Worst of all, he had on sandals. It was absolutely not the proper dress to wear in public, much less with a woman. But he seemed perfectly at ease.

Before I could react, Silas said something in a language I did not recognize. I looked at him, surprised in a different way. Why didn't he mention he could speak multiple languages?

"Ah, you have spent some time in my country, I see. Anne, the other one is one of yours, per Uluka. I will speak to this one, though he will need another." The man, from India I assumed, spoke looking at the woman. The familiarity made me start.

"Very well, Rohan." The woman turned to look at me, her gaze colder than I expected. "Yes? How may I help you?"

Silas was no help as he was leaving with the man, and I fumbled my wits together. "My name is Duncan Luck; my father is Earl Luck. I was provided your name as someone who can direct me to magic teachers?"

Her gaze raked me from top to bottom, and I reached up to verify my cravat was in place, feeling oddly naked. "And why should I help you?"

I stammered. How could she not help? I needed to learn more. "If the issue is money, I am willing to pay. What I have figured out so far by myself isn't enough. There are gaps. If there is an instructor I can find, I would be grateful."

Her eyebrow lifted as she inspected me. Finally, she heaved a sigh laden with exasperation. "Follow me." She turned on her heels and headed down a hall.

Taken off guard, it took me a second to start moving. I followed her, and she turned into a study, walking over to sit behind a desk. She pointed at the chair in front of it. "Sit."

Feeling awkward, but at the same time as if the secrets of the world were about to be revealed to me, I did.

"Why are you here?" Her gaze was direct and tone flat. It took me back a bit, to be honest. Where was the soft feminine attitude? The subtle flattery? I flushed, realizing I expected it, and that implied some things I did not want to think about right now.

"I was provided your name as someone who could train me, well, us, in magic." My excitement had cooled just a little as I looked at her blue eyes assessing me, and I would swear she found me wanting. Me! Son of an earl. Who was nothing much more than a tinkerer. All my self-assurance crumbled as I sat there, and I swallowed back nerves.

"Oh? And what do you think you can do?" She still looked at me as if I was an interesting specimen. It was decidedly uncomfortable to be on this side of the interaction. I had more sympathy for Emmie all of a sudden.

"Um…" I thought better of showing off, suspecting she would not be amused if I changed something of hers. "I can change things from one substance to another, sometimes. And Air will respond to my commands."

She handed me a sheet of paper and just looked at me.

I swallowed and changed it to fabric. That seemed easier at the moment than glass. With all the cotton the earl imported, I was very familiar with it.

"That means you aren't a liar, but what do you want?" She still was remote as the Alps and twice as cold. It made me babble.

"To learn. I create things and research, and this is all new. I've figured out some things, but this is amazing. The applications are endless. If this is what I've figured out, what else might there be that I don't know about? What other powers might be possible to gain?" I leaned forward as I spoke, my words tumbling over each other in an effort to make her see. I needed to learn more.

The woman, Miss Carlton, leaned back. She looked me over. "You are the son of the Earl Luck, correct?"

For the strangest reasons, I thought she already knew that for sure and more, but I simply nodded.

"You graduated from Eton and still have friends here in London from then?"

My eyebrow shot up, but I nodded. In reality there weren't that many secondary institutes of learning, so that could have just been a guess.

"This is a world of favours, Duncan." She leaned back and looked at me. "If we teach you, you will owe us favours, things we expect to be repaid."

That she used my name surprised me, and the favours thing worried me.

"Favours? Such as?" No one had ever talked to me like this, and I found myself uncertain as to how to proceed.

She waved her hand as if shooing a pesky bug. "A note taken to someone, information gathered, something created. Nothing that would break your moral standards, I assure you. Simply things someone in your position would be able to achieve easier than I would." That cool, assessing look was back. "Is that something you are willing to do?"

It made me nervous, but then people passed information all the time. For the most part, the entire upper class was involved in a constant game of one-upmanship and gossip. What she was talking about was simply part of it. And as long as I broke no laws, what difference did it make? Still.

"And if I refuse?"

Her smile was slow and could have been carved into a statue for all the warmth it had. "One or two is not an issue, but if you decide, you owe us nothing. Just remember. You aren't the only one with magic." She flicked her fingers, and suddenly my throat felt tight and I couldn't swallow. I reached up to touch my cravat and realized she changed it to hard, ungiving wood. I pulled at it, but it barely moved.

"I see," I choked out, still trying to get some relief.

"I am glad. So is that what you want? Lessons in turn for some favours down the road?" Her voice was still cool and uninvolved.

I was trying to concentrate myself. If she could do that, I could change it back, but to what? Glass would shatter and cut me. Paper? I tried to think of the structure of paper, what it was like, how it felt and moved. There had to be a more exact way to do this, but this was what worked so far. Glass was easy as it was solid, rigid, clear, thin. I knew it intimately from all the times I'd worked with it. But paper just was. I rarely thought about it.

Now I needed to. I thought hard, imagining it in my mind. A whisper of a question, my frantic agreement, and it changed from wood to paper. I ripped it away, looking at the shreds of what had once been my cravat. She had made an excellent point. If I took their training and did not pay my dues, they would extract their payments.

"I could pay money?" I suggested, though I knew it would be refused.

Her hand waved around the room. "Does it look like money is a concern of mine?"

Here was the rub. Was I willing to take the risk? The answer was in my head in an instant. I couldn't not take this risk. There were answers out there to questions I did not even know to ask.

"Very well, I agree. But I'm warning you now, I won't kill anyone for you." That idea just made my stomach twist. I wanted to learn and create things, not become a thug for hire.

She blew out an exasperated breath. "I would never waste your talents on anything so minor." For a moment, as if calculating something, she looked thoughtful. "Be here at two p.m. on Monday. You may join a class I have. It lasts three to four hours on weekdays. If you miss too many, I will assume you are no longer interested. I have no time for dilettantes."

My heart sped up. I was going to learn things.

"Thank you. I promise you won't regret it." My smile stretched across my face so much it hurt.

"We'll see. You may leave." I rose with another half bow and headed to the door. "Oh, Duncan?"

I paused and turned to look at her. She had her head tilted and eyes half closed, as if she was listening to something else. "Your brother Silas has left. Do not wait for him, as he will not be returning this way."

A spurt of worry rushed through him. "Is he okay?"

The look disappeared, and she looked at me again. "You care about a bastard half-brother?" The words were said without venom, but I still bristled.

"He is my brother, and any fault of his birth is on his father, not him. The answer is yes." I still didn't know him, but I had a brother. Of course, I was worried about him.

Something washed over her face, but I couldn't place the emotion. It was gone too quickly for me to place it. "He is negotiating training with his teacher. I am sure he will find his own way home."

I thought about that for a moment. This was a distance from the house, but I suspected Silas would regard it as an entertaining walk. Either way, with Fire he would be well able to take care of himself.

"Thank you. I will see you on Monday." I gave a final bow and showed myself out. Once out on the street, I waved down a hackney and headed home. Deep inside, I hoped I would not regret the bargain I'd made, but either way, I'd deal with it later. For now, the prospect of getting to learn more about my magic filled me full of excitement.
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Monday, May 8th

The weekend flew by with only Emmie and father's odd silent battle chewing into my excitement. There was something going on there, but when I asked, they both just looked at me like I had asked what colour the sky was. So I let it be. Silas worked, and I spent my time in my workshop.

Emmie's issues with the unwanted suitor, though if that was still a thing or not, I wasn't sure, ate at my mind. There had to be a way for women, even wives, to protect themselves. But how?

My thoughts were still spinning on that, though my mind kept drifting to my cane. By the time Monday came around, I headed out, not giving any details. Silas had just said he would be home by late dinner each night, and nothing more. I had to believe he was taking classes, but he was as closed mouth about them as everything else.

The hackney seemed to take forever to get to the residence, though I still had no idea if it was Miss Carlton's or the other persons, and I sensed it was unwise to ask. I wasn't a complete idiot when it came to interacting with people, just a partial one.

I went in the front door, and the footman greeted me.

"Mr. Luck?"

I nodded at him, trying to look confident. A spare notebook and a fountain pen were clutched in my hands. If we needed to take notes, I would be ready.

"This way, please," he said and led me to the stairs. We went up two floors to what once must have been the nursery in the attic. Now there were a series of chairs, adult sized, a table at the front, a chalkboard, and three people. They all looked up as I entered.

"The class will be held in here, sir. Please find a seat. Miss Carlton will be here shortly." With that comment, the footman left, and I stared at the people looking at me.

There was a woman, low middle class from her clothes, with sharp eyes and a wary look. Two men, both about my age, with neat suits on that had patches and handwork on them. In other words, none of them were people I would have spoken to normally outside of giving them an order.

Swallowing, unsure if this was a test, I nodded and took a seat. There were only six seats, and the woman was in the one farthest from the wall. Not wanting to make her uncomfortable, I sat next to one of the men. A smile flickered up on my face, but before I could say anything, the sharp click of shoes approaching grabbed my attention.

I sat up straight as Miss Carlton entered. She walked to the front of the room, her head all too close to the lower ceiling of the attic area. Her cold blue eyes scanned over us. The odd desire to impress her made me lift my chin. It was odd, as I rarely cared what the earl thought of me, and he was my father.

"No Leon?" she asked, her cold eyes scanning over us.

All the others just shrugged, and her eyes narrowed a bit. "Very well. This is a bit of review for the new person, and I expect all of you to introduce yourself to him at some point. One of the reasons for these classes is so mages can get to know each other." She gave us all a hard look as if expecting us to jump up and say hello immediately. After a moment of us sitting frozen, she turned to the chalkboard behind her. "All of you are mages in Order magic. This magic has four types. Air, Earth, Transform, Pattern." She wrote each of the words on the board. "Some mages have access to multiple types of magic, you are not that type. Each of you have access to three of the four, but one of them is strong. The others, while still usable, are not as powerful or will cost more to use than your primary magic."

She had turned back around to face us, and my eyes remained locked on those words written in chalk. I knew I had Air and Transform. That much had been obvious. A hunger grew in me with the ideas of all I could do, could create, with this magic. The inventions that had been just outside my reach, my understanding, might no longer be.

"We will start with Air as all of you have it at least a little. I want to stress that what I am showing you is what I know of, not the extent of what magic is. Of what your magic can do. That you will need to figure out yourself. As always my warning, be careful. Magic is a prickly creature, and what you intend and what happens are not always the same." Her cool eyes scanned over us. "Are you ready to try these?"

I lifted my hand a bit, and she nodded at me. "Mr. Luck?" Her voice and gaze were not welcoming, yet I felt no reluctance in asking a question. Garnering my confidence, I asked my question.

"How do you know these things can be done? Just experimentation?" That was my primary focus. If there were books, I wanted them.

"Some was experimenting. But there are those of us that have familiars. They are a source of much of our understanding, though their view of the world and magic is absolutely not how humans view it. Which has led to some … interesting experiences and discussions." She sounded like she was trying not to laugh as her eyes took on a distant look, obviously remembering something. "But what they have shared has provided an excellent foundation."

"Do you have a familiar? Can I get one?" the words blurted out of me, and I felt my face heat as she turned her disapproving gaze toward me.

"That is a personal question, but I will answer it, as it is commonly known among mages. No, I do not have a familiar. Though you will meet some that do. As for the second." Here her disapproving glance faded, and her brows furrowed a bit. "No one, not even the familiars, can explain how mages get a familiar, much less why. Some find it days after their magic awakens, for others it is years. So the answer is, maybe? There is nothing I know of that can improve your chances of getting one." Miss Carlton shrugged elegantly. "But it is useless to waste time hoping for one. It is not something you can buy, steal, or earn. It just is."

Her glance at me was quelling, and even though I was bursting with questions, I sat back and shut my mouth. I could ask my questions later. Now I'd see what she had to teach.

When no one else spoke for a minute, she nodded. "Then let's get to Air." She turned and wrote under the word Air four things.

	Breeze 

	Cloud Movement 

	Sound 

	False Images 




She walked over to the wall and picked up a child's pinwheel and brought it over. "Most of you should be able to move this with a thought. Miss Higkins?" Miss Carlton faced the other woman in the class, the pinwheel held out toward her. "Please make it spin."

The woman narrowed her eyes, and I thought I saw a whiff of something, but before I could focus, it was gone and the pinwheel was spinning.

"Excellent." She stopped the pinwheel with a finger and turned to the next man. "Mr. Deacon?"

He did the same thing, followed by Mr. Oland. In my mind, I figured Mr. Deacon had to be a civil servant of some sort. While Oland was so stiff he had to be a servant in an upper-class house, though where I wasn't sure.

Then she turned to me. "Mr. Luck?" I wanted to impress her, show her I was here to learn, so I focused and pushed. The question in the back of my mind was for a price higher than I expected, but I assented, not sure what the difference was. A moment later, I found out. Rather than a gentle breeze like the others had done, a roaring wind tore through the small space. It ripped the pinwheel out of her hand, pulled papers off the shelves, pulled the pins out of Miss Higkins hair, and sent most everyone's hair into complete disarray.

Miss Carlton stood there, looking like she'd walked through a windstorm with her hair pulled out, the ruffles on her shirt flipped up, and even her bustle seemed pulled out of place. She closed her eyes for a second then opened them.

"And that is one of the reasons we start with Air. While it seems simple, almost childish, it can be anything from a slight draft that barely blows out a candle to a wind strong enough to tear down buildings. There are stories of winds strong enough to split a sea in half or lift buildings off the ground. You need to practice and learn how much of a price you need to pay for the results you want."

She turned those cold eyes back on me, and I wanted to shrink away. This had absolutely been my fault.

"The price varies." I assume she saw my urge to ask the question because she gave a silent sigh. "Price, offering, sacrifice, surrender, bounty, tithe, payment, even worship, it is what you give to be able to do magic. It varies from person to person, but here is what I can tell you for sure. It has to be a part of your body. Hair is usually the easiest way to do it, but you have other options, nails, skin, blood. From what I have been told and experimented with myself, anything that is part of you when it is offered will work. However, for most people, if you remove the offering from you, it won't work."

This time I was not the only one with a confused look on my face, though her explanation had answered a lot of questions.

She tugged on a lock of hair my ill-fated burst of wind had torn loose and held it up away from her face. "If I cut this off and kept it in my pocket or even held it in my hand, most of us can't then use it for your price."

"You said most of us?" It was the man I was sure had to be a servant. He had hard eyes, and I suspected he had not always been treated well.

Another sigh, this not as silent. "Most of us. There are a few, the same few that can use magic in multiple areas. They seem to be able to use their offerings after they have been removed, if they have a familiar."

The other woman paled. "They cut off body parts?" The last part of the sentence was a squeak. I was rather disappointed I couldn't do that.

"No. This is not some penny dreadful," Miss Carlton snapped. "I was referring to cut hair, nails, even teeth that might have been lost. Now, are we ready to move on?" Her glare at us implied we had better be. "Good." With that she jumped into cloud movement, which was separate from breezes. There was a small balcony off the classroom, originally to give nursery children some fresh air. She had us stand on it and move the clouds.

It was harder than I expected, and, for the most part, rather useless. Though I realized I could also move the heavy clouds of smoke that drifted up from the factories. By the time we were done with our four hours of lessons, I was exhausted, and my hair was shorter. I would need to practice alternate offerings and grow my hair out.

She dismissed us and I headed home, my head still spinning, but there was something I was missing and I couldn't figure out what it was. It would come in time.


Eleven
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Wednesday, May 24th

Classes continued in that manner over the next two weeks. She presented the aspects to us and we practiced, though as time went by, we discussed what we were doing more. The missing Leon never appeared. I had no idea how someone could not want to learn about this. Sometimes Miss Carlton told us to come in on different days, depending on what we were going over. She had someone else show us how to use Earth, but that was one I skipped. I had no access to that magic. I had tried. Pattern interested me, and the more I paid attention, the more I realized it wasn't just a magic but a way of seeing things.

Silas was almost never at the mansion. He made appearances for dinner, and I was sure he met with father occasionally, but I was so wrapped up in my lessons that it didn't matter to me. Or at least that was my attitude. With all I was learning, who had time to focus on anything less fascinating?

After class one evening, when I was finishing up some work in my shop, there was a ring at my door about an hour before supper.

I stopped what I was doing and went over to pull open the door. One of the footmen stood there. I arched an eyebrow, but the tightness in my bowel told me what was coming.

"The earl would like to see you in his study, now, sir." Geoff, the younger footman, had no expression on his face, and I wondered how long it took them to be absolutely bland. It was a skill I really needed to learn.

"Of course." I took a moment to shut off the lamps and followed him in. For a change, Silas was there, coming down the stairs as I came in. He looked tired, but I saw the same light of excitement in his eyes that I felt in my being. But now wasn't the time to talk about it. But I needed him to get into society, and if I was going to be more than a hermit in my lab, I needed to go out a bit more as well.

"Tomorrow afternoon. Are you free?" I asked. There had been some invitations in the mail, and there was no reason not to leverage one of them.

He arched a brow. "Actually yes. My … my plans changed."

I understood his reluctance to talk about his plans. There was little we could talk about in the house, but I so badly wanted to talk to someone. My fellow students vanished the second class was over. I didn't even know their first names. And besides, they would not understand my life.

Do I understand my life?

That question got shoved away, and I asked the other question. "Good. There is a party tomorrow. I'd like you to come with me."

He arched a brow but shrugged. There was no time for anything else. I nodded at him as the footman ushered us into the study. Father was at his desk, closing a red ledger. He looked at us with cold eyes, and I froze. Silas didn't. He walked to the far chair and sat down, crossing his legs. Normally, you waited until he told you to sit. Silas didn't.

The narrowed eyes implied Father was not pleased, but did I care? I reminded myself I was a mage and followed my half-brother's example and took a seat. The Earl of Luck examined both of us with narrowed eyes. Then set them upon me.

"I see you're managing to grow a spine, but you still have done nothing with your life. How are you going to manage the estate if you don't step up?" Earl Jontan Luck's voice was flat and hard as he watched me.

I wanted to bristle, but I pushed it down. Ever since Silas pointed out he was purposefully trying to rile me up, I'd been paying more attention. What I found interesting was Emmie was the one that seemed to infuriate him the most, but he wasn't striking out at her right now. Whatever had happened to them seemed to have them both in an odd stalemate.

"I would be more than willing to learn, but every time I have asked, you have brushed me off," I said, keeping my voice mild.

The earl arched his brow at me. "Oh? I recall when I asked, you had a myriad of excuses." He raised the pitch in voice slightly, parroting me. "You know how the country makes me sneeze. Farming is boring and is best left to farmers. Why would I care about the quality of cotton? What matter is it if the mill had a loom break, just fix it."

I felt my face heat. Those were things I had said. Maybe not in the context he repeated it, but I could not deny it. Wishing I could take back my own comments, I cleared my throat. "I was younger and foolish when I said those. I am more than willing to learn and attend any trips with you." The words came out haltingly. Travelling with my father was gruelling and quite possibly one of the last things I wanted to do. But there was a kernel of truth in what he said and thought. I had been avoiding learning about what it took to be an earl. Compared to the advances in science and figuring out how to create things, it seemed boring and unimportant.

He sneered at me. "I see. Amazing how fast you can grow up when I threaten to take away the luxuries you have never earned." Jontan leaned back, his eyes flicking back and forth between Silas and me. "Go. I will consider it. Though I am not sure you are worth saving, I have some ideas." He waved his hand, dismissing me. Embarrassed again at being treated like a servant, I left after exchanging a quick glance with Silas.

I found myself in the hallway trying to decide what to do. While we had an estate house in the country, it had been rented out to someone else for as long as I could remember. What brought in money were four crofter farms with tenants on them. Most of our money came from importing cotton and weaving it into cloth. I knew that much, but not much else. The biggest issue was if I was disinherited, I had no skills that were instantly employable. I needed to get into his good graces. But how? Or was there another option of something that he might approve of?

I walked out of the house and back to the laboratory. There was a viable option. I knew there had to be one. I just needed to design something important enough that the patent was lucrative or it impressed him. And with magic, I could do things that, while others could replicate, creating them would cost much more. My excitement faded. A patent only worked if others could license it to replicate it.

Closing the door behind me, I stared at my bench in the fading light of the day. All my ideas. I needed to experience the world more to come up with more options for inventions. And I needed to use my magic more.

I sat down on the ground with five things laid out in front of me. A glass beaker, a piece of kindling, metal tongs, a small snuffbox, and a pile of table scraps. Miss Carlton had discussed transformation but admitted it was not one of her strong areas. She was strong in Pattern, and had weaker talents in Air and Transformation.

One of the things that had stuck with me was a sentence. "The better you understand what you have and what you want to change it into, the easier it is." Her example had been changing a shaving of wood to paper. It had taken a tiny offering, even with her low skills, but the wood changed to paper with no hesitation. "Paper is made from wood, so the change is easier, but changing other things seems to be all but impossible."

After that, her only suggestion had been to practice and learn. From what information she was hearing, the more closely related the items were, the less it would cost, but some people, the very strong ones, could do things she couldn't no matter what her offering.

All of that mixed together in my mind. There had been an article or two that some people in the scientific communities were laughing at, but it involved structures at a level so small that we had no way to see them. But if that was correct, maybe it was the act of moving those tiny structures into other patterns that mattered.

I stared at the items and muttered to myself. "I need to find objects that are made from similar components at a very basic level and then try to transform one to another." All of a sudden, knowing how fabric and glass and all the other things we used on a daily basis were made seemed more important than ever. An idea struck me, and I separated out the table scraps with my handkerchief. I laid out the animal parts on one side, while I piled the plant parts up next to them.

Taking a deep breath and thinking of parchment, high quality, lamb skin parchment, I focused on the animal parts. They weren't lamb, I didn't think; but they should have the same essence. It took a moment, and I felt the question. With a spurt of joy, I agreed and the table scraps changed into a lumpy mess of parchment.

With a grin, I picked it up and looked at it. It was uneven, stained, thick in some parts, thin in others, but it was parchment. It felt like another world had opened to me, and I looked back at the table of experiments. Now that I knew this, I might be able to create the ideas in my head. Like a portable lamp from a battery.

With my mind burning with ideas, only the back of my mind kept replaying the odd look that the earl had given Silas. There was something going on, though I still didn't know what. At least Silas seemed happy, and I'd have an opportunity to talk to him tomorrow. There was a party to go to. But after that, I needed to find Renford and get even more scientific journals. The answer was there somewhere. I knew it.

My mind drifted to Miss Carlton, and I smiled, thinking about her. She was smart and confident, something I needed to work on. If I wanted my father to respect me and to have a chance at being a decent earl, I needed to be someone others could respect. If I was one of the best mages out there, that might be a way to create the respect I needed.


Twelve
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Thursday, May 25th

Silas worked the next morning while I did my homework for class. Today was another Earth day, something I could not use at all so I was going to experiment with my Transform skills until then. Once he got home, we could change and head out. Renford said he would attend and a friend, Freddie Morgan, might also be there. I hadn't spoken with Freddie in ages and was looking forward to it. He always had his finger on the pulse of new breakthroughs. And besides, the party did not start until three, and you were never there right on time. That hinted of desperation.

I glimpsed Emmie in the morning, but she just nodded at me as she headed out and I had no time to talk with her. I did note she had on one of her nicer dresses, one that only made her look exhausted rather than sick. If I ever wanted to know what else I could do, if anything, to help with the marriage situation, I needed to corner her and find out what happened. The only thing father had mentioned was the arrangement was off. Nothing more, which told me nothing.

For all my fighting and experimenting with transformation, I could not go past what I had figured out. Hopefully, the next few classes would address some of my blocks, but I wasn't sure. We had focused on Air until I was bored to tears. It was interesting, but while flying might be cool, the amount of offering it would take for even a brief trip was enough to make it so I couldn't do anything for months. As it was, I was double checking every offering, as my hair had become uncomfortably short. Normally I kept my nails very short, which meant I was getting low on easy offerings. Though something she had said was still not coalescing in my mind about other options. Too many other ideas bounced around in my mind for me to pull it out.

I stood waiting in the hall at three, when Silas returned. My cane today was an ivory handle on dark wood that matched my dark suit and cream shirt. While I wasn't the height of fashion, at least I looked presentable.

"Hurry, go put on the suit that is lying on your bed. The hackney will be here shortly." While we wouldn't be late, I felt a bit stifled with the atmosphere in this house, an atmosphere I still didn't understand. It was part of the reason I spent so much time in my workshop. It made life easier to avoid the tension, though I knew it also meant I had abandoned my sister. Guilt traced through me at that thought. I needed to figure out something to help there.

Silas cast me a humouring glance as he headed to his room. At least I had faith he would not take long to get ready. And sure enough, ten minutes later, face washed and hair combed with his hair tied back in a low tail, he moved down the stairs. He looked at ease in the clothes, and I realized his accent had faded over the last few weeks.

Before I could chase that thought down, my eyes snagged on the pocket watch he held in his hand. I froze. "Did the earl give that to you?"

He stilled and looked at me, a wary look in his eyes. "Yes. Yesterday. Does it mean something?"

I rummaged through my feelings, unsure of how I felt. Upset? No, that wasn't the right word. More like curious and confused. Perplexed. Yes, that might be it. I was in a perplexed state of mind.

"Duncan?"

I blinked, realizing I'd distracted myself with finding the right words. Words that really didn't matter. I gave myself a mental shake to get rid of the cobwebby emotions clinging to my brain. It was a waste of time and energy. "I have no idea what that means, but it was my grandfather's watch. I only met him a few times, but the chain and cover are distinctive."

Silas looked back down at it, and my eyes and memories combined with that watch. It wasn't gold or silver the way most watches were, but a strange brown colour closer to aged bronze. On the outside of the cover was the Luck coat of arms. But what had amused and attracted me so much to it as a boy was the chain. Rather than simple links of looped metal, it was repeating links of luck symbols. A horseshoe, four-leaf clover, acorn, key, and over and over again. In all my time at Eton or various parties, I'd never seen anything like it.

"I see," he said slowly and reached down to unhook it. "Here, this should be yours."

Without thinking, I held up my hands. "No. He gave it to you. It is yours. It fits you." I meant the words even as the whisper of thought went through my head, providing evidence why I would never be enough for my father. The accident at Eton that left me with this limp had finalized his distaste for me. And when I compared myself to Silas, I could see why. He took after the earl in build and the way he moved. I suspected I took after Angeline, with a slim body and finer features. A wisp of bitter amusement flashed through me as I realized if Emmie and I had switched builds, everyone might be happier.

He gave me a long, searching look and then nodded, slipping it back in its pocket. "Then we should head out."

"Yes," I agreed with a grin and headed to the front door. The hackney was pulling up as we stepped out. I let Silas get in first, as pulling myself up with my bum leg was always ungainly.

He looked like he was about to help me, but I did it smoothly enough. I needed to force myself to walk more, no matter how much it hurt in the evenings. Once situated, I gave the address to the driver; and with a jolt and waft of horse urine, we headed out.

"Where are we going, exactly? And why?" Silas asked, his eyes on me, his hand fiddling with the watch.

"An afternoon tea. You are 'unofficially' crashing it," I said with a smile. "I have an invitation, but I doubt they think I would really come."

He stiffened a bit. "Crashing? Isn't that … frowned upon?"

"Not in this case. A group of ladies are having a social tea. It is well known that bachelors are encouraged to stop by, bringing any eligible friends they might have. You will be a favourite. Just smile and be charming." I knew Silas would be a hit. I, as always, would only get the ones hungry for money and a title. Being damaged always lowered your value to society. They would flock to Silas. It explained why I liked magic so much. Who I am doesn't matter when I use that. My leg, my rank, my distractions. All that mattered was I could use magic.

"Ah. And how will I be introduced? Your bastard brother?" He asked with an amused smile, his tone absent of bitterness. Instead, there was mild curiosity.

"I am just going to introduce you as Silas Luck," I said, showing him the card I had made. "If people ask, you just smile and shrug. They can make what assumptions they want. At some point Father will be asked about who you are. At that point, it is on him. But he has moved you into the household, giving you as much legitimacy as anyone could ask."

"I see." He said little else, and while I wanted to babble about everything I was learning, he seemed distracted. Probably my fault, as I was the one who revealed the history of the watch. I let it go; it wasn't that long of a trip anyhow.

We pulled up in front of the house, and I let Silas disembark first. It was just easier. Once I managed to get down, I paid the driver and waved to the steps. "Well, go on. It is hard to go to a party if we don't enter the house." He hesitated, looking up at the front door. It was the first time I'd seen him be unsure about anything.

I moved past Silas and knocked on the door. The footman opened it almost immediately. I doubted he had moved from that spot in well over an hour. From the noise inside, I could tell many of the other gentlemen had arrived.

"Sir?" the footman said, holding out a silver platter. This much I had thought through, and I dropped two cards on the platter. One was Duncan Luck, the other Silas Luck. He had as much right to the name as I did. I felt his gaze on me as the footman announced us. Not that you could really hear his words over the general chatter. I moved in, introducing Silas to a few people, and the women were already noticing him and talking in quick hushed whispers.

I turned and spied Freddie in a corner and was about to head that way, when I saw Emmie in the corner of the room, hidden at a small table. At last, a chance to talk to her without servants being around, though I needed to remember the women would gossip just as much. It took energy to make my way through the crush to her, and if I didn't know better, I'd have thought she was avoiding me as she faded backward. Once I caught up with her, I realized she'd created a more private area for us to talk, though more than one or two people's eyes followed us. While Silas might be an unknown, everyone knew Emmie and I were siblings, so few tongues would find anything to wag about this.

I started speaking as soon as I got next to her. "Emmie, I've been worried about you. You've made yourself scarce since the ball. Father refuses to talk about it. Are you really okay?" The stilted dinner conversations or glimpses of her told me nothing. And I still hadn't found out what happened with Smythe.

She gave me a polite smile, the one I recognized from most of the women. Where they didn't want to hurt my feelings, but yet I wasn't the one they were interested in talking to. Emmie had never worn it before, and it hurt like a knife into my flesh. Had I failed her that badly? My mind and heart answered in a hard yes, but I couldn't see anything I could do.

The polite smile stayed on her face, meaningless and insincere. "The earl and I have a disagreement and I thought it best to not interact with him."

My mouth went dry at her bland words. What was she hiding that she couldn't tell me? What type of disagreement? "It was that count, wasn't it? I heard something happened at the ball, but I assumed you were uninjured?"

If something had happened to her, I'd kill them all. Starting with my father. But if I cared that much, why had I not done more? What should I do?

Something flickered across her face. "I was not harmed, no. However, I will not marry the count. Ever." There was a hard bitterness to her voice I wasn't sure I'd ever heard before.

"So you are going to Cousin Arnold's? You can't do that. You know how they'll treat you." My voice was panicked and had gone up an octave. Going to work for them would make her into a shadow of the woman I knew. How could I stop that?

Her face tightened as she looked at me with hard eyes. "And you would rather I become an abused wife? With no rights, unable to protest what my husband does to me? Believe me, brother mine, if I entered into wedlock with that creature, I would be dead in a year." Her rage lashed at me, and I stumbled back a step, wondering where it came from.

"I wouldn't let that happen to you, Emmie," I protested, but even I could hear how weak the words were.

"I heard no protest that day in the study. And what would you do, Duncan?" The amount of disdain in her voice stripped me bare and made me feel like less of a man than my lame leg ever had. The realization of how badly I had failed her ripped across me.

"I… I…," my voice failed me, and I leaned heavy on my cane. She had no faith in me and worst of all, I could not blame her. "Things have changed for me and Silas. We need to talk to you at home. Father always eats at the club on Friday. Come to dinner. We need to talk to you."

Her cool, assessing gaze was miles away from the timid woman I'd grown up with. What had happened? But she agreed. Then turned her attention to Silas, her gaze still sharp and seeing too much.

"Go. You have ladies waiting for your attentions. I assume you are not introducing Silas as your brother?"

With a flair of manners I was unaware he had; Silas brushed a kiss across the knuckles of her hand.

"His poor relation Silas Luck, milady. I am delighted to meet you."

Emmie laughed, and I relaxed a tiny amount. "Good to know. Now go before they get curious. I will see you at dinner tomorrow." With that comment, she faded into the background and others came and pulled my attention away, but the worry didn't leave me. There had to be some way I could help her. Why would father do this to her? We just needed the chance to talk about it.


Thirteen
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Friday, May 26th

Renford had not made it to the party, and I'd only had a few minutes to talk to Freddie. Frederick Morgan worked in the War Office and was bored to tears with the job. He mentioned something about a group working behind the scenes to get information on some of the threats to the Crown, but before we could talk more, various women pulled him away. Freddie was in his early thirties, heir to a title, and still single. Most of the women thought he would make an excellent husband.

I had my doubts about his suitability as a husband, but then I wasn't a woman. Silas found me as Freddie was dragged away, indicating his desire to leave. The slightly panicked look on his face, and the stares of the girls after him, gave me more enjoyment than was probably polite. I used my leg as an excuse to leave. My attendance had only caused conflict, but at least Silas had some interaction and could see the issues with society, for good and bad.

He was blending in better than I ever had. It made the overlooking worth it, though I was still worried about Emmie. We left before it got too late and headed home, our discussion nothing major, and I was more wrapped up in an idea I had, about using elemental magic to trigger devices, to talk much.

It was normal for the earl to eat at the club on Friday evenings, so I didn't worry about our dinner with Emmie being stifled with the earl's presence, though I was looking forward to talking with her. I spent Friday morning researching and then, in class, I made a concerted effort to learn more about the two other men in my class. I could sense Miss Carlton watching me with amusement, but the best way for me to learn was to learn from everyone. Class had given me more to think about than magic, and I stopped to get a few papers on the way back. Lucky for me, the coachman was willing to jump down and grab them for me, otherwise by the time I got home my leg would have been a throbbing mass of pain.

I read through the articles. There were more rumours about Albert and Victoria and their magic, which seemed more probable now that I knew about magic. Otherwise, the only thing that jumped out at me was an Irish group called the Fenians. But they were talking about overthrowing the Crown, which would take a lot more than a few people. It seemed ridiculous to me. They would need thousands of people to make a difference. With a disgusted sigh, I binned the papers and rested until dinner. I at least was planning on telling Emmie about magic. Maybe it would give us an option to find her a better place. Though until I knew what was going on, I had no idea what those options might be.

I seated myself at the table at dinner time. While it was polite to wait until Emmie came in, my leg was protesting enough to make it unwise. If it hadn't been my sister, I would have suffered. But since it was her, I'd sit. Silas walked in a moment later, and I asked him how his day had gone. Before he could answer, Emmie swept into the dining room.

"Duncan, Silas, it is nice to see you. Shall we sit? I am ready for supper." She smiled at us, but it was the empty smile that screamed she didn't trust us, and I knew that was my fault.

Silas moved to pull out the chair for her, then let her sit. Silas sat next to her, while I sat across, watching her.

The first course came, and I looked at it curiously. It was always fish soup for the first course. The earl said it was good for his constitution, but this time there was a red soup in front of me.

"No fish soup?" I tried not to whine, but I had enough shocks in my life. I thought I could depend on dinner being consistent.

"Not today," Emmie said with a look, daring me to argue.

I wasn't that stupid. "Good. Rather tired of that particular dish."

We ate and talked about clothes and the party we had seen each other at. I mentioned talking to Renford, and I had hoped to see him at the party, but he had not attended. All the time I kept glancing at Silas to see if he supported my idea, but I hadn't had time to talk to her. Oh well, it was only me on the line.

I finished dinner and set my utensils down, knowing the staff would be slower to come back and clean up.

"I've been meaning to talk to you, Emmie. Something has changed. I've changed. I'm not sure if it will help you at all, but do you remember that explosion? Oh, almost a month ago?" I fiddled with my fork as I asked the question.

She nodded slowly. "Yes. It was rather large. Rattled the house, I believe. But you were uninjured, I thought." Her eyes scanned over me, but then came back up to my face with a sharp look.

"I am fine, but I umm, when it exploded, I panicked and something happened. I transformed everything that flew at me, turning it all into paper shards. It seems I'm a mage. My teacher says my magic is Order magic. And my best strength is Transform." My excitement at all of this flushed through me. She just had to understand. "There are so many things I can do now. The little fiddly bits that were never right or the wrong material in my experiments. I can make them the right material. I'm leaning a lot on my school textbooks, but I think I know why alchemy was so popular. My skills would be perfect for that."

She sat there bone stiff, hands under the table. Slowly, as if granite was moving, she moved her head to look at Silas. "And you?"

I fought not to say anything. It wasn't my story. Silas gave her a long look, and I worried he was going to be mad I told her about my magic. But she was Emmie. She'd do nothing to put us in danger. To my delight, Silas responded. I had not broached that I was going to share our status with her. But I would not force him to share.

"Aye. I'm a magician as well. I got jumped headed back from an interview. They thought I was a fancy nob, slumming it down there. Was barely holding my own when someone hit me on the back of the head and the world went a bit crazy. As I hit my knees, I felt something happen. I'm not sure there are words for it, but when I stood up, t'were like my anger manifested into fire. Both my fists were on fire. They ran. I was fine. Duncan dragged me to the person teaching him, and I was told I was a Chaos mage." He shrugged as if what he had said was of no importance, and I wanted to roll my eyes. We are mages. How much more important could anything be?

Emmie looked actively happy for us and I felt a bit of stress disappear. "That is incredible. What are you planning on doing?"

I grinned so wide my face ached. "With my magic, I think now I can make devices that will do things that weren't possible before. I've already finished two of them, and I'll file the patents once I finish running my tests. After that, there is always the possibility of a company picking it up and paying me for them. I'm trying to figure out other needs out there that I can design the solution to. Then there is the war office. They have a few requests for designs out there that I think I can address, especially now, if I can update them so they can work off of batteries. Talking to Freddie for a minute, I have some ideas that they might be interested in. I might not be the type of man father wants, but if I can get hired by the government, it would give me options that not even the sons of dukes might have." My excitement bubbled up through me as I spoke.

Emmie nodded at my comments and looked at Silas. "Silas? You said Fire. Is there anything else?"

Silas looked at her for a long time before he answered. "It seems like I can control Fire, Water, and something called Entropy. I'm studying a lot of books, but some of the words are so big I need a dictionary to figure out what they are saying. But right now, I at least enjoy the elements. They make sense." A sudden grin of joy crossed Silas's face. "Look." He gestured at the wine and a twisting column rose out of the glass, not a drop splashing outside.

Relief coursed through me as he engaged with her. "I can almost do the same, but with Air. Watch." A breeze rippled through the room and snuffed out all the candles. "Oops," I said, feeling stupid. Air still wasn't the easiest to control.

Silas laughed, and the candles relit, bringing light back to the room.

Emmie sat there looking at the two of us, and I'd swear she was considering something, but instead she turned to Silas. "What do you think you will do, Silas? You know the earl is expecting something from you."

He shrugged, seeming unconcerned. "At this point, I don't know. But my teacher said the government might be interested in me. Right now, I'm working at the East India Club. While Duncan is tutoring me in merging with the nobility." His eyes darted to me. "I am getting better."

Emmie nodded, a thoughtful look on her face. One I really didn't recognize. When had my sister changed? "You are. I almost didn't recognize you the other day. In no time, you will be able to choose who people want to see."

I looked at Silas as that comment made no sense, but he focused on Emmie and nodded, seemingly in agreement.

After that she only talked about the party. And even when I asked about the earl, she simply shrugged and said they were having a difference of opinion and that I shouldn't worry about it. She said that she was not marrying the man Smythe, which made me feel better, though it left me confused. With nothing else to ask, I sprang into my inventions and babbled, probably too long, while Silas just watched us with an amused air.

She headed to bed, as did Silas. He had work the next morning. I sat in the parlour for a long time. I needed to find my own way and, as much as I wanted to sit and play with magic and my inventions, it wasn't the best option. My very being rebelled at that, but I needed something that would allow me to be productive. Yes, I had a few patents, but you didn't make money off of those unless someone bought them, and who would buy my crazy inventions? While I had not lied to her, I might have exaggerated the interest of the War Office. I was sure they would be interested, if I could get my creations in front of them.

That left me with two options. Figure out a way to create or buy a business that would pair well with the mills or risk my father disowning me. One at least might be an interesting intellectual challenge. The other, well. Silas might know how to be poor, I didn't, and it sounded unpleasant. The best bet was to keep looking for something that would prove to father I wasn't worthless.

Now if I could convince myself that there was something out there and I could do it.
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Monday, May 29th

The next Monday at class, I thought hard about where I was and why. Regardless of birth, these people were my peers. And if I ended up being disowned, maybe I should get to know people instead of assuming things. Everyone had their own specialty they were good at, and I could learn from them as well.

While I was better at transformation than anybody, including Miss Carlton, Mr. Oland could make the Earth obey his every command, though his range was limited. He had already talked about trying to get a job as a tenant on a farm as he could make things grow and knew what fertilizer a plant needed by just looking at it. While Miss Higkins, the only female in our class, could understand and create patterns that were too complex for me. I had brought in one of my maths books for her to look at, as I suspected it would just make sense to her. And while I seemed to understand the formulas in there better than I ever had, I had also spent four years learning how to understand them. It would be an interesting experiment.

That left Mr. Deacon. I still had no read on the man, but at the back of my mind I knew he was worried about something.

At one p.m. exactly, Miss Carlton walked in with Miss Higkins. She went to sit at her desk while Miss Carlton moved to the front of the room as normal with a bunch of smallish boxes, which she set on the floor.

"We will be going over Pattern today. This is one of my strengths, so the examples will be intricate." She grinned as she spoke, and it was the first bit of joy I'd really seen in the woman. Most of the time, she was so formal that it hurt to watch her.

We all settled in, ready to learn or at least I was. I would give the book to Miss Higkins after class. It was one she could keep if she would like. Old math textbooks were not the type that I used for reference.

"Pattern is both a magic skill and a way of thinking. Most people who are gifted with pattern will find seeing the underlying logic to things much easier. But here is where a pattern mage really excels." She picked up a box from the floor and carefully dumped out a bunch of small wooden pieces onto her table.

I stared at them, confused as to what the jumble of shapes was before I realized they were pieces of a wood puzzle. You could purchase these puzzles at shops in various levels of complexity. From the size and number, this was a complex one. She smiled almost to herself and flicked her fingers. As if pulled by magnets, the pieces reassembled themselves into an intricate wooden box.

"If you are strong in this skill, you will understand how things fit together and if it is disassembled, you can reassemble it. How well you know what the pattern is seems to determine the price to be paid. I have done this puzzle multiple times, so the price is negligible."

It took effort to keep my jaw from dropping. I could reassemble! What about assembling objects in the first place? Miss Carlton seemed to have read my mind.

"If you have not done it before, it works differently, but also doesn't require a price." Miss Carlton picked up another box and dumped it on the table. "This is a new puzzle. I have not done it before."

She bent over the table staring at it, looking at the pieces, then her hands moved, grabbing each piece unerringly and snapping it in place. I had seen puzzles like this. Even if you enjoyed putting them together, they would take hours to figure out. The pieces were very similar and sometimes one piece could go in multiple places. Miss Carlton put the entire thing together in less than eight minutes. I timed her.

A smile creased her face as she straightened, then faded as she stood. "There are other things you can do, like having patterns replicate." This time she pulled out a series of small blocks, in five colours: orange, red, green, blue, and yellow. She must have had a few dozen of them. She created a simple pattern line of red, yellow, green, red, yellow, green. Then she glanced at the rest of the blocks and they moved to repeat the line, pulled as if by magnets.

My mind just might have exploded at that point, and it took an effort to follow what she was saying. "We are going to practice these and see how you can leverage it, but I want to show you one more thing, the one thing only pattern mages can do. Your strength and the amount you are willing to offer is what determines your ability."

These words pulled my full attention back to what she was saying. Sarah stood up and walked forward. To my surprise, she pulled back her sleeve and revealed a bandage wrapped around her arm.

"I snagged it on the loom this morning. Cut it something fierce." She had a soft voice, but there was strength there that made it impossible to dismiss her.

Indeed, there was blood seeping through the fabric as she unwrapped it. It was long and deep across her inner left forearm. From the faded scars on her arms, this seemed to be a wound that she had gotten multiple times. Which confused me. If you had something that would cause issues, didn't you fix it or change it?

"This is one of those skills where the more knowledge you have, the better it works, and my knowledge of the human body is not as complete as I would like." As she spoke, Miss Carlton took Sarah's arm, peered at the wound, then, with furrowed brow, she ran her finger along the wound, and it turned red. Then you could almost see the skin growing together. Healing.

"We can heal?" The crack in my voice might have been embarrassing if everyone else wasn't looking just as stunned.

Miss Carlton nodded to Miss Higkins, who went back to her chair, a wondering look on her face. For her part, Miss Carlton sank into the chair, looking tired.

"The answer is yes. One mage I met in India was trained in medicine from the Royal College. He said it let him do amazing things, but when a young man tried to do the same thing on a friend that had been savaged by a tiger, the damage he did killed his friend. It is very easy to cause almost as much damage with that ability as help. It is one I want you to be aware of, but my advice is that if you truly want to do more than repair simple cuts, you need to study as much as you can." She nodded at Sarah, who still looked at her arm with an expression of wonder.

My mind went back to what I had been figuring out—with understanding how items were created and what you could change into what—and realized it must be the same with healing. The more you knew about how it worked, the better you could be at it.

"I have various puzzles for you to play with, but after that, you will need to figure out where your strengths lay." She looked oddly tired, and I wondered how hard healing was. But rather than ask, I went over and grabbed one of the boxes she indicated.

"Miss Higkins," I said, holding up the box and the book I had brought with me. "Would you like to work on this with me? Also, I thought you might like to look at this." I handed her the book.

She quit looking at her arm and opened the book with an expression of wonder. "Oh, this is what you were talking about." Her fingers traced the page as I dumped out the pieces on her small desk.

I knew she could read, but I was unsure how much she would understand. Maths used words in strange ways sometimes. But to my amusement, her eyes sparkled as she read and flipped the page.

"This makes so much sense now. I wonder," she murmured, mostly talking to herself. I looked up to see her eyes blinking as she thought. "Ah, I could do that." She glanced up at me and smiled. "Thank you, sir. This magic might let me create new patterns. That would ensure I get my own loom. If I can make new patterns, the owners might raise my pay. New patterns are always in demand."

From things mentioned in class, she had taken a pay cut to come to these classes for three weeks and was working early in the morning and late in the evening to make up for it. The circles under her eyes definitely attested to that, but I also knew from discussions with the earl how much new patterns were valued. Hopefully, understanding more math would get her a raise.

"That would be great. Or maybe you can make your own weavings?" I suggested.

She shook her head and laughed at me. "Do you know how expensive those machines are? It would take me a lifetime of working to afford one. And to do the level of production I would have to do to make enough to live off of." An expression of sadness flickered over her face, then she shrugged. "But this is still wonderful." She had set the book aside and her fingers, like mine, flew across the wooden pieces, putting them in order as we talked.

The way it would go together just made sense, and that intrigued me. I would need to buy more of these and see how the skill worked. There were intriguing possibilities with this skill, but only if I could do more experiments.

"What else can you see?" I was curious. My strongest talent was Transformation, and I wondered what someone really strong in this talent could do or see.

The puzzle was almost together as she hummed lightly. "They are right about the patterns in the sky. Even the way the birds move, it is all in patterns. My head is full of ways to make things in the weft and warp of the loom. I hope the factory manager will let me." She didn't look at me as she spoke, her hands moving without her seeming to pay attention.

Something shot through me. "Who do you work for?"

"LME Cloth over on the other side of the Thames."

A smile spread across my face as I realized that was one of the Luck mills, and the start of an idea filtered through my mind. Maybe with this I could make my father at least semi proud and make Sarah's life better. We would have to see. But it felt like I'd at least made a connection. The rest of the class time was spent learning to use our magic to do what our fingers could do in less time than it took for us to visualize what we needed to be done.

The possibilities of what I could do with a loom stole my breath away. If it worked, surely Father would be proud.
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Thursday, June 1st

Iheaded into another Pattern training session. The question was: how much more could she teach us? It turned out Miss Carlton had one more thing to show us. It was an odd trick, and I still wasn't sure how useful it was.

"This is the epitome of Order," she said, looking at us. "And I don't understand why it works this way, but there may be use in it somewhere." She had come in with various bags this time. None of them were bigger than what you might put a snack of roasted chestnuts in.

She dumped them out on her desk, creating various piles of items. There was a pile of coins on the far left, a bunch of snippets of thread in the middle, and to the right, she poured out a pile of beads. The beads were round and threatened to escape until she twisted a towel around them to stop them from rolling off the desk.

"You have the ability to sort things and the order you can sort them in is up to what you know about what you have in front of you." Her right hand pointed to the coins first. "Money. These are farthings, halfpennies, pence, thruppence, sixpence, even a shilling."

There was less than a pound on the table, but I knew that for some of them, that might be more than they made in a week.

"We all know what the monetary value of each of these is." She waved her hand at the pile. I had the definite impression the gestures were for our benefit, not hers. With the wave, the coins moved from smallest to largest value.

"Simple and maybe a waste of offering. But," she said, looking at the table, "It isn't all you can do. Order by size." They moved again, going by the size of the coin from smallest to biggest. "Order by year minted." They moved again, and I choked.

The smallest coins had no dates on them. And I doubted she knew the ages, but yet they had still moved and arranged themselves.

"Same thing here," she said, pointing at the thread. "Length." In a moment, they had moved now in order from shortest to longest. "Thread weight." Again they moved. "Now here is something really interesting." Again, she almost had a smile on her face with the joy of using her magic. "Order by cotton, linen, wool, silk." They moved. I could hear the sudden intake of breath at what that implied.

"You can do it by weight, colour, or other means." She showed us by sorting the beads, the threads, and the coins with different criteria. "This also means you can use it to find the real things out of glass." Glancing at the beads, she said, "Gems to the left, glass to the right." They obeyed, leaving four small pieces on the left, the rest to the right.

I felt my mind vibrating. There was so much you could do with this, but the problem was offering and quantity. With a bit of trepidation, I lifted my hand, feeling vaguely ridiculous.

"Yes, Mr. Luck?" She didn't sound too exasperated or annoyed so I plunged ahead.

"Can you use it to filter out things? Like you have a pile of gravel and you tell all the gold to go to one side."

She tilted her head, eyes blinking as she processed my question. "I would like to think so, but let's verify." She swept everything into one box, then stared at it. "All gems move to the top left." Because she was looking at the box, I couldn't see anything, but a minute later she reached down and lifted out four gems. "It looks like the answer is yes. That would be an excellent use of Pattern magic."

My mind all but exploded, and I could tell Miss Higkins was about as bursting. Mr. Oland looked almost bored and, as always, Mr. Deacon was unreadable. The rest of the time there disappeared as we played with these skills. By the time class was over, my hair was two inches shorter, but it was worth it. I headed over to talk to Miss Higkins as I'd been mulling over an idea, and I wanted to get her input, but Mr. Deacon moved over, intercepting me the moment Miss Carlton left the room.

Normally, we all left in the next ten minutes as jobs, and life, rarely gave you much time to dawdle. But today all of us were excited. Yet of all the students, Mr. Deacon never asked questions and did the absolute smallest possible to ensure he understood how to perform what spell we were learning that day. Yet here he was.

"Mr. Luck. Duncan, I believe it is?" His voice was low and even in the relatively quiet classroom, I had to concentrate to hear it.

Taken aback a bit by the familiarity, I nodded. "It is. Mr. Deacon." My tone might have been repressive, but that level of familiarity when we had not even been properly introduced was unexpected.

The man seemed oblivious to my disapproval and glanced around the room and the other students. "Don't you find this odd?" he asked with a glance at the various people in the room.

I frowned at him, my mind pulled from the ideas I had and trying to figure out what he was talking about. "Odd?"

"Sure. A factory worker, a gent like you, a woman like her, even a servant." He nodded at each person he mentioned. "Then she keeps us all isolated like this, mixing the classes as it were. And she goes to all these important people's houses. I heard her talking one time, dropping the name of the prime minister. Then she even showed up at the War Office once and acted like she had a right to be there."

"War Office?" I must have looked like an absolute fool, but my mind was not tracking what he was talking about.

"It's where I work, see. And she came sailing in. If she is talking to all these people and no one notices her, what if she's selling information to the French, or more is involved in that mess in the Americas? It just ain't proper." Mr. Deacon had a repressive expression on his face.

"Oh." I looked around and he was not wrong. It was an unusual group to teach together. But then, magic didn't seem to have any respect for social classes. I glanced at him. What was he talking about? Surely he didn't think that Miss Carlton was a spy of some sort? She was a lady and would never do that sort of thing.

"Mark my words, she'll ask us to keep our eyes and ears open for anything going on, and there'll be some sort of party where we can meet other magic users." His voice was still low, but had taken on a darker tone, one I'd heard the earl use when fighting with payments to the Crown.

"Why?" I had become a single syllable person, but his comments were creating a pattern I didn't like. It cast doubt on everything, and right now I just wanted to focus on what I could create, not the rest of the world.

"How better to undermine the government than create an entire network of people indebted to you? Willing to assist you, and the only thing they have in common is that they have powers. Powers you taught them to use. She's a spider pulling strings, and we are all caught in her web." He gave me a tight smile. "After all, do you think the rest of us could have afforded this?"

That finally shook me out of my bewilderment. "Really, Mr. Deacon, this isn't a penny dreadful novel. She is getting paid to teach us. And it is a good thing that magic isn't as class-based as the rest of us. There are such things as philanthropists, after all."

"Yes, she is, isn't she? I, at least, am paying her in favours. Now ask yourself, what favours could she want from someone that works in the War Office? How could information from the War Office help the Irish or the French?" With those last words, he turned and walked away from me.

Why would he think that? Why would a woman want to get involved in messy politics? Much less be something as sensational as a spy? I shook my head to dismiss the crazy thoughts and continued to make my way over to Miss Higkins. The idea for a new loom, something that one person could set up and run and create new patterns on, had sparked in my mind. Already I could see the parts and ways magic could strengthen it, but there was information that I didn't know. Information, I suspected she did.

"Everyone," Miss Carlton said just as I reached the young woman, my maths book clutched to her chest. I turned to look at Miss Carlton. "Be aware next week on Saturday, there will be a soiree of sorts that I and Rohan Achary are hosting. It is a chance for you to meet others. Some of which have already learned what we can teach them, others still learning but from other people. Make every attempt to be there. It is an excellent opportunity to discuss magic in a setting where you don't need to worry about being overheard." Her blue eyes scanned us, then she nodded. "Miss Higkins, please come with me."

I stood rooted to the spot, the odd foreboding words from Mr. Deacon, words I had dismissed, now echoed in my mind. We were all pawns for her? If she was an Irish sympathizer, what did that mean? Yes, father was an earl, but he was a business owner, not a government employee.

Miss Higkins nodded at me and swept by, hurrying to walk out with Miss Carlton as I tried to figure out a way to see this information without it being as dire as it first appeared. The knowing glance Mr. Deacon gave me as he slipped out the room did nothing to assuage my confusion or fear.

Mr. Oland, the only one remaining, shrugged as he headed out too, and I found myself alone. Now, not only did I need to worry about the inventions in my head, but a possible spy ring? Why would a woman run a spy ring? But much more worrisome was what favours could she be getting from people to make this outlay justifiable?

My trip home was lost, not in the wonder of magic or inventions, but in how could magic be leveraged against me or the Crown. Though I could not let the opportunity with Miss Higkins pass me by, either. I would talk with the earl as soon as I could. But for tonight, I would continue to work on the sketches for a loom and think about clothes for a party. It would be nice to get out. Off season was slow when it came to socializing, and part of me wanted to see if I could find other mages.

I sighed in relief as the coach jounced over the pavement. Walking here was a massive effort, hence the cab. Cobblestones wore me out faster than even plain dirt roads. But it would be good. Maybe at dinner tonight, since the earl would be there, I could figure out what was going on between Emmie and him. My life was much simpler when everyone got along.
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Saturday, June 10th

In the last week, I'd finally managed to talk to Miss Higkins, and she gave me some of the information I'd been missing about the looms. With her knowledge added to my sketches, I felt like I had something to offer. The earl stated at breakfast Saturday morning that he would be travelling for the rest of the week, leaving on Sunday. Which meant this morning would be my last chance. Emmeline, as always of late, avoided eating with father, and Silas was already at work. Which meant this was the best time to broach my idea.

"Sir," I said into the normal breakfast silence. "I wanted to see about learning to run one of the factories. LME Cloth on the bank of the Thames would be a wonderful choice. I have some ideas on how to increase profitability by doing updates to the looms." I knew profitably was the key to his attention.

Jontan set down his utensils and looked at me. "And how would that be?"

The amount of contempt in his voice had me clenching my fists, but I replied with a calm voice. "There are some new loom designs I think will be safer and faster. And I believe my enhancements would allow new patterns to be woven. I would like to try at that location with some of the workers."

"New patterns? New machine?" His eyes were sharp as they locked on me.

"Yes. But I won't know for sure until I can see how my changes would work." I was pretty sure it would. New patterns were always in demand as they took experimentation to come up with consistent ones and having a pattern no one else did could see a drastic rise in sales.

His finger tapped on the table for a long time. "Fine. I will give you two months and you can claim two looms and five workers for your experiment. I'll send a note to the factory manager now."

It was more than I expected, but it was exactly what I needed. "Thank you. I'll start Monday morning."

He lifted an eyebrow. "Do you think you can be up and functional before the sun rises, as that is when the factory starts."

I tried not to act embarrassed. It took a while in the morning for me to get up and moving. My leg would get stiff overnight, and it took a bit to get me to move. "I will," I replied, not indicating anything else.

"Humph. We'll see." With that comment, he went back to eating. I restrained myself from rushing to my room to gather my notes. As soon as the earl left, ostensibly to pack for his trip, I went up the stairs, faster than was wise, and pulled out my notes. There were another three hours before we needed to leave for the party. Silas wasn't even home yet. So I tried to see what else I needed to prepare for Monday. The realization that Sarah would be at the party occurred to me, and I couldn't wait to talk to her.

By the time Silas got home, dressed, and we were in the hackney, I thought I might burst from excitement. A party where my skills were more important than my ability to dance. Where people might talk to me instead of having their eyes glaze over when I mentioned something. Even Silas, looking every inch a lord, couldn't put a damper on my mood.

"You do clean up nicely," I said with a grin, clambering into the carriage. As always, my leg made it look as awkward and painful as it was. I needed to figure out a more graceful way to do this.

"Thank you, I think? Or is it an insult that the rest of the time I look like a labourer?" The smile on his face told me Silas was teasing, and I relaxed even more. Having a brother was amazing.

"Neither. You just make me look like the ugly one of the two of us. I think I'm glad I didn't grow up with you. Compared to you, I would have felt even more unworthy." I grinned as I said that, and he laughed. We talked off and on during the ride, but my mind was still mostly on talking to Sarah and my ideas.

The driver let us out and Silas waited for me at the top as I climbed the stairs much more slowly than he did. I was moderately fluent with traversing steps, so it wasn't like he had to wait more than a few seconds at the top. The doors were opened before we could knock, and we stepped in. My eyes first caught on Miss Carlton. She was a goddess. A pink the colour of sunset that wrapped around her body in a way that made me uncomfortable. I wanted to worship her, but I knew I wasn't worthy to approach this wonderful creature. How could someone like her be a traitor to the Crown?

The question made her more alluring and more dangerous. I tried to dismiss it, but the possibilities of what she could do if she was a spy made me nervous and muddled everything even more.

"Mr. Luck and Mr. Emmason," Miss Carlton said as we approached her and the man I'd seen her with the first time. For the life of me, I couldn't remember his name. He was from India, that much was obvious, but other than the strange outfit he wore, he was nothing compared to her.

I took her hand, gently kissing it. It might have been my imagination, but I swore I saw amusement in her gaze, but it fled rapidly.

"Gentlemen, welcome to our home," said the man. I nodded at him as I assessed the area. "Please be welcome and enjoy the chance to talk with other mages."

I nodded and moved away, vaguely hearing Silas talking to the man in another language, but I had my own interests here. To my relief, it did not look like dancing was going to be required. Instead, servants drifted around with glasses of champagne and other refreshments. With luck, there would be water or some sort of juice. I wobbled too much trying to drink and use a cane. The majority of people I saw were men, and I scanned the rooms, trying to see if Sarah had made it.

There were a few other rooms that were open, and I could see people drifting into them. Silas had disengaged and had a glass of champagne following me at a soft distance. I moved into one of the other rooms and something caught my eye. With a grunt, I redirected my walk and headed toward the figure I thought I'd recognized. Someone who shouldn't be here.

I moved closer and the person in question looked up at me, an odd expression on her face.

"Emmie, what are you doing here?" My voice might have been a bit too incredulous, but I couldn't help it. She had said nothing at our dinner and what was she wearing? It wasn't a normal dress, but yet it made her look different, powerful. If this was the woman father had been dealing with, their unseen war with each other started to make sense. He would never tolerate an equal from a woman. But what had changed her and why was she here? Magic was the obvious answer, but if that was it, why hadn't she told me?

"Duncan, and here I thought you supported me trying to create my own life. Was that a lie?" Her voice was deadly sweet, and I flinched. If I was trying to be a gentleman, I had failed. I snuck a glance behind me, but to my relief, only Silas stood there and not Miss Carlton.

"Well, no, but you could have told us!" I inwardly cringed. Now I sounded like a child. But what was worse, and I had just realized it, Miss Higkins was standing next to Emmie. If the floor could have opened up and swallowed me whole, I would have regarded it as a blessing.

She pulled back, staring at me in a manner that was all too reminiscent of father.

"I could have. But I did not feel like it was a wise decision at the time. Besides, my skills are difficult to show off." Her voice was ice, and I knew I deserved it, but I wanted to lash out, feeling made a fool of.

"You are Spirit then?" Silas's voice saved me, and I snapped my mouth close in relief at the derailment. At this point, I was only digging my hole deeper. I took a minute to settle myself and try to remove my frustration. Was no one ever going to see me as a man?

"So you are a truth senser then?" Miss Higkins's voice helped diffuse the situation, and I almost sagged in relief as Emmie introduced us. It would change the conversation.

"Sarah, may I introduce my brothers Duncan and Silas. And please don't curtsey to them, they do not need any more inflation of their egos." Her voice was still sharp, but I didn't begrudge her that.

Instead, I gave Sarah a slight bow. "Miss Higkins, good to see you again. Have you been well?" She looked amazing in a dress of dark green.

"Yes, Mr. Luck. Thank you. I wanted to tell you I had some success with the Pattern and Transformation combination we were talking about in class last week."

"Oh?" I pulled her a bit to the side as I also had information I wanted to share. "That is excellent. I wanted to tell you something as well." I froze as I thought about what I was going to say. All I could do was hope the information wouldn't come across as me being someone wanting to use power to control her.

She tilted her head looking at me, and I saw the intelligence there.

"My father is part owner in the factory you work at. He provided permission to work with the foreman there starting on Monday. I think I can update one of the looms with some ideas to make them more efficient, and then if I created the mechanism correctly, you'll be able to set it to produce hundreds of new patterns." I wasn't positive, as I still needed to play with a real loom, but from my mental flows, it should make the patterns be in the thousands.

Her gaze became wary, but she nodded slowly. "As long as it does nae put my job at risk. " I heard the low level fear in her voice, but I shook my head.

"If I pull off what I'm thinking about, it should make your job more secure. Hopefully, set you up as a lead designer." I wasn't an expert, but even I knew the lead designers made much more money than a simple worker in the factory.

"Ah, then yes. This should be interesting. I've been reading your maths book, and I think there are new ways of thinking about patterns in there that I can use in setting up the looms. They should be stunning." We stood in our little corner talking. I was vaguely aware of Silas and Emmie talking, which was all to the good, but Miss Higkins’ conversation and the idea of transforming some of the materials to something that would withstand the constant rubbing of the shuttles back and forth was an interesting idea. Miss Higkins admitted that while she had a small amount of the Transform skill, I was the only one it seemed to come easily to.

For a minute, the connection I'd made between what the material was and what it had in common to other substances blazed in my mind. Before I could say anything, a bell rang through the room.

"Everyone, please give me your attention," the male host called from the end of the large room, his voice clear and easily heard. It had to be Air magic. "You were invited here today to get to meet the other mages that have been under the guidance of either myself, Miss Antoinette Carlton, or Mr. Carlyle Barclan."

My eyes went over to the other man he pointed to, and I realized that had to be Silas's teacher. He looked like he had served in the military as well. There was something about how he held himself. It was the uprightness. At least that meant he and my brother should get along fine.

"Take a look around you. There is a new class of people arising now as we stand here. This is occurring all around the world. Mages, able to control magic like your Merlin, are appearing, and it matters not what their blood is, if they are poor or rich, nor if they are man or woman. There is a change coming and mages will be at the centre of it. This is your chance to shape the world around you."

His words went through me, and I remembered what the Mr. Deacon had said. My eyes locked on Miss Carlton. Is that what this was? The world changing? Were they going to use us to overthrow the Crown? Fear crept down my spine as I glanced around and saw that most people here were not nobility. Did I care? My world view shook as I looked around. What exactly were we going to change?

"And how should we shape it?" The voice from the crowd was a mirror of my own internal turmoil. If we shaped it wrong, what would happen? Where would I go or be? There were few uses for a man who could only walk with a limp.

"That is up to you. You could do anything, but I would advise you to pay attention to what is happening in other countries as well as your own." A murmur of confusion at that. He sighed. "The worst fault I have ever found with the English is that they do not look outside their borders or their society." Rohan cleared his throat. "There are newspapers available for you in the sitting room. Read them. Please talk to each other. There is food and drink available. The rest is up to you. I provide you with the opportunity to change anything and everything. What you change is up to you."

Doors that had been closed, opened, revealing a long table heaped with food. I stood still, locked in a fear that wrapped around my mind, making it impossible for me to move.

"Mr. Luck?" Sarah spoke at my elbow, and I jolted, looking at her. She was almost my height, and I realized while not gorgeous, she was nice to look at. "Is something wrong?"

I wanted to vent my fears and worries to the world, but I shook my head and offered her my elbow. "Shall we?" I led her into the room. Finding a small table, I sat down to think and save it for her as she went to peruse the offerings, and I fought with my fear.

What if they are trying to overthrow the government? What have I gotten myself into?
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Saturday, June 10th

Ihad a delightful time at the party, to my surprise. There were others with Order magic as strong as mine and we clustered together, talking about how it worked and what experiments we were doing. That so many people had the same outlook as mine, wanting to push to see what else could be done, was better than the best coffee. I left the party with Silas, feeling invigorated and alight with energy. Which was a change. Normally I'd be exhausted and have a touch of self pity by this point. But now all I could think about was Monday and what else might be possible.

My good mood lasted until I walked in the front door of the house. Emmeline stood in the front hall, her trunk at her feet and the footman walking toward us, his face pale.

The foundations of my world shifted a bit as I tried to figure out why she would have her trunk out here, now. "Emmie, where are you going?" My voice had risen an octave and half the staff were watching all this, their bodies tense, ready to run if the earl appeared.

"I hope you enjoyed the soirée. It looks like I will be leaving you." Her face was an emotionless mask, and I wanted to shake her.

I denied what it might mean. There had to be another answer. I scrambled for something, anything, to avoid the reality of her leaving. "What do you mean, you'll be leaving us? Emmie, did you get married?" Maybe she had eloped? Maybe she had eloped by going to Gretna Green, the Scotland location famous for marrying eloping lovers?

"Duncan, look around. Can't you see what's happened? Your father kicked her out." Silas's voice was gruff as he put into words what I feared, what I had no ability to stop.

"He can't do that. You belong here. This is your house too!" I wish the words had sounded firm and commanding, but instead I sounded like a child whose toy had been taken away.

Emmeline laughed, and I wanted to scream, but instead I just watched her, oddly lost.

"Thank you, Duncan. But maybe this is for the best. I will let you know where I end up." She sounded perfectly fine, and I had no idea who the woman in front of me was. Before I could come up with an argument, a reason for her to stay, she sailed out the door and was gone. I stood there blinking, the foundations of my world crumbling. It had always been Emmie and me. How could father have done that?

I whirled, my cane almost slipping out from underneath me as I stormed into his study. "How could you? Why did you kick her out? She is your daughter!" The rage that filled my voice was only a reflection of my anger and confusion, but it barely touched the man in front of me.

He sat back and looked at me, a touch of contempt in his eyes. "Now you care?"

I bristled even more. "I have always cared about my sister." The words came out as a weak protest, and guilt wormed its way into me.

"Really? I didn't see you protesting when I decided it was time for her to marry. As I recall, the only time you have ever mentioned her to me was when she was disturbing you. Which, to be honest, was at least enough to get you out of your own head. The only time you have ever cared, was when her existence affected you. But now you don't have to worry about it anymore. You no longer have a sister."

I spluttered, trying to come up with examples to refute his statements and, to my shame, I couldn't. Yes, we had always been together, in the schoolroom at the beginning, but when I left for Eton, I'd returned to a quiet woman I barely knew. I'd talked to her at breakfast and dinner, but it was always the polite meaningless crap. I'd never showed her my workshop, yet I'd showed that to Silas the day he arrived. Shame wrapped around me like wet bandages, restricting me and making me cold at the same time. For all the time I'd disparaged Father's treatment of her in my head, I'd never said or done anything. I was her brother, and I had treated her no better than one of the servants.

The earl snorted and shook his head, waving his hand at me. "It would have been nice if she could have looked like her mother. Then she would have been worth something on the marriage mart. If not that, then having her mother's temperament would have been a blessing. Angeline, at least, was pliable and placid." With that said, he went back to his paperwork.

The contempt in his tone surprised me. While he rarely talked about our mother, that was the first active disparagement I'd heard. Or maybe the first I'd paid attention to? What else had I missed living in my own head?

"You have the foreman waiting for you Monday morning. I am leaving in about an hour. Don't disappoint me. At this point I would rather be childless than deal with the waste of space that the children Angeline bore me are." Not once did he look at me as he spoke, instead flipping through a ledger. Green this time, but I supposed it mattered not. He had never had much desire to show me anything, no matter his sneers to the contrary.

Unable to come up with anything else to say, what could I say, I turned and stumbled out of his office. My lips were numb and my hands felt thick and unwieldy.

The climb up the stairs to my room seemed eternal as I moved through the thick mud of guilt and truth. The door closed as I limped into my room and sagged down into the chair near the fireplace. Images of all the times I'd dismissed her, ignored her words, treated her as a bit of frippery with no value. What did I even know about my own sister?

Her sharp words this afternoon had hurt, but they were accurate. She was a mage, though I wasn't sure what type. Because I hadn't asked. I had given more attention to Miss Higkins, more respect, than I had given my own sister. What sort of man was I?

Dimly, I heard a servant knocking on the door of Silas's room, telling him the earl wanted to talk to him. I wished him luck. At this point, I needed to decide what I was: a man who supported his sister or a pawn for his father's plans.

Evidence of my own weakness paraded through my mind as I tried to figure out a way to be someone I respected. By the time I came to a decision, dark shadows filled the room. Moving slowly, my body ached from not moving for what was apparently hours, I lit the lamps in my room. Long ago I'd attached a small flint and striker to them, so all I had to do was soak the wick, then flick the striker a few times, and it caught. It was easier than trying to track down matches every time.

The illumination pointed out how stark my room was. The blanket was brown, the walls were brown and gold wallpaper, my furniture was brown. There was nothing about me in here besides the lanterns and my notebooks. Was this who I wanted to be?

Annoyed, I touched the wall paper, wanting it to be something different. Wood with blue and red streaks. The price was more than I expected, but I didn't care. I needed to do something with my magic.

The section of wall I touched rippled, and the paper changed. It became more solid as it moved from paper back to wood, its very essence reorganizing, until I saw ripples of blue and red emerge where the gold had been and a warm rich brown where the plain brown paper had been. A spurt of joy lashed through, me and I did it over and over again, losing an inch of hair by the time I was done. But my room had character now. Or a disaster, I supposed. Every section of wallpaper I could reach was now wood, but the blue and red pattern was inconsistent. Some of the blue was the colour of the sky, others of blue lilacs, with every shade in between. The red was the same. From the colour of blood to the breast of a robin, it faded and grew bold with no consistency I could see. It was interesting that magic could take my desire for colour and interpret it, yet apparently I needed to concentrate on being consistent with my colour.

I had eaten at the party, and the idea of dealing with Father at dinner was more than I could bear. Instead, I crawled into bed. The litany of errors, wilful blindness—and worse abandonment of my sister—danced through my head as I closed my eyes. I had friends. All the balls I had watched all the men ignore her, and yet I hadn't asked Renford or Freddie to dance with her. All the times I let father or even some of the women at parties disparage her because she wasn't an empty-headed beauty. It went on and on.

The conclusion was inescapable: I had failed my sister in every way I could.

That only left one option for my forward path. How did I become a better person and prove to her she could depend on me? I knew my own flaws. I focused more on what was going on inside my head than outside. My ability to read social cues was lacking, and I had little tolerance for stupidity.

Which meant I was very upset with myself. At this point, I had no idea how to be a better person, but I was going to try. A glance at the lamps had Air pulling away from them, letting them die with nothing to feed off of. I had magic, my brains, and all the things I could create. Surely in between all those things I could come up with some way to be a better brother.

I had to.
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Sunday, June 11th

The next morning, I woke with what I could only call an emotional hangover. I struggled out of bed, my leg aching as I had not bothered to stretch it the night before. My first action was to ring for a servant. I sat there in a nightshirt on the edge of the bed, staring at the door.

One of the footmen opened it after a soft knock. It was the younger footman, Geoff I thought his name was. Yet another proof that I was an ass. How could you not know the names of the people that worked for you? I knew Silas had learned all their names already. He had proven that at meals, thanking whomever was serving us by name. Which just proved how badly I was failing at being human.

"You rang, sir?"

I looked at him and nodded. "Geoff, right?"

A flicker of surprise crossed his face. "Yes, sir. How may I assist you?"

"Is there any information as to where my sister went? Emmeline," I said, trying not to let my fear and worry slip into my voice.

Geoff frowned, but shook his head. "Not as yet, sir, but if I learn, I will see if you can be told."

My mouth opened to retort, and I snapped it shut. If even the servants didn't trust me, then I would need to earn that. "Thank you," I said with a nod.

"Is that all, sir?"

I let him go, rose, and dressed myself. There was nothing else to do, so I focused on the designs I had for the loom. Tomorrow would show if they were feasible or not. I sat at the small desk in my room and sketched and made notes, trying to see what I could do with magic to make this the best loom there was. Or at least the first of the best.

My leg ached, but I ignored it as I worked. Time was against me, as tomorrow was only hours away. Though until I had a working model of a loom in front of me, I was only guessing. Now if Miss Higkins and I could work together. Her brilliant ability to see the patterns and this new loom might change everything.

There was a knock at my door, and I looked up, confused. The staff rarely bothered me unless father wanted me, and he should have already left this morning as it had to be pushing eleven.

"Enter?" I said, looking that way.

Geoff pulled open the door, and I felt a spurt of relief that I could remember names. I just needed to want to.

"A letter for you, sir," he said, holding out the tray with an envelope on it.

"Letter?" I reached out and picked up. On the front was only my name - Duncan Luck. Nothing else. "Who delivered it?"

"It was dropped off by a runner, sir. The lad didn't even wait for a tip, just handed it to me and said he was instructed to deliver it to you." Geoff shrugged; his face carefully blank.

I stared at it, curious. "Thank you," I said absently as I turned it over. It was sealed with wax, but there was no crest pressed into it. Odd. Wait, maybe this was from Emmie. Excitement made me fumble as I broke the seal and opened it. The scent of sour cabbage and lilacs hit me as I read the missive, taking away the bit of hope I had. Emmie was many things, someone that would have sour cabbage around was not one of them.

Know you are being used. Her favours may get you killed. She will use you and not care if you die.

That was all it said. There was no signature, and nothing about it gave me any enlightenment.

The woman? Did they mean Miss Carlton? Or Miss Higkins? I knew they couldn't mean Emmie. Any favour I did for her was out of love and family. What would this writer mean? The favours implied Miss Carlton, but she would never ask me to do anything dangerous. Would she?

A shudder went down my spine as I stared at the strange note. The temptation to discard it and just ignore everything it said clawed at me. I would owe for what I was learning, but when I compared a chance of danger to learning magic, it seemed inconsequential. But if Miss Carlton asked me to do something truly dangerous, I could always refuse. It might mean I would lose access to learning, but with the people I met at the soiree, I had other options. No matter what, I would not lose magic, and that was the important part.

An icy chill washed through me, then I shook it off with a sigh. At this rate I would be the one writing penny dreadfuls. The odds are the 'favours' I would be asked for were more like being introduced to someone or petitioning for a lenient sentence. Something like that. Things that while I might not have done on my own, they would not undermine my self worth or put me in any danger.

But I didn't throw the letter away. I folded it and put it in my valet box. Rather than putting it on top, where my cufflinks and watch sat, I tucked it under the velvet padding. It should be safe there, and for now I had other things to worry about.

The rest of the morning I spent sketching out my loom idea, but I was missing a few primary parts that I didn't understand. Either way, I would figure it out on the morrow. I had to. If I could impress Father enough, maybe he would listen to me about Emmeline. That reminder flashed through me, and I flinched, knowing I'd failed her so badly that I might never be able to make it up.

The workshop called to me, and I drowned my sorrows there, practicing transformation from one substance to another. I was still sure there was something I was missing as some items changed so easily, while others required huge amounts of offering regardless of the size of the piece.

Finally, I decided I wanted to talk to a friend and headed out to speak to Renford. The butler let me in, and I headed to his study, only to find the other person I had wanted to talk to already there.

"Freddie, what a surprise. Sorry we didn't have a chance to speak at the party. I didn't know you knew Renford." With a grunt, I sat down in one of the chairs, sticking my leg out, trying to soothe the ache deep inside. Renford nodded at me as he handed me a new science pamphlet. I held on to it as I focused on Frederick Morgan, son of Duke Morgan.

Freddie was my age, and we had met at one of the balls I had been strong-armed into. I, of course, was leaning against the wall, as dancing was not something I could do without looking like an idiot. He had just gotten out of the army. His father had bought him a commission, and Freddie had done his four years. After a year of swanning around, he apparently ended up at the War Office, which was exactly what I wanted.

"Really, Duncan. Just because I didn't go to school at Eton doesn't mean I don't know people." Freddie glared at me reprovingly, but a smile twitched at the corner of his mouth.

"And it doesn't mean you do." I waved that bit away. For a moment I thought about telling them that Emmeline had been kicked out. But if the word spread, it might hurt her. For now, I would keep it to myself until I knew what she wanted to do. I was trying very hard to be a better brother. "Freddie, you said you were with the War Office, right?" I had been pretty sure, but people were known to brag, and I needed to ask a question.

"Yes. Not in an important position or anything." He gave me a narrowed eye glare. "And I won't be spilling any secrets to you."

I huffed in annoyance. "I'm not asking about secrets. At least I don't think I am. I wanted to know what problems the Crown is facing, and what sort of devices they might be seeking. You know I like to create, and I might need to establish a second income stream. And, do you know a Miss Carlton?" The letter had me wanting to know more about her, if that was who it referenced. All information was important, though I couldn't tell you what information I needed more. I'd assiduously avoided being aware of politics. It was overly boring, but that also meant I wasn't sure what challenges the Crown faced at the moment.

"Really Duncan, do you pay attention to nothing? It's been all over the news," he said with obvious exasperation. "Right now, the Irish and their fomenting is giving everyone conniptions. There's a group called the Fenians, and they are all upset about the Irish being repressed. Their anger is growing, and they've been doing some mock drills trying to scare us. It is all for show. There is no way they can compete against the army, and they know it." He sighed. "But as for what the Crown could use? That I would need to think about. We always need weapons, but I've never seen you develop anything like that."

"Huh. Normal issues with being colonized? Like what happened in India?" I could never understand why a country didn't welcome our appearance. The power that was Britain brought with it respect and trade opportunities. It wasn't like we were there trampling on them and not letting them live their lives.

Freddie shrugged. "They say they want to rule themselves. Obviously, if they were capable of that, we would have never stepped in to take over in the first place." He waved his hand. "Never mind that. It will fade in a year or two. The other thing? Miss Carlton?" His dark brown eyes looked at me with furrowed brows. "The name doesn't sound familiar, but I might recognize her. Have I danced with her?"

I sighed. "Of that, I have no idea. No, she is … someone I know. I was curious to see if you recognized the name."

"No. Why are you interested in her?" He leered at me, and I brushed it away with irritation. I knew she would never settle for someone like me. "Fine. Now have you heard about this magic stuff?"

I shot Renford a look, and he shook his head ever so slightly. I had no problem with Emmie knowing—she was my sister, after all. And she had magic. That she hid it from me still hurt, but then I proved I couldn't be depended on, hadn't I? But others? I still didn't know how I felt about it. Worse was the fact that I wanted to use magic all the time, and one of these days I'd mess up.

"What are you referring to?" I thought I sounded reasonable as I asked the question. I had no reason to not trust Freddie, but at the same time there might be advantages in him knowing—as well as risks. When did my life get so complicated?

"Rumours are flying in the palace that the Queen and prince are both mages. But nothing has been verified or at least not that has gotten down to my level. Now we know, and by we I mean the War Office and Parliament, that there are people out there with magic and they are receiving some level of training. I want to know if there are more out there." Freddie sighed and looked exhausted all of a sudden. "This news has the office up in arms. It is one thing to protect against the Irish with their posturing and guns. It's another to try to protect against someone with magic. Who knows what they could do? Turn invisible? Kill someone from a distance? Take over someone's mind? Which means I'm trying to find out more."

Renford remained quiet, though I could tell he was uncomfortable. That was fine, so was I. Though the idea of turning invisible did sound amazing.

"There are people out there with magic," I said slowly. "Though most of them are keeping a low profile. Unless I'm wrong, no one has received an instruction manual with it."

He sighed. "That is what we've been thinking. Most of the abilities are trial and error, though the teacher we have for the Queen is a woman, though I don't know her name. She said the Queen is more powerful than she is, which is only right. But I don't know anything else about her, other than she has to deal with the attitude the Queen can throw. My opinion? Better her than me."

"And the Prince? Who is training him?" Mostly, I wanted to know if Miss Carlton was the teacher of the Queen. That was highly unlikely, right? How could someone who was training the Queen also be training us?

"Another man. A younger brit. Has a crazy animal with him that looks like a cat, but isn't. Not sure of who it is. We assume they are teaching others and we don't have any grounds to naysay it. Which is part of the issue. No one knows what to do or how to handle these new mages. What happens if one commits a crime? It's a right bloody mess." Freddie rubbed his hands over his face. "Enough about that. Duncan, did you ever get your exploding sachets to work? I mentioned them to my boss, and he was interested in those."

With that comment, we delved into experiments and what I was doing. But the entire time, I felt Renford's eyes on me, and I wondered if mages were about to become the next Irish.

Maybe I had more sympathy for them than I thought.
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Monday, June 12th

The servants woke me before the sun rose, and for a minute I almost asked them to keep some scones warm for when Emmeline rose. Then I remembered she was gone. Maybe forever. It took the spark out of the day for a bit, but then I grabbed my ideas and headed to the factory.

Having a hackney drop me off automatically set me at a different level than anyone else, but then the suit and not work rags would have done the same thing. I followed people to the factory door. I had been here once before, years ago, so I at least knew my way to the manager's office. As I entered the doors, the sounds of the looms clacking and the dust that filled the air hit me with an almost physical presence. I stood there for a moment, getting my bearings. The factories were closed on Sundays, something that happened when Victoria had a massive fight with William Gladstone. She kicked him out and refused to have the church involved in government. Her compromise was all factory workers got Sunday off to worship if they wanted or take care of their families. Most house servants had two half days off instead. It worked well for everyone but those that owned their own business. They knew there was no such thing as a day off.

I headed toward the back corner where a large office was. The door was closed, but I pulled it open and stepped in, pulling it tight behind me. Immediately, the noise level dropped, but it still felt like I would have to shout to be heard. The room had two desks, and two men looked up as I entered. Probably due to the sudden increase in noise rather than the chance they had actually heard me enter.

Both were older than Silas by at least a decade, though I might have been wrong. They had hard eyes and scanned me up and down. One of them had a dark brown moustache that stuck out on either side of his face, but his hair was a lighter brown. The other had the dark curly hair of the Irish and the issues Freddie had discussed yesterday sprang into my mind. With a sigh of exasperation at myself I pushed it away. Both men had worked here for years.

"You're the earl's son?" the man with the moustache asked.

I felt out of place worse than I ever had on a dance floor. One hand clamped my notes and books tight to my chest, while the other had my cane in a death grip. I felt like I was back in school waiting to get picked on. My head bobbed up and down without my control. This wasn't where I was comfortable. The desire to rush back to my workshop, to hide at one of the places I knew where no one stared at me because of my leg, was a thunderstorm of emotions battering at me.

"Yes, I am." I was impressed that I had said that without stuttering.

The men looked at me and then looked at each other, and the moustached one shrugged. "Well, get over here and tell us what you're gonna do."

Leaning on the cane more than I really wanted to, I moved forward and set my notebook and folder down with all the sketches in it. I looked at both of them and forced a smile. "My name is Duncan Luck, which I'm sure you know, but you are?" I really needed these two men to work with me and not against me if I wanted to have a chance of making my father at least somewhat appreciative of my efforts.

The moustached one grunted and said, "I'm William Davies."

The other man spoke, and I noticed he had a slight Irish lilt to his tone. "And I'm Henry Edmond. I run the floor. Make sure all the workers out there are actually working instead of lollygagging."

I nodded. "It's nice to meet you. And I am going to admit right now, I don't know how to run a factory." I could see tension almost leak off of both of them, but they continued to watch me. "What I would like to do is see if I can redesign one of the looms to improve productivity and design possibilities."

The two managers looked at each other, and I could almost see the conversation going on between them without words. "So how long would the loom be out of action? What exactly are you planning on doing? You know that we basically make money by every yard of fabric that's created." The questions were asked in such a way to give me information, but not necessarily rub my face in how stupid I was, which I had to admit I appreciated.

"I was hoping there was one that maybe wasn't quite working right, and that I could experiment with that. There is also a worker you have here—Sarah Higkins, I believe—who is very skilled in creating patterns. I wanted to work with her."

The floor manager spoke, "Oh, so that's what you're here for. You're trying to get in to get under her skirt, are you?" If the man had erupted, I would've been just as surprised and horrified.

"No, that is not what I want at all." I took a deep breath, got myself under control under the smirking gazes of both of them, and shook my head. "No. I know Miss Higkins via some afternoon classes we are both taking, and I am aware of her skill in creating new weaving patterns. That is what I would like to work with her on."

At this point, the manager leaned against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. I cringed as dust dislodged when his wide shoulders hit the wall, and I wondered if maybe I should wrap my scarf around my face. "You're not wrong. She has a good mind for creating the patterns. How long are you gonna take one of the looms out of action?"

"Most likely for a day or so, but I'm here to prove that my ideas work, and I can't do that if I can't make upgrades on one of the looms." My back was still stiff. I would never sink so low as to compromise Miss Higkins, but I knew the more I protested, the less they would believe me. Being able to reply without being defensive would get me further than any level of theatrics. If I stayed calm, I might be able to pull this off.

There was another long silence, broken only by the muted clickety-clack of the shuttles moving back and forth on the looms at a speed almost faster than I could comprehend.

"Well, there's one that seems to jam every 5 inches. We've been talking about taking it offline because it's creating lower quality fabric. We can let you have that. Worst case, we're not out much because we've been losing money on it as it is." This came from the floor manager, Edmond, and my eyes brightened.

"If there's a loom that isn't working properly; that would be the perfect one for me to experiment on." Already the idea of getting my hands on it and seeing how much of my ideas would translate to reality was heady.

Davies glanced at me, then shrugged, his moustache quivering a bit as he pushed himself off the wall. "That's fine. Just get out of here and do what you want."

I looked down at my sketches and my folders and looked back up at them. "Don't you want to see what I've designed and what I want to do?"

They both shook their heads. "No," they said without blinking. Davies continued. "If it works, show me then. If it doesn't, just don't break it so badly that I can't get it fixed within a day or so."

With that, I was summarily dismissed from his attention while the Irishman walked over to me. "Come on. I'll show you the loom I'm talking about and get you a mechanic or two to help with it and find this Sarah Higkins. She should already be here working."

I scooped up all of my stuff again and then followed him. He walked fast, and I struggled to keep up with the pace. Every step raised clouds of fine particulates, and I could already feel the itching in my throat. How in the world did anybody breathe in here? I was ready to have a coughing fit, and I thought of myself as relatively healthy. If you discounted my leg, of course.

We walked to the other end of the factory where an older loom was sitting, and as we got closer, I could hear it. The other looms had a very consistent clickety-clack, clickety-clack to their movements. This one had a clickety-clack-click that just sounded odd once you got used to the patterns.

It took about ten minutes to get the machine shut down, reassign all the people to work on other looms, including, to my horror, two kids that would scramble underneath to remove or tie threads that had broken. It made me wonder about the world of business. But there were a lot of things my father did that I didn't understand. All I could do was make a pledge to myself that if I became earl, I would make sure the kids were not working in my factories.

Then he sent one of the kids to go track down two people. One, of course, was Miss Higkins. The other was a man named Macon Coombs. In the overwhelming noise of the building, Edmond had to all but shout at me.

"I'm assuming you don't intend on doing all this work yourself, as it's not like you can scramble in between all the machines." He gave a pointed glance at my leg and cane, and the anger I was feeling faded a bit. The machines were enormous, and my flexibility and ability to reach odd spots were limited. "So I'm giving you one of the maintenance men. He's handy, knows how to fix stuff, ain't too bright, but he'll do what you tell him to do."

I nodded, wondering what 'ain't too bright' meant, but as long as he could follow instructions, that would probably work. I almost didn't recognize Miss Higkins in the drab long dress, cap over her head, and scarf up over her face. Lint covered her already, and they couldn't have been working for more than an hour at this point. My stomach churned. Expecting anybody to work in these conditions was inhumane, but what could I do about it?

Edmond nodded at her. "You're reassigned to work with Mr. Luck here. If you want to do any light skirts stuff, do it off the clock." I felt my face heat as the other person approached. "Well, here you go. Miss Higkins and Mr. Coombs. Like I said, don't break it so bad we can't fix it. If you need something, one of the kids knows how to come get us." And with that, the man walked away.

Fighting not to babble apologies, I held my hand out to the gentleman. "Hi, I'm Mr. Luck. You ready to make some changes to this machine?" At the same time, I gave Sarah a bright smile. She returned my smile, but I could tell she was embarrassed by the fact she had her fists clenched. I had told her I would ask if I could do this. Maybe she thought I was making promises in an effort to get in her skirts? I was becoming all too aware that deceit seemed to be an underlying part of my society, and I didn't like it. Couldn't a man be nice to a woman and not want to bed her? The embarrassment still washed through me.

"Mr. Edmond told me to do what you said." It was said loud enough for me to hear over the machinery, but just barely. I blinked at the laconic response, but it wasn't outright resistance, and I would take what I could get. It also meant they had prepared to give me someone to help, which gave me a bit of hope. Already I had a headache from the noise. This would be a long day.

With that, we went over against the wall on the side of the loom. At least there was a wall, so we weren't in between the other big looms. I showed them my ideas, and the changes required to the loom. Some of them needed to be revised as the plans I had gotten my hands on were for older looms, and these didn't quite match what I had thought they did. But he took what I was talking about in stride and nodded.

"Yep, let me get my tools." With that, he ambled off towards a different part of the building, and I turned to Miss Higkins.

"Do you think this will work?" She was still studying the diagrams and some of the enhancements I had added to make it so that we could do more intricate changes to the patterns that the shuttles created.

She nodded slowly. "Yes, I believe this will work. If nothing else, I should be able to get some fascinating patterns out of this." With a smile, she looked up at me. "Maybe if I'm lucky, I'll even get a raise."

Internally, I decided she deserved it.

But making the changes I had envisioned took much more time and effort than I had realized. The looms were huge, and even some of the smaller pieces could weigh up to 20 or 30 pounds, meaning it was a two, three, or sometimes four-person job just to move them so that I could change things the way I had envisioned. More than once, I had to use transformation magic on a piece to be able to mould it into the shape I wanted and then transform it back to metal or wood. I caught the mechanic looking at me with a strange look more than once, but since he didn't say anything, I wasn't going to say anything.

By the time the shift whistle blew, signalling the end of the day, we had not even stopped for lunch. It was almost done. I was exhausted, filthy, and more tired than I had ever been in my entire life. At this point, the managers came over and looked at what we were doing.

"So, it'll be ready to run in the morning?" the manager asked.

"More likely Wednesday. We still have about another six hours of work, and then we would need to thread the machine. That would take at least another two hours plus, even with the help from the kids, but after that, I think by Wednesday afternoon I should have it up and running and then we should be able to show you the changes we made." He grunted and walked away.

For my part, I smiled goodbye to Miss Higkins and Mr. Coombs and then made my slow, aching way towards the door. Tomorrow I would definitely have to wear different clothes.
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Wednesday, June 14th

Tuesday I spent working on the loom. I had to use more magic, though Miss Higkins helped. Pattern was still her strong point, but once I explained what I was trying to alter with the shuttle, she showed me how it would work better. Her familiarity with the loom enabled her to improve it beyond what I had expected. But still, by the end of the day, we just finished getting everything done.

The two managers came by, looked at it, grunted, and walked away. Miss Higkins just smiled at me as she and Mr. Coombs headed home. Wednesday would be the test.

Monday taught me what to wear and after a stop at a second-hand shop on the way home Tuesday, my apparel on Wednesday made me look not much different from the other workers.

"I see you decided your fancy clothes weren't the best choice," Miss Higkins teased as we headed toward the loom.

"I learned that on Monday. But I didn't have a chance to stop and get something more suitable until yesterday," I admitted. Mrs. Parland had not been happy when she saw what my clothes dragged into the house.

Miss Higkins just laughed and shook her head at me. Now I had on a light cotton shirt that had a high collar, a thin scarf to wrap around my face, and worn pants that almost brushed the ground instead of fashionable trousers that were tight along my legs. The cloth itched as it wasn't as fine, but I was not about to ruin all my clothes by wearing them here.

"What is the next step?" she asked as we looked at the loom.

With my magic it we had smoothed, extended, and shaped the device into something that resembled the other looms in the way a cart pony resembled a racehorse.

"Thread it and set up the patterns," I answered, hoping that was the right answer. Looms were more complicated than I had realized, and it would take us a good two hours to get the thing threaded.

"Alright," she said. "What threads are we using?"

I looked at her blankly. That was not a question I had considered. "I have no idea. What do you want to use?"

"As this is our first test run, we should probably use the cheaper threads. They break a bit more often because of the tension in the looms, but I think your design will cause less breakage. Do we have permission to grab what we want?" She seemed nervous at that question, and I brushed it away.

"It is my family's factory. We use what we want." I hope I sounded more assured than I felt. If Davies started yelling at me, I might have a heart attack.

"Rich boys," she said with a sigh, and I barely heard it over the noise. Already the flying lint was visible in the air, and I tugged my scarf up. It made it harder to communicate, but easier to breathe. She waved over one of the kiddies. She listed off the spools she wanted, then the child ran off.

I still had issues with children working in the factories, but I bit my tongue, unsure what to do about it.

A few minutes later, three kids came back, each lugging two huge spools of thread. I stepped back and let Sarah guide them. It took a full hour for all the threads to be set up, then she started with the new pattern switches. Most looms relied on the operator to lower or raise the warp threads so they created a rough V shape. Then the shuttle ran between them to create the design as different warps were raised and lowered. Each one of those was called a pick. With my improvements, there were three different shuttles that could run between the warps, and Sarah could program twenty different shedding combinations, and then set it to repeat the entire pattern, or sections of the combinations.

We had worked for an hour just going over how the combinations would work and what it would look like, but the multiple shuttles increased that combination from twenty patterns to 6840. Her eyes had lit up when she realized the range.

Finally, she stepped back, looking at it. "I think it is ready. All the warps and wefts are threaded. The shuttles are set up on fly reed, and the beating-up looks good in the slow motions we've done. But we won't know until it goes." She looked at me and shrugged. The loom terminology still sounded weird to my ears, but she knew exactly what they meant, so I trusted her.

I saw the managers headed our way. They must have been watching and waiting. Though I had no idea if they were waiting for me to fail or succeed. With the earl out of town this week, I had the chance to get things working before anyone could report back to him.

"Then let's start it at fifty picks a minute?" I said as they got closer. If it was running when they got here, it might raise their confidence.

Sarah nodded. I moved over and connected the belt to the drive trains that ran across the ceiling. While those rotated at a set speed, depending on how large I set the rotation wheel on my machine, it would go slower or faster. Most of the looms in the factory were fast at about 200 picks a minute or the shuttle running in between the shedding pattern of the warp threads 200 times a minute.

The machine started up with a click and I watched, ready to pull the release if anything broke or came loose, but the machine clacked back and forth as the shuttle picked between the shedding, over and over.

"Moving awfully slow, ain't it?" The voice was Davies, shouting over the noise of the other looms. Mine was about a quarter of the noise.

"This is the first test run. I'd like to see if anything comes out before I turn it up."

He grunted and moved over to peer at the fabric. It was slowly emerging as the machine ran. Sarah had not told me what she programmed, but she was smiling as a soft star pattern repeated across fabric as the loom rattled back and forth. All the threads were in neutral colours, but the colours were varied enough that the subtle pattern almost rippled across the fabric.

"Huh," muttered Edmonds, with a crossed arm and quizzical look. "Kinda fancy. But takes a while. Not like it can keep up with the others."

"Think we are ready to speed it up?" I asked Sarah, who nodded. She already had more of the same threads ready to slip into place when the current spools ran low. One of the improvements was a way to twist them together so when one ran to the end, it automatically kept pulling from the next spool.

I contracted the wheel, while at the same time it moved farther away from the overhead drive system to keep the belt tension tight.

"That should be at 180 picks a minute," I yelled over the noise, though mine was only up to a soft hum.

The cloth reeled out of the machine in an undulating river of stars across cream. It was lightweight poplin, suitable for dresses or curtains.

We all stood there watching as it worked, and I kept looking for threads breaking or something rubbing. If it was quieter, I would have been listening to the sound, but right now the other looms drowned it out. It went so fast that we had a roll of fabric before I could decide if there was anything wrong.

"Changing the pattern," Sarah called and stopped the machine. She ran my built-in slicer over the fabric and changed the settings. Most looms could only change what they wove with labour intensive changes to the loom, making the warp and weft tighter or looser. I'd created mine with settings so Sarah just had to move it to the next notch, casement, and then set in her pattern and the repetition.

"Done," she called. The change had taken her less than a minute, while a normal loom would have taken at least five. She hit start, and it started back up. "I think we are ready for full speed, sir," she called out over the noise.

I gave her a funny look as in the last day she'd actually used my name once or twice, but then I remembered we had watchers. "Full speed." Giddiness filled my voice as I moved the flywheel to the smallest size, moving out further to keep the belt tight.

With that change, my loom flew. Oh, it wasn't magic, no matter how much I might have used in creating it. At the end of the day, it was still wood and metal and a few other substances somewhere in between. But now, instead of a respectable 180 picks, my loom flew at 320 picks a minute. It went so fast it was a blur, and the fabric appeared as if it was magic.

"By the gods," Davies' words were only intelligible because he was leaning over to watch the fabric that reeled out of the loom. This fabric was thicker, with a pattern of lilies in a soft rose colour across it.

The two men looked at the machine, and then Sarah and myself. "Shut it off," Davies yelled.

Frowning, I did. The machine stopped; the ribbon of fabric caught on the spool on the other end.

"Come with us," he bellowed, and they headed to their office.

Casting a confused look at Sarah, who had gone from excited to pale as a ghost, we followed them to the office. As we stepped in, the door was closed behind us by Henry Edmond. Davies was behind his desk, looking at us.

"I'm impressed. I was sure you were going to cost me a good four loom worker and destroy a machine. Instead, you have something that will be in the envy of every factory in England. A few questions. How many patterns and fabric types can it make?"

My shoulders relaxed a bit, and I glanced at Sarah, who was still pale. I swallowed and spoke. "There are over 6,840 patterns possible, though Sarah is the only person who knows how to create them from the settings. After talking to her when I created it, there are six settings. Casement, bombazine, taffeta, sheeting, poplin, muslin, and lawn."

He grunted. "How many thread types can it handle?"

I cast a bewildered glance at Sarah, not knowing what he was talking about. To my relief, she spoke up.

"The parts of the loom should be able to handle anything from silk to thick wool." Her voice shook a bit as she spoke. We had both pulled down our scarfs when we stepped inside.

"Can you teach people the patterns?" This was from Edmond, his lilt at odds with the intent glares.

Sarah shrugged. "I think so. It would just be telling them which way to set the switches."

"Have you designed all of those, what over six thousand patterns?" Davies asked with a sceptical look.

Sarah shook her head quickly. "No. I need to play with the settings and test to see for sure how they emerge. I've only come up with about four simple patterns."

"Those were simple?" Edmond asked, his voice slightly choked.

"Yes. It only required a small porting of the settings and the repetition," she said, her body and face still as a rabbit hiding from a predator.

The two men looked at each other, and huge grins crossed their faces. "Lord Luck will be very impressed," Davies said to Edmond. Then they turned to look at us.

"Mister Luck, I am impressed and my report to your father will be glowing. My next question is, how fast can you convert all the other machines?"

The tension drained out of me, and I blew out a breath. "It should go faster this time, but I would still need Sarah." I was worried they wouldn't respect her, but that worry died as they turned to her.

"Miss Higkins. Your current wage is two pounds, two shillings a month, correct?"

She bobbed up and down a bit. "Yes, sir."

I wanted to stare. I spent more than that on the outfit I had worn on Monday.

"As of now, you are making four pounds a month. For every pattern you create and document, you will receive two crowns. Do you agree?"

Sarah's eyes were wide, and her head nodded convulsively. In one move, she'd almost doubled her salary and the patterns would add amazing bonuses.

"Good, then we have lots of work to do." The wide grin on William Davies' face was almost scary, but all I could think was, my father might be proud of me.
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Saturday, June 17th

Thursday and Friday we spent tearing down and rebuilding machines. I still needed to use a profligate amount of magic, but I consoled myself with the knowledge no one would be able to create these machines but me. It gave my father a lock on everything, and that made me smile.

By the time Saturday came around, and I was not working, my leg was screaming. So I spent the day with it wrapped in cool clothes and thinking about magic and what else I could create. The earl was supposed to be home on Monday, so I would find out then how he reacted to the reports from the factory. For the first time, maybe he would be proud of me.

A knock at the door roused me from the daydreams of creating a weaving empire and making more, better machines to improve everything.

"Yes?" I knew I should get up, but frankly right now laying on the bed with my leg stretched out felt like heaven.

Richard, opened the door, looking in at me. "Yes?" I said, unable to muster the energy to sit up.

"There is a message for you, sir." He had an envelope in his hand. I lifted my hand. the effort of getting up off the bed and moving over to him sounded like way too much. The footman handed it to me and slipped out of my room, but before the door closed all the way, Silas rapped on it.

I hadn't realized it was late enough that he was home. We had barely talked all week.

"Hello," I said, sitting up a bit. Silas was worth moving for. Barely.

"You get hurt?" He asked with a frown, sitting in my chair, looking at me.

"No. Just over did the leg." I waved it away, focused on him.

"Ah. How are things at the factory?" he asked, his eyes on me.

"Oh, my loom is working!" I babbled at him, the excitement of everything I'd done spilling out now that I had someone to talk to. I couldn't resist telling every detail, not to mention the patterns Sarah had been developing.

He smiled and listened, nodding. "That sounds great, Duncan. Hey, since I haven't seen you, I sent Emmeline a note earlier this week asking her to meet us for chocolate tomorrow. Are you free?"

My thoughts derailed, and guilt swamped me. I had barely thought of my sister in the last week between the excitement of the looms working and the praise I was getting. What needed to happen to make me a better person?

"Yes, absolutely. What time and where?" I'd do anything to prove to her I loved her. I was just a thoughtless idiot way too much.

Silas let me know about the chocolate shop and the time the next day. I had no idea how I could have forgotten about her. Only the fact that I was sure Emmeline would land on her feet kept me from panicking. But I would need to get her a bit of extra money.

Father. He kept a stash of cash on hand. If I took it and lied, saying I needed it for work clothes as I was actually constructing some of the looms, I could probably get away with it. But I would have to make sure no one knew, and not take it all, just what I thought he might not miss.

"Thank you, Silas," I said with a sigh. "I'll try to be a better brother to her. I will."

The man looked at me for a long time, then shook his head. "Don't kill yourself trying to impress the earl. It will never last for long. Be a person you can live with. You'll be happier." With that strange comment, he got up and left.

I rolled out of bed and grimaced as I put weight on my leg, but it held. A night of taking it easy, and it should be fine in the morning, though I would ask for some more cold compresses. I struggled into pants and made my way down the stairs, slowly.

Checking first that all the servants were busy—I really didn't need anyone else possibly at risk for my action—I slipped into the earl's office. The dark study always felt oppressive and grim. If the drapes were opened, surely it would have made this a pleasant room. With a sigh, I turned up the lantern in the room. Stumbling around in the dark would let everyone know I was in here.

When I had gotten some money to buy Silas a few outfits, citing the need to look the part of a Luck, father had drawn it from his right corner drawer. I limped over to behind his desk and struggled to move his chair. It was an oaken monstrosity that resisted everything. With my leg aching, I finally got it to move out far enough I could sit. My body dropped heavily into his chair. At this rate, I'd have to spend most of tomorrow napping. The meeting with Emmie was early morning, so I should be able to come home and sleep.

I spent another minute sitting, then leaned forward and pulled at the drawer, only for it to be locked. Until this moment, I had not realized the drawer even had a lock, but there was no keyhole. Ah, a puzzle. This would be fun. I leaned back, staring at the drawer, my mind pulling images of it into reality and rotating it. The magic that was Pattern burst to life as I could see how it all fit together. I pulled open the front tray and heard a soft click. If there had been anyone else in the room, their breathing would have muffled the small sound.

A tentative pull on the drawer proved it was still locked, so I ran my hand down the inside wall of the desk, where my legs were. There was a soft bit of wood that had popped out. I pressed that and another, more solid click resounded, and the drawer moved just the slightest bit.

There must be immense pressure on the spring for the release to actually kick the drawer out. With a grin, I pulled it out and saw, to my surprise, there was a pistol there. Frowning, I picked it up, inspecting it. I knew almost nothing about guns, but the maker's mark on the side said 'Colt'. That surprised me. Why would father have a gun from the Americas? With a shake of my head, I dismissed the question. There was also a stack of money, a small dish of change, as well as his signet ring and a key. With a sigh of relief, I picked up the stack of money and counted it, blanching when I realized he had over a thousand pounds in this drawer. That was more than the entire household staff's salary for a year put together.

Why was there so much money here, instead of in the bank? I stared at it for a long time, then sighed. There was an odd amount of money, so I worried about how much trouble this could earn me. With all the locks to get to this money, there was no way I could pass it off as a casual amount. Time ticked by as I sat there in consternation, trying to figure out the best way forward. Then I went back to when I'd asked for money.

There had been no counting. The earl had just opened the drawer, glanced in and handed me the first five bills on top. He'd not bothered to count, just shoved it to me with a grunt. It meant I was taking a chance, but any other time I remember him having money, he never counted it. In the long run, I guess it didn't matter. After another minute of debating, I took 247 pounds. That left 1087. My hope was he never counted it and wouldn't remember how much he had left.

I pushed the drawer back in, heard it catch and latch, and then pushed the top drawer close. With my hand, I checked to see if the small switch had slipped back in, and it had. Smiling with an odd sense of pride at figuring out the desk's puzzle, I stood up and wrestled the chair back in place. As I had left my cane upstairs, it made too much noise. All my weight rested on my right leg as I struggled with the monstrosity. With a grunt of frustration, I shoved the chair forward, but I slipped backward and my head hit the painting that hung behind his desk, knocking it askew.

I stood there for a minute, my head aching from hitting the frame. It was a good thing I wasn't planning on being a burglar, as obviously I would get caught. Pivoting on my right leg, I moved the painting back into place, but the edge caught. With a frown, I pulled it up and saw there was a space behind the painting. Now really curious, I lifted the painting off the wall and set it down on the floor. Behind it was a square space with a large safe box in it. It was about eight inches wide, six deep, and fourteen inches tall. I had never seen it before.

There was a handle for the obvious door, but it had a lock on the front. The temptation to go through the desk and see if I found the key in there rose, but right now wasn't the time. Besides, at this point if I didn't go up and rest my leg, seeing Emmie tomorrow would be torture.

With a soft grunt, I lifted the picture up and set it back on the wall evenly. It seemed like the earl had more secrets than I knew. The thought that I was following in his footsteps did not make me happy, but right now, keeping our secrets from him seemed like the only safe thing to do.

I made it back up the stairs without seeing any of the servants and moved to put the money into my waistcoat for tomorrow. I didn't know how much she had, but that was enough to rent a townhouse for a year. And after that I would figure something out. Laying back down on the bed, something crinkled under my weight, and I rolled over to pull out an envelope. For a long moment, I just stared at it blankly, and then I remembered the footman had brought it in before Silas came in to talk to me.

Sitting back up, my legs hanging over the bed, I turned it over. There was no seal or name on it besides mine. The flap of the envelope opened, and I pulled out a folded slip of paper.

Ask her how many have died. Don't be the next man to die because she is pretty. Her favours are deadly.

That was it. There was no signature. All I could assume was the 'she' was Miss Carlton. But why? Did the sender of this letter really think she would send me to my death? That made no sense.
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Sunday, June 18th

Sunday I pulled myself awake at eight, so I had time for a bath and then get dressed. Silas met me for breakfast, and then he hired a hackney to take us to the chocolate shop. Chocolate was still very fashionable, and little shops had popped up everywhere in the nicer parts of London, though during Christmas season there were small carts that made a hot brew that almost anyone could afford. Though the amount of real chocolate in those was questionable.

Emmie wasn't there when we arrived, but we found a table in the back and ordered a pot and some biscuits to go with it. Silas and I had talked little on the ride over. I was still thinking about the gun and money and then wondering what father was hiding in the lockbox.

We had just ordered a pot of chocolate and three cups when Emmie walked in. She looked good. The pinched expression was gone, and in its place was a confidence that made her look, if not pretty, attractive. I stood as she approached, my leg throwing a fit, but I ignored it. I reached for her hands, needing to feel that she was alive as I spoke.

"I am so glad to see you. Are you doing well? Where are you? What exactly happened? Is someone taking care of you? Who? You know it is dangerous for a woman to be on her own." The words came tumbling out, but the clawing need to know my thoughtlessness hadn't imperilled her drove them.

On her own accord, Emmie pulled me into a hug, and I sank into it thankfully. She wasn't hurt. That would have to be enough for now.

She pulled away after too short a time and looked at me with eyes older than she should have had. "Duncan, it's good to see you. But yes, I am fine, and I don't have a choice. You know the earl will not let me back into the house, so the best I can do is find a new way to survive."

Then she looked at Silas, still so composed. "Thank you for inviting me."

He hesitated, their relationship obviously more formal, then nodded. "I wanted to make sure you were okay. The servants are keeping track of you."

She laughed and sat down. "They would be. Either way, thank you for caring."

Silas took Emmie’s hand and nodded. "Of course, I care. You are my sister, are you not?"

I fumbled for something to say. "We ordered chocolate," I started, then sighed in relief. "Ah, here it comes." I'd be sure to leave something extra for the waitress, as she had given us a needed distraction.

Silas solved any hosting confusion by pouring a cup for all of us. I watched it pour out and wondered if I could transform something into chocolate. Liver maybe? I was pulled out of that thought by Emmie speaking.

"I know I didn't sound furious Saturday as I was leaving, but the rage was so deep in me it had become part of me. Just the idea that I could be thrown away so easily because I wasn't what he wanted is enough to make me scream. And I will get what I am due from the earl, whether he wants to give it to me or not." Her tone was harder than I'd ever heard, and I wrapped my hands around the chocolate as a protection from her anger. Righteous anger, but still.

"Emmie, I don't know what to say. I tried to talk to him, but he absolutely refuses to listen. He's cold and dismissive." I avoided bringing up him throwing my own failings in my face. What was I supposed to say? I already knew I'd been a horrible brother. All I could do was try to be better. The pile of notes in my vest was part of my attempt.

She looked annoyed. "That does not particularly surprise me, but I will tell you I plan on making sure he pays for that choice." My eyes widened at the vitriol in her voice. "What? Does that surprise you? What surprises you more that I could or that I will?"

I looked at Silas who had an odd smile tugging at the corners of his lips, which told me he definitely approved of her actions.

"What exactly do you mean when you say you're going to make him pay?" I really hoped she wasn't talking about murder. That might be a bit more than I could handle.

But she shrugged in response, focusing on the chocolate. I kept waiting and finally she opened her eyes to look at me.

"Exactly what I said. Granted, I guess I need some information from you as well. And I need a favour."

A favour? I'd do almost anything for her, but I really hoped she would not ask me to kill the earl. That I wasn't sure I could do.

Silas spoke to my relief. "What do you mean by ‘make him pay,’ and what can we do to help you?"

"I am sure you are unaware of my role in the household, Silas. I don't know if Duncan was, but I wrote the majority of the earl's correspondence. It was my responsibility to keep his books. I was involved in most of his business transactions, even though he never regarded me as anything more than a glorified secretary. But it does mean I know where all the money is kept, how much there is, and how little he paid in taxes. But while I could prove that, mostly it is what I will use for leverage. I am going to sue the Earl for an entailment, and if I need to bring out the public tax records, I will. But that might bankrupt the estate."

I tried not to choke. The idiot had not been paying taxes? I wanted to rage, but I swallowed it down to look at her. At that moment, I don't know if I could have spoken, as fear and shock battled in my mind. There might not be an estate to inherit. But that didn't upset me as much as I expected.

"Taxes, what do you mean by that? And what are you going to sue him for?" asked Silas, sounding confused.

"I mean, he has been working with the Confederate States of America to import cotton past the blockade, and reported that most of it was deemed as damaged or not worthy. Therefore, he has not paid taxes on it to the Crown, yet it has gone to the mills to be made into clothing. There are a few other people that have worked on it with him. One of them would be Reginald Smythe, the man he tried to sell me to. But I will keep all that to myself, if he pays me what I would have received as a dowry, plus an extra amount for the damage he has done to my reputation." Her voice remained hard, and I wondered who this woman was. When had my sister obtained a spine of steel?

I looked over at Silas for confirmation. Surely he would back her in what she wanted. But would he risk what the earl offered? To my eternal relief and pleasure, he nodded at my look. I turned back to Emmie. "That doesn't explain how we can help you. What do you want from us? You know that Father and I have had little in common, but what he did to you was unacceptable. Though I might have managed to redeem myself a little. Maybe." I wanted to tell her about the factory and the looms and the new patterns. There was an idea. If I got her some of the new patterns, and she had more of the striking dresses created from it, it might go a long way to healing all the rifts.

"Oh?"

This wasn't about me. I didn't need Silas's kick under the table to remind me. Later, when this was done, I'd show her.

"I'll explain in a bit. Tell me what you need from me." I double checked with Silas, who nodded. "From us."

She looked at both of us, not a woman begging for help, but a commander telling her troops what she needed. I found myself sitting straighter as she spoke.

"Here's the problem. If I do what I am planning on, the likelihood is that the earldom will be thrown into the face of the public, and the earl will be dragged through the mud. It will take a generation to repair the name, if he keeps it as a public fight. It won't work if both of you aren't standing on my side and saying he is wrong. Then there is also the fact that I am sure there will be smearing on both sides. You might be dragged into it as well. So I'm asking, will you publicly say that he should pay me the entailment I deserve as the daughter of an earl?"

My jaw managed to not drop at the audacity of what she was going to do. It was insane and the amount of ridicule the papers and gossip would spread would make every other scandal of the year pale in comparison. But I never had a second's thought about being on her side. A quick glance at Silas, and the pride on his face told me he thought the same.

"I have never cared about the earldom," Silas admitted. "I cared more about the fact that there was a family that I had never known. And if by some stretch of good luck that family might accept me, well that was more than I could've ever hoped for. Which means I would rather be at your side as myself, than without a family as an earl."

It was my turn to reassure her. "I have never cared to be the earl. I just wanted to create things. Now with magic, I just want to explore it more." I laughed at the end of that. It was the understatement of the century. If I could spend months in my labs, creating things, talking to people about doing more, using magic to create things that had only been theories before, I'd be ecstatic. "I would much rather destroy the man and spare the earldom. But I want to live a life where I'm not ashamed of who I am or who my father is. Given everything he is doing right now, I would rather lose the title than be associated with someone who could do that to his own daughter."

I swear Emmeline blushed before she continued talking. "Thank you. One of the first things I will need your help to do is get a copy of the ledgers. He has two ledgers, one green, one red. I need both for at least a week so I can copy them. Threats only have value if you can prove you have the evidence. Normally they are in his study, though I'm not sure where. He has been travelling more and if I can get one, then the other, I can get all of them duplicated into another ledger. I know the green one is for the Crown, while the red one is the truth."

The grin that spread across her face had a fierceness to it that made my hindbrain shrink back as if from a vicious predator. It was wonderful.

"I am more than willing to help, but I'm unsure about where the ledgers are. But he is back today, and I am not sure how long until his next trip. I can try to get a ledger for you then, but it might be a while." I wanted to apologize more, but if I was to do this, it had to be done right. The wad of cash seemed to burn in my waistcoat. "I'm not sure what he is working on, but he is keeping large amounts of cash around."

"I suspect he's trying to figure out how to achieve what fell through when I refused to have anything to do with Reginald Smythe. That is another man I would love to destroy, but my tiny taste of him is much more than enough. Any man who wants a woman the way he does should never be allowed to touch any woman." Her voice was cool, though I still heard the remnants of pain underlying her tone.

I heard Silas snarl, and I had to resist the desire to see if I could transform Smythe's rod and reel into mould. With effort, I shook off my dark thoughts. "That doesn't address what you were going to do or how you will remain safe. Do you have enough money for now? This scheme will take months to see any movement." Regardless of what she said, the money in my pocket was being left with her.

She claimed to be fine, which changed my mind not at all. Hiding her address because someone might use magic to get it was going overboard through. To my relief, Silas spoke up.

"Miss Higkins said at the soiree that you might be a truth senser? I assume that means you have Spirit magic. What exactly does that entail? I know you don't have the flashy elements like I do, but how is your magic going to help protect you?"

I focused on her at those words. What exactly could she do? But being typical Emmie, she avoided that issue. Instead, she asked me to sign a document to create a business so she could purchase a house. I signed without a second thought. Her having a house was all to the better. It also gave me some place to visit.

She and Silas talked while I was lost in thought. She needed money, but while what I had would help for a while, what else could I do? I refocused on the conversation as the waitress collected our empty pot.

"Either way. It is not a life I desire, and I do not believe I am well suited to it. Hence the need to set myself up with a house and an entailment. I have thoughts on some long-term work, but until then I need a few years grace."

Here was the opportunity I had been waiting for. "How much do you need now?"

Her eyes shifted away from me. "Now? My funds seem to dwindle faster than I would wish, but I have enough for a year at least, though I do not know what the deposit on a house will be."

I held out the purloined money. "Here. It should help until the entailment is obtained. I'll see about getting you more. I can give you some of my allowance." That was something I'd be asking for an increase in, and I'd shuffle most of it to her.

The reluctance and relief in her eyes made me want to hug her, but that wasn't done, at least not in public, so I let it be.

"What was the second thing?" Silas enquired gently.

"You already did it. Signing the business document and agreeing to publicly side with me was it. It was more than I hoped for, to be honest."

"Always. As soon as he leaves again, I'll let the servants know to get word to Mary." I resisted the urge to order her to tell me where she was staying. It would just make her become more stubborn. For now, she needed to find her own way.

"Thank you. Other than that, no. I need to practice my magic and work on protecting myself."

"Yes, magic," I almost shouted, then flushed as someone turned to look at us. I swallowed and focused. Now I could tell her about the factory. "I got permission to work on a loom at one of the factories with Miss Higkins. It worked." My excitement and the words tumbled out as I got to share with my sister that I wasn't a complete failure.
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Monday, June 19th

Monday came too soon, but I headed to the factory with a bounce in my step. The meeting with Emmie made me feel better, and I would deal with my father as needed. As soon as Sarah got there, we started in on the next loom. The factory had thirty-six looms. Thirty of them were the same as the one I had already upgraded. We were skilled enough to be able to update and change one in a day. But the speed of my new designs was such a step up that having them down for a day didn't create any appreciable loss.

We had three done already, leaving twenty-seven. Once those were all done, then I'd look at the other six. They were a different type of loom, and I would need time to figure out what to change.

Sarah was delighted with the new capabilities and already had a small stash of extra money from the patterns she created. Her smiling face met me each day, and all I wanted to do was show her more things we could do. Both of us had stopped the classes while we focused on this. I had delivered that news to Miss Carlton after chocolate on Sunday. She had simply nodded and asked us to remain in contact.

The letter came back to the front of my mind. Could she really ask for a favour in payment that might get me killed? Could she be the woman teaching the Queen? I had no idea who the man was, but I vaguely remembered seeing an enormous cat up near some other animals at the soiree. Was she a danger to the Queen? I had little interest in politics, but treason wasn't acceptable. Ideas and dreams plagued me as I slept, but rising and heading to the factory pushed it all to the side. I had looms to work on.

Sara and I still had to be the ones to do most of the work, with Macon Coombs helping where he could. The number of excuses I had to push off Davies and Edmond to train others to do it was extreme. But finally, I succeeded when I pointed out it would take me weeks to train someone to understand why I was making the differences, where it would only take us about another month to do them ourselves, and one upgraded loom a day increased that loom’s production by 70% each time. And pulling workers off the floor to train them would reduce the factories production by a total of 10%. It wasn't worth it. Not to mention the new patterns were already getting noticed, and Sarah was still creating them as fast as she could. We took lunch breaks now and talked about how to make specific patterns. With the various controls I'd created, she could even make some names and initials. That idea had whipped Mr. Davies into a frenzy, and he had sent a message for the earl and the other owner to come to talk to us.

That meeting would happen this afternoon, and I was nervous as a rat looking at three cats. The earl had not gotten in until late last night, something about roads and rain, and was obviously not up when I left this morning. So this would be the first chance I had to show him the changes and what it meant. Maybe coming from someone else, it would actually impress him.

One of the factory kids came racing for me right before lunch.

"Sir, Mistah Davies, says comes to the office, now, sir." The sentence came out in gasps as the kid tried to catch his breath.

"Thank you. I will." I glanced over at Sarah. "Into the lion's den, I guess."

"You will be fine. How can he not be happy? The fabric patterns are popular and even the plain ones are being produced at almost double speed," she said in a reasonable voice. I didn't have the heart to tell her the earl was rarely reasonable.

"Seventy percent. But with him I never know." That felt odd to say, but in the last week Sarah and I had talked about so many things. Including the boy she was sweet on, which had been oddly painful to hear.

She shooed me away with her fingers. "Go. What is left to do, I can transform. It is only a few of the fiddly parts." She looked at the kid. "Stay here, and you can help me thread."

The small hands and figures made threading the large machines faster and easier, if still dangerous. But I gave her a tight smile and headed toward the office. My scarf was around my face as I walked, wishing I'd grabbed a dipper of water before I had headed this direction. The lint in the air always seemed to coat my mouth and dry it out.

I climbed the stairs and walked in without knocking, shutting it behind me. The men in the office whirled to stare at me. One was the earl, the other a lord I'd met in passing. Lord Augustine Wentworth, the other owner of the factory. He was a large man, at least a decade older than the earl, with thinning white hair, ears that looked like overcooked cauliflower, and a belly that would have done a woman in confinement proud.

"Who do you think you are? Entering this room without knocking! You're fired. I won't have disrespectful employees in my factories," Lord Wentworth roared, his nostrils flaring in outrage.

"Really, Mr. Davies, I thought your employees knew better than that," Jontan Luck said with a sneer.

Both Mr. Davies' and Mr. Edmond's faces had paled, and I fought between shrinking away and being annoyed. The annoyance flipped to a spurt of spite, and I threw a gust of air around the room, knocking dust into the faces of the two nobles.

They were spluttering and coughing as I unwound the scarf from my face. "Well, you did ask to see me immediately, sir." Even with my minor tantrum, I couldn't be rude to my father. He needed to see I was trying to be a proper noble.

The two men finished coughing and looked at me. The earl's eyes flicked to my cane, then back to my face. "For goodness' sake, boy. What are you doing dressed like a common labourer? Surely you aren't out there working like one of them." His voice was full of horror.

Instead of responding, I pulled off my hat and shook it. A cloud of fine thread particles drifted away. "This is the most efficient clothes to wear if I don't want to be coated in dust, sir. And I am supervising the modifications to the looms. Has Mr. Davies told you about the improvements?" I kept my voice even, but I turned and limped over to the pile of fabric samples in a wooden box on the floor. These were the patterns Sarah had created so far. Twenty different ones, all relatively simple. A single coloured thread on white muslin. Nowhere near as fancy as they could get, but it allowed the patterns be clearly visible, while the three different colours that could be used were noted in a label attached to the sample.

There was silence as I turned back to them. Lord Wentworth was still dusting himself off, not looking at me. The earl had a look on his face I could not interpret.

"Not yet. He mentioned you made some modifications, but insisted you should explain what was done." There was a trace of contempt in the words, but also curiosity on his face. "To be honest, I expected these men to have chased you out of here after the first day of your wasting their time."

A glance at Davies, and I saw the truth in his shrug, but I didn't let it bother me. This had always been a trial by fire.

"Bottom line, I made some modifications to the looms that increased their pick rate by 70% and set in new switches to increase the pattern possibilities to over six thousand." I dropped the set of swatches on the table in front of them. "These are the basic ones we have created so far that can be woven into most of the fabric types, and with up to three colours for the weft pattern." The warp colours depended on what threads you put in, and since each fabric used a different number of threads, that was completely variable.

They were both looking at me now. "70% did you say?" Lord Wentworth asked slowly.

"Yes. Your looms were running at a rate of 180 picks per minute. Mine are running at over 320. And that is for most fabric types. Taffeta has to go slower or the picking breaks the threads. Anything with silk it is best to do at 200 picks or slower. Silk isn't as sturdy as cotton or wool." That we had realized with the trial runs, though with the stronger fabrics, the speed was incredible. I had been collecting the trash samples, where the threads broke or a setting was off. I had an idea about how to use those in creating a few other items.

The earl turned to Mr. Davies. "He is telling the truth? The looms are working and these patterns are reproducible?"

"Yes, sir. Those machines move faster than the eye can see, and we are paying the girl to create these. She can even make patterns on request if you can draw them out. This one is your initials, sir." He flipped through the pile until he pulled out a piece that had JL woven into it both as part of the fabric itself, then as a scroll of letters on the edge.

My father held it in his hands, turning it over and over, then handed it the Lord Wentworth as he turned and looked at me. "And you designed this?"

"I designed the loom, yes. I came up with the settings that modified the primary looms to increase the speed and the variations. Miss Higkins is creating the various patterns, and if you look here, you can see how others can set them." I pointed to the top area of the fabric. Each of my twenty switches on the loom was labelled with a letter, and the shuttles with a number. If the letter was missing, that thread was not included in what pulled into the pick. Then there were numbers that said which shuttle went through. At the end of each line was another number of how many times that pattern repeated. Each different line was listed until the entire set would be repeated. Sometimes that was twenty, other times only two or three. A long pattern could take five minutes to set, an easy one less than a minute.

The earl blinked once and looked at me, then dropped the sample that Mr. Davies had handed him. "I am almost impressed. Maybe you might not be worthless after all. But remember, an earl isn't down here working with the common folks. You should be delegating." The contempt was mostly missing from his voice, but it still stung.

"As you know, the creation and design of things is where I excel. It is best if I do the alterations as trying to teach someone how to do it would be difficult at best." It wasn't like they realized I was using magic to make some of those alterations, and even if you built it the same, it would probably break at these speeds. Some of the pieces I'd transformed into other material to handle the stress.

"He's telling the truth, milord. We had a few men come in and try, and they can't do it. He's a magician with making it work, sir." Mr. Edmund had his hat in his hand as he talked quickly. "But the ones he's adjusted, they work like a dream, faster and more reliable. Already in the last week, over all production is up 3% and that is with only three looms completely updated."

The earl and Augustine Wentworth looked at each other and smiled slowly. Then he turned to me. "Not bad. See if you can continue to impress me. It is nice to know that you got something from me. I had thought all you got was your mother's looks."

The words were a slap, but I just nodded. "Thank you, sir. I will try." With that, they dismissed me. I left, leaning on my cane.

Just why did I care so much about his approval?
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Tuesday, June 20th

Tuesday I made it home, exhausted, but at least I thought I could handle having dinner with Silas and father. As such, I made a bit of effort to change for dinner and headed down. Father questioned Silas about the social club he joined, which gave me a spurt of envy that died quickly. I had no desire to deal with clubs. Too much competition and not of the sort I preferred.

The earl switched his attention to me with narrowed eyes. But frankly, I was too tired to care about approval or disdain.

"I must say I am rather pleased with the initiative you've shown, Duncan. I thought I would lose that loom, but instead, you've upped our production by a large amount, and the new fabric patterns are already proving to be very popular. When will you show someone else how to do it so you can quit acting like a lowly workman?"

There was no way to tell him it was magic letting me do what I was doing to the looms, so I deflected the comment. "It is extremely complicated and detailed. At this point, I don't believe there are any people in your employ that could build them. After all, you didn't build or create any of the looms you are currently using, did you?"

The look of sour apples on his face let me know the barb had hit. "True. Those were all ordered and shipped here. As far as I know, they were even set up the first time here. We had nothing to do with their assembly."

That would give me the leverage I needed. "Which is why I need to be involved. It is interesting though, and I'm seeing other areas I could improve that would never have occurred to me had I not been in there on a daily basis."

"Oh, very well. But make sure those workers know you are not one of them. You are not there to be their friend." He still sounded disapproving, but it wasn't as obvious as normal.

The image of Sarah flashed across my face, and I dropped my head to focus on the table. There was no way I wanted any of my emotions to be even hinted at. Besides, she was sweet on someone else. "I doubt that will be an issue," was my only comment.

I was surprised when the topic of magic came up, this time wild rumours about magic users in the paper. Time to read the paper seemed like a luxury, but apparently I had missed something changing about public opinion. I would need to check it out, before I fell asleep, hopefully.

"This magic stuff. I am unsure if it is the way the nation should go. It has suddenly appeared. What if we start to depend on it and it disappears? That is very unwise. At best, those with these so-called powers should be pulled into service for the Crown and used. If the powers are not harnessed, how will we know how to control those that have them?" Father huffed out a growl as if it was a personal affront.

I locked down my reactions, focusing on the food as Silas carried the bulk of the conversation, but I listened carefully for what the earl didn't say.

"Conscriptions more accurately. Most are going to be uneducated rabble. They need to be pulled under a firm hand and shown how to use it for the best purpose. Besides, power will always reside in the nobility. We should be the ones to decide how this should be used and make sure people learn what we decide they should." His tone changed to something darker. "Because some people might get ideas above their station in life."

I jerked my head up, worried, and caught a glimmer in Silas's eyes as well. He needed to not think about Emmie. That could be dangerous.

"The Irish will take any advantage that is given to them. If they start throwing Fire around, it could be bad. I am sure the Crown is being proactive in that arena," Silas said dismissively.

I followed up, trying to redirect the earl's thoughts. "And if the lower class can use Fire to heat their homes or food, it reduces the amount of resources they need. It could be a benefit in the long run," I offered. The comment was as much of a distraction as I could come up with.

"Yes, some women have it. However, they have men who can control them, to ensure they use it correctly. Without a man to guide them, most women can't survive." The earl was stabbing at his pork chop, not looking at us.

Silas and I exchanged glances, and I fumbled for a way to distract him. "There is a new fabric type that is becoming popular. I was thinking I could take one of the older looms, the ones that are different from the standard ones, and update it to make some of these fancy brocades. I think with some work we could create things equal to what is being shipped from the Orient."

That did the trick and pulled him into a conversation about what might be required. Worried about Emmeline, I asked for at least triple what I thought I might need. Either way, it would take me a few days of study to figure it out, and the topic kept him distracted until dinner was over and we all went our own ways.
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Friday, June 23rd

Wednesday evening, my father was almost complimentary to me. It was nice to feel his approval, and part of me wished Emmeline had been there to see it. Afterwards, Silas had asked me for some help with a minor project later. He said it would be interesting, if simplistic, but I promised to help if he needed it. Then I collapsed, exhaustion and low-level pain from the stress I was putting on my leg made me sleep as soon as I laid down.

The week blurred into work, eat, sleep, and work. But on Friday we had gotten five machines done as Mr. Coombs had figured out how to dismantle them so Sarah and I could start faster. There were still a lot of looms to go, but we were making headway.

We were halfway through a modification, when there was a horrific scream from the aisle next to ours, but down a few machines and the sound changed as a loom went out of operation. The thirty-six looms in the mill were in six rows and six columns, with the six non-standard looms on the closest side to the door. The sound had come from one of the looms I had not modified yet. My head jerked up, and I lost the concentration of what I'd been doing, the offering and the magic just fizzled away as I tried to figure out what it was.

"Oh no," Sarah murmured.

Another scream and then sobbing. By now I had jumped up and grabbed my cane and was limping as fast as I could toward the sound.

"Mr. Luck, don't," Sarah said softly, but she followed me.

I gave her a funny look. Someone was hurt. What did she mean don't? Another cry, then the sounds broke into crying jags, letting me isolate where it was. I turned and hobbled over, the cane a sharp sound lost in the clacking of the looms. There, near one of the looms that had stopped, was one of the kiddies, a woman who must be the person in charge of these looms, and in the distance I could see Mr. Edmond headed this direction.

The child was lying on the floor sobbing and red was pouring out from where they grabbed their hand. At this age, I assumed it was a boy because they wore pants, not skirts, on their lower body. Though I had learned that wasn't always accurate, but people turned a blind eye to the girls wearing pants. Pants were safer for climbing into the looms to retie strings.

"What happened?" I demanded as I got to the child. My stomach churned as I registered what had happened. Their hand was a mangled mess, and if I could see clearly, I thought the boy was missing fingers.

"Stupid child put his hand on the wheel gear as he was climbing out from re-doing strings and it started back up. Ate up his hand. Waste of a decent worker," the woman said. She had to be in her twenties, but looked a decade older. There was no grief on her face, just a kind of weary resignation. Other workers had glanced our way, but no one moved to help the child.

"Here now, what's the distraction? This ain't working," Mr. Edmunds called out as he got closer. The woman who'd been looking at the child hunched her shoulders and moved back over to the loom, making sure it was going, then moved on to her next loom. Most workers ran four looms, ensuring they were working without issues.

I stared after her for a minute, then over at Mr. Edmond. "We need to get a doctor for the child," I said, gesturing at the boy, whose sobs had quieted. He was sitting up, looking dully at his hand. His index finger was gone, and blood still spurted from where it had been.

"Argh, stupid child. Which loom? How much fabric was ruined?" he demanded, moving over to the loom and inspecting the blood spatter on the fabric. "Figures, the good stuff. You," he called to the woman who came over, her head down and shoulders hunched. "Mark it, so we can cut it off from the batch. This is coming out of your wages," he said, his brows drawn in a furious frown.

"Heya, wasn't my blood," she protested as she pulled out a roll of red twine and moved over to deftly tie it through one edge, snipped it and then tied again further down, marking off a section of about six inches.

"Well, someone has to pay for it and we don't pay the kids. They get food and a place to sleep. What more do you think we're going to give them?" He looked back at the kid and the pool of blood around him.

"Coombs," Mr. Edmond called, his voice pitched high. Macon Coombs had followed us over from working on the loom and stepped forward.

"Yes, sir," he said, nodding his head.

"Take care of him. See if his mother is here, and if they can do something. Then get this mess cleaned. The rest of you get back to work. Ye don't get paid to stare at an idiot." Mr. Edmond huffed one more time and turned away to continue his path through the looms, calling out corrections occasionally.

I stood there, stunned, unable to say anything. The callous indifference shook me to the core.

"Come on," Sarah said, tugging on my arm. "We need to get back to work." She pulled me as Coombs picked the boy up. He wasn't even crying anymore, just pale and sagging as other kids came over with rags and a bucket of water to clean up the pool of blood.

"No, we need to help the boy," I stuttered out as I tried to process the inhumanity of what I'd just seen. A child had probably lost their hand, and no one cared?

"And do what? Does your magic include healing?" She asked, though she kept pulling me toward the loom we'd been working on.

"No? Maybe? I don't know. I've never tried. Does yours?" I asked, staring at her. She could create patterns better than I could. Maybe she could heal them.

"I have no idea, but since I know nothing about the human body, I'd be just as likely to have him grow a second nose as opposed to a finger. Now we need to get this loom fixed." She had dragged me all the way back to the loom.

I pulled my arm away from hers, staring at her. Only the scarf across my face prevented my mouth from being filled with the dust fibres that floated through the air. "That is all you have to say? You don't care a child might die? Will definitely be crippled?" I wasn't sure how I felt as my mind was still spinning like a top trying to process what I'd seen. So much blood, but that bugged me less than the reactions from everyone. As if it was normal.

"Care?" She stopped and looked at me and the look on her face was the weirdest expression. It combined sorrow, contempt, amusement, and pity all into one look. Even the earl had never given me a look like that. "Mill work is dangerous. Deaths happen. Their parents know that, the kids know that. They have to be careful. We all do or we die. I'm just hoping these patterns might make me enough that I can get a job creating as opposed to working the looms. It isn't that I don't care, it is that I can't afford to." She shrugged and pointed at the loom. "Now we need to finish this one if we want to get the other one done by tonight."

"No," I cried out, but the sound was swallowed by the nonstop rattle of the looms and the motors. I turned and looked, and, for the first time, I paid attention. More than one person was missing a finger or had wicked scars. And all we did was cart them off? That couldn't be right. I spun, my balance wavering as I headed toward the offices. I thought I heard a sigh behind me, but I didn't care. The sound of the looms, the never ending clacking, now sounded like a death march, every beat another step of death's approach. It made me move faster, but halfway to the office, I realized they would do nothing. From Edmond's reaction, this was normal. Change would never come from them. It had to come from the owners of the company. With that, I headed to the door. The upgrades to the looms could wait. I needed to talk to my father.

Once outside, I took a moment to take off the scarf and shake out my jacket. It made it easier to convince the cabs to pick me up if I looked a bit more respectable. It still took me longer that it would have if I had been dressed like the gentleman I was, but soon enough I was headed home, my mind still spinning. How could anyone accept that as a price of doing business?

I was out of the cab, tossing the driver a pound, to his surprise, and lurching up the stairs. I opened the door before the footman could even get there, headed to his office. The odds were he was there as he had said on Wednesday he would leave for Ireland on Sunday. Storming into the office, I caught him off guard as he jerked his head up from the pile of correspondence around him, a worn frown on his face.

The idle thought that he must miss how good Emmie was at organizing all of that whispered through my mind, but it wasn't why I was here or what drove me. The image of the boy, his brown hair, faded blue shirt, and brown pants, all of them splattered with blood, seared into my brain. I knew if you asked me about it in a century, I would still be able to describe everything down to the broken and mangled fingers that remained.

"Duncan, what—" he started, but I cut him off.

The burning in my leg from moving too fast and leaning on it too much couldn't begin to compete with the anger and horror that had kindled in my mind and heart. "You need to change the policies at the factory. A boy's hand was mangled, and he might die. The looms need to be changed so there is no risk of people dying or losing body parts." The words rushed out like a torrent, but on the way over I'd been thinking of ways I could do that. Safety switches, cut-offs, even just better hand holds in the loom for them to grab so they wouldn't risk grabbing the belt.

"What?" He looked confused, and I took a deep breath.

"A boy was hurt in one of the looms. His hand was mangled by the belt motor. There must be changes to prevent those sorts of injuries. That should never happen." I had moved to the back of one of the armchairs, leaning on it for support. I had no time to coddle my leg right now.

"Why do I care about a useless peasant child getting killed?" He asked, looking at me with honest confusion. "They should be happy enough that I am feeding them and giving them a place to sleep. Otherwise, they'd be on the street like the rest of the urchins. You're wasting my time. Go back and finish upgrading the looms. Your design enhancements have increased profit by an impressive amount, and the faster you upgrade the rest, the more I and the other investors will make. Now go," he said with a wave of his hand, looking down at the letters. "I have much to do before I leave on Sunday."

My heart broke as I stood there looking at the man that was my father. Then my mind followed as all the time and energy I'd spent trying to impress the man proved to be a complete waste. This wasn't someone I wanted to imitate. And his respect, if he respected people that didn't care about children dying, wasn't something I cared about. My mouth popped open to argue, and I stopped as I realized it would make no difference. It never had. The only person the earl cared about was the earl.

Anger, sorrow, and denial whipped through me, and I gave in to the emotional rage of the moment, no longer caring about anything. I shattered the pattern of the windows, the glass easy to break, all I had to do was convince some of the sand to go back to sand. Then I called on Air; my rage and willingness to offer sweat and hair had it springing to my response. The curtains billowed out and a small tornado rampaged through his office to a shriek of surprise. It meant nothing. I let my magic do the damage it would as I limped from the room. I wanted nothing to do with Earl Luck. As far as I was concerned, I had no father. Because that man wasn't someone I wanted to be related to.

Rather than heading upstairs to rest, the way my leg pleaded for me too, I headed toward my workshop, horribly neglected over the last two weeks. They could all drop off the face of the earth, and I would not care. I was understanding Emmeline's anger, and I felt ashamed that I had wanted that man to be proud of me all these years. It would be like wanting a murderer to compliment your knife skills.

I stood in the workshop staring sightlessly at it. I'd spent so much time lately with the mechanical aspects of the loom that I'd had little time to think about anything else. When I was done, for Sarah's sake, not mine, I would start pulling back. But first I had safety measures to create.


Twenty-Six
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Monday, June 26th

Ispent the weekend working on new designs and avoiding my father. His departure Sunday removed the cloud of anger that hung over the house. Some of the servants had talked about the sudden storm that had broken the windows and how pissed the earl had been. I didn't care. Literally, he wasn't worth the effort to talk to. But I also avoided Silas, not wanting to deal with questions or wondering how he would react. I would never be able to look at him with any level of affection again if his reaction even approached indifference.

So I avoided asking a question that might destroy the fledging relationship. What I didn't know couldn't shatter my beliefs.

Monday morning, with new plans in place and my magic, which had been raging with my temper all weekend, under control as well, I headed to the looms. Sarah intercepted me halfway there.

"Mr. Luck," she called, and part of me winced as she had unbent enough to call me by my given name on Friday. "Where have you been? Mr. Davies and Mr. Edmond spent Friday afternoon hounding me about why you left. I didn't know what to tell them." She sounded annoyed and a bit worried. I didn't care. No matter how dangerous something was, and really no factory should be more deadly than serving in the military, the reaction to death and disfigurement or dismemberment should never, ever be acceptance.

"There are updates that need to be made to the looms. I'll start with the first ones we did to refine the method." I kept walking as I spoke. Macon Coombs had drifted over as she caught up with me. "Mr. Coombs, I'll need a spool of wire, some of the scrap wood, and any scraps of metal you can find." To my relief, he just ducked his head and headed off as I continued my awkward gait toward the looms.

"Mr. Luck, what exactly are you doing?" Sarah didn't sound mad, just more confused than anything. "They wanted the rest of the looms upgraded by next week."

"Isn't happening. I have modifications to make before I continue to upgrade looms," I said, my path a direct line to the first loom.

"Is this about the kid?" she asked as she kept pace with me, not that doing so was difficult.

I paused and jerked around to stare at her. The images of that boy had haunted my every moment, awake or asleep for the last two days. In response, I snarled at her. "About the child? Yes. I will not allow any more kids to die at a factory I'm involved in, if there is anything I can do to prevent it."

She stood there, crossing her arms as she stared at me. "Why do you care? It was just a kid. Their lives are treated as cheap and disposable by everyone, especially parents. Dead kids don't need food or clothes." There was nothing on her face to give me any clue what she felt, but my stomach soured at her words.

"No child should ever be regarded as that. It was a kid, though I'd be just as determined to make changes if it had been an adult. That no one cares is what makes it worse. A child might have lost their life and all anyone cares about is a few inches of fabric was lost." I managed to keep my rage under control, but it was hard.

"Maybe not," she said as she turned and started walking toward the loom we'd first modified. "But that is the reaction. Besides, they will cut the fabric off and sell it at the scrap market. It just won't fetch quite as much money." She'd fallen alongside me as we walked. As we reached the last loom, where it was moderately quieter, she spoke again. "I'm glad you care. Most of us can't afford to. If you protest too much, they fire you, and then you and your family might die. That isn't any better."

"Maybe. But I don't have that worry and the owners of this building can go bugger themselves." I looked at Coombs as he approached, wheeling over the supplies I'd requested. "Helping me might get you in trouble."

They looked at each other and shrugged. Sarah looked up at me with a shadow of a grin. "I'll just say you ordered me, so it wasn't like I could disobey."

I snorted out a laugh at that, feeling lighter than I had since Friday and the injuries.

"That is fine. Now here is what we are going to do." I had played with what I knew to create a safety switch. Anyone doing any work on the loom would flip it, nothing would start back up until you unflipped it. While it wouldn't stop someone from flipping it while they were in there, I was putting it in the place where the workers would be, not where a manager walking by would be. It simply prevented the machine from engaging until you flipped it back. The big problem was that it would slow the looms down by about 50 picks a minute. Which over all would cut production. But not having to worry about injured workers was a fair trade as far as I was concerned.

"They are going to throw a fit," Sarah said, but she worked with a will to help me install the safety switches.

"Oh well. If they don't want me to destroy the machines—and trust me I will—they will live with the addition."

We had ten machines done before Mr. Davies came over. "What are you doing, Mr. Luck?" There was the appearance of politeness in his voice, but I could hear the annoyance coating every word even over the noise. "You left a loom half-finished on Friday, and we need that completed and there are still more looms to convert. Plus, figuring out how to update the six that are dobby looms." He looked over where I was sitting, my leg having finally decided it was done with this. The screaming pain every time I moved was distracting.

"After the incident on Friday, I realized there was a flaw in the looms. I am fixing that now," I said, not looking at him as I kept working.

"What incident?" He sounded bewildered, and I glanced up at him.

"The hurt child? By the way, how is the child?" I needed to find them and give them some money. This was my fault. Luck greed had caused this.

The man blinked at me, then shrugged. "How should I know? It was a child worker. We don't worry about them as they are easily replaced. What changes are you making?"

My cane was a few inches away. I almost picked it up and beat on him, but realized it would do no good. How did so many people like this exist in the world? "I do not find the death of anyone, much less a child, unimportant. As such, I am making changes to the looms to prevent any such deaths." Here was the tricky part. The extra weight of the switch slowed the loom down. Not much, but when it added a fraction of a second more time to the movement, it made a difference. And I couldn't care less. No one would die in my machines. Or at least not what I could prevent. I knew there would always be accidents, but I could prevent as many as possible.

And if I didn't tell them about the slowdown, hopefully they would never realize. It might be a false hope given how they tracked everything, but I could hope. From my calculations, it would drop the max pick rate down to about 310 from my high of 320. It was still an overall increase from what they had been doing.

"They knew the risks when they started here. Get back to updating the other looms and not messing with this waste of time and effort," Davies growled, though it made it harder to hear him with the clacking going around. Shout talking was a lesson you learned fast.

I ignored him and continued to work on the safety switches. Already, the youngest kids had figured them out and would not go in without flipping it. "I estimate it will take me another week to finish putting all the safeguards in place. Then you won't lose any more workers to accidents." My voice was bitter as I focused on the work. Part of me was aware of Sarah all but hiding behind the next loom, the one she was working on.

"I don't care who you are. Having the looms down this long is not acceptable," Davies growled.

With a huff of exasperation, I looked up. Edmonds had joined Davies in trying to intimidate me. "The more you distract me, the longer this will take. And you have no choice. I will make these modifications, or I'll destroy every change I've done. Decide which one you want."

Edmonds puffed up at that, his chest sticking out. "We'll stop you. There is no way we are going to let you undo the work. The looms are making more fabric at a faster rate in patterns that are setting the modiste world on fire."

Rage, the memories of that child, blood everywhere, a child I didn't even know how to find, were still so vivid in my mind, I almost couldn't think. It all drove my response. "You'll stop me, will you?"

Davies and Edmonds, their faces dark with anger, both loomed over me. There was no way I could stand up; they could easily prevent that. My physical weakness might make it so I couldn't fight them, but I had magic, and that provided other ways to fight.

"Yes. We are not about to let this level of productivity drop," Davies snarled.

I looked up at them and smirked. "What is funny is you think you can stop me." I looked to my right, a loom that while I had done the first set of modifications, I had not put the safety changes on it. "Watch," I said and pointed at that loom, pulling on my magic, my anger making it so the offering didn't matter. What importance was a chunk of nail when it came to protecting children? The struts that I had created out of wood, metal, and glass shattered. I turned it all to fragments of glass, anger fuelling the transformation, even if I still struggled to understand the best way to use this magic. The pieces scattered under the loom, and it began to creak and sag as that had been one of the major supports.

People stared as the huge loom bent and other pieces broke under the strain. I used the distraction to pull myself to my feet. I was standing by the time the two men turned back around, their faces white, staring at me.

"I believe I have made myself clear." Wide eyes met mine, and I didn't look away, just stared back.

"You … you … did that?" Mr. Edmonds stammered.

I didn't respond, just looked at them, letting the heavy moment sit there. The weight of stares rested on me, but I wasn't about to look away. Magic was something that sat on the edge of society’s awareness more and more, and I had just outed myself. People as a whole were very good at lying to themselves. I was trying to stop lying to myself.

"We'll be telling the owners about this change," Davies threatened, but now his voice shook.

I just shrugged and still said nothing.

They backed away and then scurried back toward the office. Dismissing them from my mind, I turned back to the loom to see Sarah and Coombs staring at me.

Sarah opened her mouth, but then snapped it closed and pulled her scarf back up, hiding most of her face. She didn't continue to look at me, just went back to working on the machine. I turned my gaze to Coombs. He looked at the broken loom, then at me. He grunted and went back to work.

With relief that I would not lose either of my helpers, though it also proved that Coombs had figured out that we were using magic to create these, I lowered myself back to the ground and went back to work. Repairing that loom would be difficult, but it would be the last thing I fixed. I wanted it to sit there as a reminder that I was not someone to take lightly.

The question was: what would the consequences be for me doing this?


Twenty-Seven
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Tuesday, June 27th

The next morning, I headed back to the factory, but Sarah intercepted me before I could enter the building. The noise out here was so much less that I could actually hear her voice as opposed to trying to guess what she was saying. I had also discovered how important lips were to hearing. The number of things that were misunderstood when we had scarfs over our mouths was crazy.

"Lord Luck, are you crazy? Do you know what they could do?" Her voice was a hissed sound.

I took a long look at her, taking in her pale face and red eyes. If I had to guess, she had slept little. "Not much. If they don't have me, they can't update the looms and they don't have their productivity."

"You!" she hissed out. "What about the rest of us?" Stress and worry lined her face. "The fact that they let me work only ten hours a day was only because of Anne. If they fire me, we will lose our home. This additional money has made it so we all have enough to eat for the first time in years."

Guilt slammed into me, and I opened my mouth. But the image of the child flashed in front of my mind, and I bowed my head for a moment, trying to gather my thoughts. When I thought I could speak without being irrational, something I detested being, I looked back up.

"Miss Higkins," I said. If she was going to be formal, I would be the same. "While I understand your plight, there are a few things you have not taken into consideration." My voice was as stiff as my body. Part of me wanted to hug her and assure her it would all be just fine, but I had no guarantees of that. I only knew what I could live with.

She crossed her arms and glared at me. Workers were streaming around us into the gaping doors of the factory, the noises already starting up as they loaded and connected the looms. The smokestacks burning coal to drive the motors belched the black fumes across the grey day. It matched my mood, the feeling that the sun would never come out again.

Leaning a bit more heavily on the cane, I never took my focus off of her. "First is the fact that if they fire you, I will go build a loom just for you with more settings than any of these people can even dream of, and you will make fabric the Queen herself would beg to have. Second, if they fire you, I'll break all the machines, and they will never be able to recreate them as they both don't know how to replicate what I did, and unless they are a Transform mage, the changes I made aren't possible. But are you willing to allow children to die when there is something that can be changed to save them?"

She looked up at me, her face pale and she swallowed. "People die every day. Kids especially. They are … replaceable." The distaste in her voice told me she didn't really believe that, but I understood what she was saying.

"Not to me. And I'll fight the earl and everyone else. Like I said, I could destroy them all rather than let them use them. I have discovered the earl is not someone I care about impressing any longer." I meant every word. All of a sudden, the idea of being disinherited bugged me less than it had. I had a stack of patents I needed to file. This was just one of them. Some were versions that others could create.

She laid a hand on her arm. "Duncan, I'm sorry. And thank you. Most nobility don't care, and they treat anyone below them like a tool that, when it breaks, it is disposed of. I … expected the same." Her face, still pale, looked up at me with a tremulous smile on the edge of her lips. "Thank you for not being like that."

I had been like that. I probably still was, but if I could prevent injuries like that, to children, to anyone, I would. Trying to let my anger go, I put my hand over hers and smiled. "I'm coming to realize people are more important than any trappings of society." The words felt true, but it had barely been two months prior when I was vaguely scandalized at learning with servants. Shame flushed through me. I needed to be a better person.

"Come on then, my lord. We have looms to update," Sarah said with a smile and a spurt of energy. "The sooner we get it done, the sooner they will quit having fits." She pulled her scarf over her face and headed in. I followed at a slower pace, admiring her. Sarah Higkins was pulling her way up from where she was born, and I could see how she struggled. But the strength it must have taken to step up astounded me. I had all the blessings my birth and gender gave me, and I had squandered it. I needed to be better, to be worthy of someone like her.

As I headed to the next loom, I felt people watching me with more fear and respect in their eyes. Magic had been in the papers more and more, with a few lords coming out as having magic as well. It had progressed past the point of shouts of being possessed, but having magic and knowing how to use it beyond lighting a candle or making water splash was another step altogether. It brought to light how much I might owe Miss Carlton. A shudder washed through me, and I let it go. If her favour got me killed, did it really matter? At least I was doing something good here today.

We got to work, and no one spoke to us, letting us work as we moved through the various looms. It was nice, and I hated to admit that I rather enjoyed the respect, even if it was based out of fear. The topper of it was when Mr. Davies and Mr. Edmond avoided me as they followed up with the looms I had altered. For a while I feared they were disabling my safety measures, but I had tried hard to ensure they were not easily removed, at least not without damaging the machine.

Following up on them after lunch, I verified the measures were still in place. The adults gave me funny looks as I walked back, but I ignored them. Sarah had met me outside for lunch, and we spent the thirty minutes talking about how plants had patterns in their growths as did frost and even other materials. There had to be a way to look at things closer. There were things called microscopes, and I wondered if I could get one, or better yet, see how they were made and duplicate it. Maybe create a new type of seeing device while I was at it.

My mind spun with ideas, and my face ached from smiling as I delved back into the next loom. I only stopped when a pair of boots stopped in front of me. Most of the work on the looms required me being on the floor, so I'd given up and sat down when I got there, then just scooted to the next loom, it was easier on my leg. Hearing people was difficult, but I could see their boots.

Finishing what I was doing, I looked up to see Macon Coombs. He wasn't the most expressive person I'd met; his bushy beard hid most of his face, he rarely wore a scarf, but from the fact his beard changed colour by the end of the day I figured it did the same thing as a scarf. But the droop of said moustache and his sober eyes caught me.

I looked up at him, and he shook his head, pointing back to one of the quieter areas near the back of the warehouse. Wondering what he had to tell me, most of the time it was simple yes or no questions. I clambered to my feet, groaning a bit at the stiffness, and limped after him, leaning on my cane. When we reached the far wall and the noise had dimmed to a low roar, I gave him a tired smile. My energy was spent, and I figured I'd get one more machine done before I headed home. The constant use of magic to create these switches and bond them with the frame wasn't much, but it added up, and I was exhausted and starting to worry about offerings. In the last two weeks, all my nails were down to the quick and my hair barely hit the collar of my shirt.

"Sir, you were asking about the boy?" Coombs said with a dip of his head. He had a thick accent, obviously from the far edges of England and a part of me wondered why he'd have left fresh air for London.

I blinked at him, trying to figure out what he was talking about. Boy? What boy? Then the image of the child, blood, and a white face burst into my mind. "Oh, yes. How is he?" His shoulders hunched together, and he dipped his head. My gut tightened as I waited for what I knew was coming.

"His hand was mangled pretty bad, sir, and the hand got infected. All red and swollen, it was. He died yesterday. They'll be burying him at the graveyard near All Saints chapel." He didn't look me in the eye as he talked.

I forced down the lump that had formed as he spoke. I wanted to rage more, but it would change nothing. One boy dead and no one cared. "Does his mother or father work here?"

"Yes, sir," he said, still not meeting my eyes. "His ma. She's over there." He pointed to the loom at the end of the first row.

I simply nodded and turned, limping toward the woman. It seemed the more I used my leg, the more it hurt. Or maybe that was my heart. My pace got slower and slower as I reached her. She looked up from checking the threads on the looms, a constant job, and I saw her eyes were red and swollen. Whatever words had been on my lips crumbled away into the lint that coated everything. I fumbled in my pocket and pulled out a ten-pound note, thrusting it at her. She took it with confusion and wariness, but I said nothing. Instead, I headed toward the door. I was done. I wanted to go home, have a bath, and try to pretend it was a better world than what it was.

I waved down a hackney, who must have figured I worked there as I had not bothered to shake out my clothes. Wearily, I gave him the address and let the shaking motion of the coach put me in a trance as I thought about the world I lived in. The world I needed to change.

The climb up the steps to the door seemed endless, even though there were only five. Richard pulled open the door as I reached it.

"Would you like anything, sir?" he asked as I pulled off my worn jacket.

"Brandy and some food, in my room, please. I am not up to the table tonight," I said, my words slurring as I faced the next set of stairs, my leg feeling like a lead weight threatening to pull me down into my own darkness.

"There is a message that was left for you, sir," he said with a hint of an apology. I took it from him with a weary sigh. I had no time for balls or parties right now. A whisper of guilt at that, because if I didn't bring Silas, who would?

I opened it, and my world froze.

Lord Duncan Luck - I request your presence on Friday at 3 p.m. I expect to see you there regarding some debts.

Sincerely - Miss Antoinette Carlton.

My time to pay for what I had been given had arrived. But what would be the cost?


Twenty-Eight
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Friday, June 30th

Iworked the rest of the week putting in the safety measures, and I fully expected the earl to blow up when he found out. I didn't care. It also kept me busy as I dreaded the arrival of Friday. But I completed the safety upgrades Thursday evening, and so I didn't bother to go in Friday. I would get back on the looms on Monday. Friday morning, I slept in. It felt luxurious, and the ache in my leg muted back down to a grumble instead of the roar it had been.

By the time it came for me to leave, I'd worked myself into a ball of stress. Was she against the government? Were the favours a way to thin out the nobility? Who had sent those stupid letters? I hadn't gotten any more letters, but then I'd been so busy with the factory, maybe the sender thought I'd distanced from her. How could I figure this out?

The thoughts never quit in my mind, and I wished I had skipped lunch as it threatened to add to the already questionable interior of the hack. Closing my eyes, I concentrated on breathing and focusing on how nice it felt to breathe air not laden with dust and lint.

We arrived way sooner than I was ready for, but I got out of the hack without falling and walked up the steps. The door opened before I could knock, and the footman stood there.

"Good afternoon, Mr. Luck, please come in. Miss Carlton is expecting you."

Sucking down a last deep breath, I went in and turned over my hat, then followed him deep into the house, leaning heavily on my cane. Previously, all my lessons had been upstairs, but now he took me down a familiar hallway and I ended up in her office once again with her behind a desk.

Miss Carlton looked up as I entered and nodded, inspecting me with sharp eyes. "I adore punctuality. Please sit."

The words were obviously an order, not an invitation, but standing was more than I wanted to do. My leg had enjoyed the day off and was unhappy about being expected to work again. With a tremble that I wasn't sure was because of my tired leg or my wavering conviction, I sank into the chair.

"Your absence in class has been noticed. Are you and Miss Higkins at the point in your labours you can come back?" Her voice was pleasant, friendly even, but her eyes were still watching me, evaluating.

"There was a delay. It will probably be another two weeks," I said, feeling even tenser than I had been. "Though I am not sure what else there is for me to learn in the classroom."

"Hmm," she said, tapping her finger lightly on the desk. "I believe you are mostly correct. Most of what you and your classmates have left to learn is best done via hands-on experience, much like what you are doing at the mill. The manipulation of material to update the looms is truly impressive, though it looks like you have had to sacrifice a significant amount of hair." Her eyes flicked to my hair, barely being held back in a tail at the base of my skull.

I swallowed, trying to put a cool and confident expression on my face. From her arched brow, I suspected I failed. "Yes. It has been an interesting challenge."

Her lips twitched, and she leaned back. "I'm sure you are wondering what I'm going to ask as a partial payment of your debt."

I flinched at the word 'partial' but nodded. Right now I'd let her speak. Maybe it would help settle my nerves.

"I find myself in need of a device that works like these new cameras, but without all the flash and bulkiness. It needs to be able to take at least three pictures and fit in a reticule." Her eyes watched me unflinching as she spoke.

My eyes narrowed. A camera? I'd read a few articles on them, but most of them were big and required a flash. But this would be interesting, not risky in the least. "What for?" My suspicion was obvious in my tone of voice.

She arched a brow, still seated, and leaned back in the chair. "Does it matter?"

"Are you trying to get nobility killed?" I blurted out, the odd letters throwing me in a tailspin.

"What? No," she said sitting back up as though the question had surprised her. "Though I would be criminally stupid if I told you I was. I said that I would not ask you to do anything that was against your moral code. What brought this on?" she asked, still looking like a queen in a room of supplicants. "I don't believe I've ever done anything that would imply that sort of stupidity."

My face heated. I knew the letters had to be ridiculous. "I … I haven't been sleeping well, and I believe my judgement has been affected." That was perfectly true, if not why I said something so obviously stupid to her. "How exactly are you going to use the camera? I would like to know how my creations are used." I said, trying to divert the conversation back to what she needed me to create.

"Why? Do you follow everyone who purchases your patents and make sure they are using them correctly? I don't see you marching through the streets to support women's rights or that we should let India return to self-rule. What about all the debtors being sent to Australia? Where is your outrage? Or do you only care because I, a woman, am asking you?" Every word was icy cold and slashed across me, cutting to the bone.

All my protestations crumbled to ash in my mouth under her withering stare. She vaguely reminded me of something, but I couldn't place the familiarity. I swallowed, feeling exposed and oddly attacked, but I needed to respond.

"No. It is more that if I know how you are going to use it and why, I have a better chance of making it to fit your needs, rather than my assumption of those needs." She flushed a bit at that. "As to the rest, my social awareness has been awakening slowly, and my opinions are changing. But I feel I can do more being me, than being a nuisance."

"Ah." She paused for a long time, looking slightly abashed. "It is to take pictures of documents. The rooms should be relatively well lit and shadows can be minimized."

"That helps," I said, watching her. "I don't know if I can create that. I've never tried," I admitted, but already my mind was spinning with the idea of a single use paper that would burn the image it was exposed to via a light, but with no flash, maybe I could use ambient light or better one that wasn't visible to human eyes but chemicals would react to?

She had recovered by now, the moment of exposed emotions gone. "Then it occurs to me researching and attempting to create would be a start to repay your debt," she said with a cool voice and a curve of her lips that only the generous would call a smile.

"How much more will I owe you?" I managed wondering if I was going to bring down the Crown, guilt already seeping in.

"A few more things. Your work with Miss Higkins and creating a solid career for her has been noted. Though there are others that could benefit from your … patronage. Though it might be useful to attend class once a week. We are starting what you would call a symposium weekly for new breakthroughs in our understanding of magic. I believe it will be very interesting for everyone involved."

My mind leapt at the idea of talking about what I'd figured out with my transformation magic and to hear others. Even if I couldn't use the ideas, it sounded amazing. Only the memories of those letters clawed back my reaction to her words. How many more favours did I want to owe her? "That does sound interesting. Is there anything else?"

"No. But I do need this device in approximately two weeks. Sooner if possible." Miss Carlton sat up and reached into her top desk drawer, withdrawing an envelope. "This is for you to purchase supplies with as I suspect some of what you might need is not things you can transform."

I hesitated, but took the proffered envelope. She was correct. There were definite limits to my abilities, and changing anything into the chemical compounds I was likely to need would be difficult if not impossible. Though I had not tried for sure, but given that I needed to hoard what offerings I had available, I would be smart to save what I had for more important things.

"I'll let you know," I said, still feeling embarrassed and confused. What if what I did enabled her to… What? I showed myself out still thinking about that. What was the worst that could happened? How could a camera be used for anything truly horrible? The ride back to the mansion was spent running that idea up and down in my head, and I came up with not much. With a slightly calmer heart, I started digging through all my periodicals and various pamphlets that had talked about camera technology.

It took me hours, but eventually I had enough information to think about what was needed. I lost more time sketching ideas and making a list of what I would need. There were chemicals, metal, and some specific paper I would need. But from the new studies and the way chemicals reacted, I thought I could actually do it. Though developing the pictures would be another step, but anyone who had been playing with photography should be able to do it. I suspected that there were some patents being filed even now on what I was creating. Those were not ones I would challenge. The creation I was building was based off the work others were doing, and I could only pull off this device because of magic, something those inventors might not have.

By the time it was dinner, I had a good idea of how to build it, though it would be tricky. If I had needed to machine all the parts, it might have taken me a year, but with pattern and transform, I had figured out how to create exactly the piece I was looking at. But I would need some supplies. The paper and the chemicals I would need to treat both before and after were a bit more complicated, and I'd need to go talk to Renford. He might have some more information than I had. With that much settled and a quick check of the time, I cleaned up for dinner. Even though I hadn't spent the day at the mill, I felt exhausted, but it had been nice to challenge my mind a bit.

I knew the earl was supposed to be back this evening, but I had no idea when. As it was, I figured it would be later that night. My thoughts were focused on the challenge ahead, and I wished I had other things to work on. There were still a bunch of looms left, but it had quit becoming challenging, only a drain on my resources. My hair was getting dangerously short, and I needed to play with different offerings. I had discovered that a scratch welling blood would make a good offering, and if anything, the strange magic was greedy for it. I needed to do more research. There was a crazy idea in the back of my mind, but a lot more thought would need to go into it first.

I settled down at dinner, Silas following me into the room.

"Silas," I said with a nod. "I have seen little of you lately. How is your part of the world?" Any distraction would be good at this point.

He thought for a moment as I looked at the food. It was lamb with some late summer vegetables. My eyes had been opened at how spoiled I was regarding food and was more than ready to dig in.

"I could say the same about you. But it has been interesting. Though …" he trailed off and shook his head. "Not here, but maybe later you could help me create something?"

I looked at him quizzically, cutting up my lamb. But I accept his subtle comment for later. He was obviously as hungry as I was as we both worked on the meal rather than talking. It was silly to set up the dining room for just the two of us. Maybe I would talk to the housekeeper about something simpler. It would make life easier for everyone.

A door slammed, and I lifted my head, surprised. There was a commotion outside the dining room, and Silas and I both turned to look towards the entryway. Jontan Luck was storming up the hall directly to the dining room. I did not even have time to stress.

"Duncan, what in the world do you think you are doing with my factory?" he roared.
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With a sigh, I put my napkin down and focused on him. Part of me knew I should be scared, but I was tired, and I hated the thought of anything I did getting people hurt. "I'm making the looms better."

His clenched jaw pulsed, and his jacket pulled tightly across his chest. "My office, now," he ground out and spun on his heel, storming in that direction.

I took a breath, then pushed my chair back and rose, trying to ignore how my hands were shaking.

"Are you going to be able to handle that?" Silas asked, looking at me with his furrowed brows and his lips in a flat line.

I shrugged. "If he disowns me, well, I guess I'll go live with Emmie," I said with a calmness I did not feel.

Silas half smiled, but as I headed to the study, I could feel his worried gaze on me. The earl had always had a short temper, but lately the stress was exacerbating his anger into something that seemed always ready to blow. If he kept this up, he might die from apoplexy.

Trying to minimize my limp, I moved into his office, using the cane more as a counterpoint to my tread. I stepped through the doorway, and he looked up at me, glaring.

"Close the door," he snapped.

For a moment I hesitated, but deciding that having the house staff hear clearly every word that was going to come out of his mouth would not be a good outcome, I pushed it shut. Turning, I walked over to the chair and sat down, ignoring his glare of disapproval. I already hurt, so there was no need to make my leg worse while he made me feel like an insect.

He glared at me for a full minute before he took a deep breath and said in an icy voice. "Do you care to explain yourself?"

I kept a blank expression on my face. "Regarding?"

"The alteration to the looms which has reduced the pick speed. Per Davies, they are running slower, and they can't figure out how to disable the useless addition you added."

I let the smile spread across my face. "Good. I designed it that way. The safety measure will remain. I have what is left of the existing looms to modify. When those are done, the safety measures are a part of the design."

He snarled at me; his fingers white at the knuckles as he clenched his hands. "All this because some stupid kid died? You will undo these changes."

"No," I said. My hands didn't shake because I had each of them wrapped around the arms of the chair.

Jontan leaned forward. "No? You'll regret this if you don't. You think your sister isn't suffering on the streets? I'll do worse to you. I don't need you as a son. I have another."

The amount of venom in his voice when he spoke of Emmie broke something deep in me. The fear drained away as I leaned back and looked at him. If I took my new loom designs and offered to install them elsewhere, I knew I could easily get a hundred pounds or more per machine. Any factory would make it up in a month. If Sarah came with me, she could charge thirty pounds a month for the rights to use her designs. Or screw that. I could approach Renford and Freddie and create my own little factory and make specialty fabric with a loom I would design that would enable a level of detail no one could match by machine. I knew I could stay with friends or Emmie if needed. My patents brought in money as it was. They would bring in more if I filed and created more.

I could survive, even if he disowned me. The vague fear that had existed all my life vaporized. There was nothing I could do, would ever be able to do, to make him proud of me. So why bother? I'd settle for Emmeline and Silas being proud of me. And maybe Sarah.

"I will not stand idly by when anyone is being injured, especially by machines I have touched. They are still improved drastically over what I originally found. Accept the win. Because I'll burn them all to the ground before I undo that safety measure. Besides, people work better when they aren't worried about getting maimed or killed."

Jontan looked like he was about to throw a fit. "And if you kick me out, I won't update the rest of the machines."

"And your special friend at the mill?" he sneered at me; the words coated with insinuation.

My spine stiffened, but I looked at him and smiled. "If anything happens to her, I'll take her and my designs and go to another mill. I'm sure they would be delighted to get my work for free and her new patterns." The idea of starting my own company would stay secret. While the nobility might look down at the idea of being involved in trade, I didn't care. I already had a business. Why not make it real and involve Emmie?

The idea sounded better and better as I sat there, looking at the earl turning red. Maybe we would all be lucky and he would drop dead.

"I should never have divorced Silas's mother. At least then I might have children that aren't as useless as the ones Angeline birthed," he spat out, glaring at me the entire time.

The words rang in my head. "What?"

A cruel smile slid over his face, and I just looked at him. "I thought for sure Silas would have told you. If needed I could formally claim him as my eldest child. I divorced his mother when she was pregnant with him, and she never told me. My father knew. Evil old man. I found out after he died, but Silas had left for India, and Emma was dead. He cost me everything. And instead I got stuck with two worthless whelps. If it wasn't that you have your grandfathers' body structure with your mother's colouring, I would have thought she spread her legs for some other hapless fool. Though why anyone would want to get between them, I have no idea. I didn't." His rant had turned inward as he went on, and I just sat there in stunned silence.

He had been married to Silas's mother? Did that change anything? Everything?

"I'm glad to know you treated her with some honour." Though now I wondered what else had been between my mother and him. The reluctance to speak of her I had always assumed was grief, but it looked like it was more contempt than anything. If this had been wrong, what else might be wrong?

He snorted. "I see you think you have me over a barrel with no options."

"No. I think if you want me to continue to upgrade the machines, you'll accept the safety of the workers is of a higher priority to me than you making more money. Personally, I'm thinking I should hold out until you raise the wage of all the workers." I gave him a flat stare as he flushed, glaring at me.

We glared at each other for a few minutes, then he stood. "Get out. I may have no option but to deal with you, but I don't want to see you." He all but spat the words out, and I started to rise, then I dropped back down.

"I think not. I also rather hold my father in awe," I said, staring at him. Slowly he sank back down, looking at me. "He was so important and in control. He knew what he was doing. I convinced myself that his criticism of Emmeline was because he wanted her to do better. That when he was unhappy with me, it was because he wanted a son to be proud of. Even when I hurt myself, I told myself your coldness was my fault. That I was suffering the consequences of my stupidity. I tried harder to please you, but I knew I could never be enough, so I pulled back and let Emmeline take the brunt, because I thought surely our father would see how amazing she was. Even when you said you were marrying her off, I believed, I trusted that there was a good reason. One I just didn't understand."

Throughout my little speech he puffed up his chest as if my words made him proud. They shouldn't have.

"I was wrong. There was no reason. You were never proud of us, nor did you want us to succeed. To fear you, yes. But I don't even think you cared about our respect, just obedience. All this time I wanted so badly I could taste it, to make you proud of me. You never will be, and I no longer care."

His face paled, being replaced with rage, but I didn't move, no matter how hard my heart was beating. My body ached with the need to stay still.

"You have proved over and over that you can not be trusted, so I am going to lean on what I know about you. You want control, power, and money. And you don't care who you hurt or use to get it. So I want an ironclad contract from you that if I update the rest of the looms, you guarantee all the workers in the plant a ten pounds a year raise, and will pay all medical bills for them for the next decade. And I want a special rider that will guarantee all of them employment for at least the next five years or you will pay the remaining salary to them." Even as I said it, I knew there was a possibility for the workers to exploit that, but I never planned on telling them. Just making sure he adhered to it.

"That'll bankrupt the mill. I can't afford it," he ground out, his angry eyes never leaving mine.

"That is bullshit, and you know it. By my calculations, profit has increased by a minimum of 75%. That does not include the pattern variations that mill can make that no other can. The nobility alone will be clamouring for the more unique patterns. You could triple what I'm asking, and you would still make a profit."

From the flush that hit his cheeks, I knew I was accurate. "I expect to see this implemented by Monday." I gave him a stiff smile, even as my stomach twisted. "You wanted me to be more like you, and I am."

"I won't do it," he said, his eyes hard.

Taking a breath and throwing caution to the wind, I reached out and touched the ornate inkwell that sat on his desk. It was one he had gotten years ago, made of silver, crystal, and wood. I wouldn't say he loved it, but he set great store by it as it was one of a kind and was both elegant and functional, something I was just starting to realize mattered to him. If you weren't both, he had little use for you, which was why Emmeline and I were such failures. She wasn't elegant, and I wasn't functional.

"I think you will, or I'll do this to every loom in the mill." My fingers brushed across the carvings on the well where his expensive ink sat, and I changed it. Like a ripple across a puddle of oil, it changed from what it was to the same shape and function, but now it was dark grey pewter, sucking in the light and somehow losing all of its elegance.

The earl went pale, staring at it, then at me. "What in the world?"

"The world is changing, sir. I suggest you change with it, because we will not tolerate being abused anymore." With that, I stood, leaning on the desk more than I would have preferred. The sound of an inkwell hitting the wall rang in my ears as I walked out the door, wondering if I would regret what I just set in motion.
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The next morning I slept in, both exhausted and dreading what I would find when I woke. But oddly, the house was quiet. I was told the earl had left early in the morning and none of the servants said anything to me. I took it as the best I could get. Grabbing a fast bite of food, I headed out to my workshop and went to work with what I had designed.

It was nice designing and making things again. I hadn't realized how monotonous the looms had become, as I knew exactly what to do. The amount of offerings had reduced as well, but already my hair was short enough to raise a few eyebrows as the current style was to have it in a queue at the nape of your neck. Mine wasn't long enough to do that anymore.

To my delight, the chemicals were delivered before I woke that morning. But I still had a lot of work to do, to create this new device. Miss Carlton had mentioned other offerings in a class and now it was time to try those. As I created the camera, I experimented with different offerings. I had not trimmed my toenails in a while, which turned out to be my salivation. The habit of chewing on my fingernails would have to be broken immediately. I couldn't afford to squander offerings like that.

That left me with nails, hair, and skin. It seemed all too easy to burn through that, so there had to be more. Moving around as I carefully built the camera, my leg buckled, and I fell against the table. My palm landed on a sharp edge, sending a lash of pain through me, followed by welling blood. With a sigh, I lifted my palm to my mouth to suck the blood off when I stopped, looking at it. I already knew blood worked, and here it was, just as I needed it.

I needed to finish creating the paper, needing to change it from the basic sheets of paper to something impregnated with the chemicals. Moving quickly, my hand held up, I set up the strips and dumped on the chemicals, then I called on Transform, offering the trickle of blood as payment. Magic grabbed it with a greed that surprised me, flickering across the paper, pulling the chemicals into it with a glee that left me almost breathless. I stared at my hand and the small trickle of blood. That had barely cost me anything. It hadn't even used up what was there. Previously, I'd only had a drop of blood and it had been used, but I had not paid attention to what was achieved for that offering.

With a grin, I kept moving, using the blood that was still sluggishly oozing. It wasn't much blood, but it led me to a few discoveries when I'd finished creating the camera and the film, enough for four pictures. I also had the specific chemical compound the film would have to be developed in to work. But I knew I could create more film with little effort, which was exciting in itself.

What I found interesting was I scraped some of my blood onto a glass slide that I used with my very expensive microscope. At that point I could no longer use it, but I could use the blood that had dried on my hand, but not if I smeared the blood on another part of my body. I sat there for a long time staring at the three smears of blood, only one of which was useable. It made no sense and nothing annoyed me more than things that were illogical. Finally, I gave it up as information I had, but lacked explanations.

Carrying the camera and the film in a box, I made my way into the house and freshened myself up to head to Miss Carlton's and deliver what I had created. The house was still quiet, but I resigned myself to waiting to see what happened with the earl. And I needed to make time to visit Emmeline. Guilt flashed through me as I realized I had barely thought about her at all. Maybe I could go visit on Sunday. I knew she would like to hear about my showdown with the earl. She needed to know he had been married before.

An hour later, I was in a hackney headed toward Miss Carlton's house. It never occurred to me she wouldn't be home, but that was the information from the footman who answered the door.

"Regretfully, sir, she is away at the moment," he said with a smooth voice.

I stared at the box held under one arm, while I leaned on my cane with the other hand. "I see. Do you have any idea when she will be returning?" Going back and forth to deliver this sounded annoying, yet I could not leave it without instructions.

"One moment sir," he said, "If you would wait here." He gestured to a chair in the entryway, and I sat down, feeling uncomfortably like I was sitting outside the headmaster's office. The footman walked away, and I looked around. The elegance of the house had always surprised me, along with the location. While it wasn't along Hyde Park, it was near enough to be considered fashionable. Our house was in Grosvenor Square, while this was in Kensington. My mind idly catalogued art and furnishings while at the same time trying to figure out how to create more patentable things that companies would buy. The looms themselves were buildable if you started with the plans. It was only when modifying them that my magic made it possible without a complete dismantling. And if you dismantled them, what I did would not make sense, as some of the changes were not obvious. But I could design a new one, one that was faster than all of them and could use pre-set cards like the dobby loom.

My mind was racing as the ideas tumbled out to the point I jumped when the footman said from my shoulder. "Sir? Rohan wishes to speak with you."

I blinked at him, trying to pull my mind back to the present. The designs for looms had led to trying to design lace making machines, which then led to how to run wires inside houses. I already created a crawler that dragged wires up, what if I leveraged that idea for self-threading looms?

"Sir?"

I shook my head, forcing myself to stand. "Yes, please, that works." I followed him at my normal slow pace, grateful he seemed to automatically slow down for me. He led me into a sunroom where Rohan sat, an owl perched on the back of his chair.

"Lord Luck, please sit," he said, waving at the chair.

With a nod, I settled in, looking around the room. The rich wet air held scents of greenness, soil, and spices. There were flowers along the vines that I recognized as orchids. The air seemed cleaner in here, and I realized I could breathe easier. That idea surprised me. The air in London was always thick with ash and smoke. So how did it seem cleaner here?

"Are you cleaning the air?" I asked, then flushed at my own lack of social graces. "I apologize. Please call me Duncan. How are you Mr. Rohan?" I fumbled a bit as I wanted to see if I could figure it out as the difference it made in my lungs was amazing, and I'd never noticed before how hard it was to just exist. Maybe I did need a trip to the country.

"It is Rohan, no mister. And yes. I have Air as one of my areas of magic. It is easy enough. I set up a filter for it to go through." Rohan spoke with a soft accent that sounded almost lyrical to my ears, but I was more interested in what he was doing with air.

"Filter? How?" My mind raced as I thought about it. Already I knew a scarf filtered out most lint and dust in the air, but it clogged up quickly, requiring you to shake it out so you could still breathe.

"Look, in the corner." He pointed to a far corner, and I paid attention this time. Glancing at it, I had thought it was the backside of an embroidery or tapestry stitching, as it was on a similar frame. Instead, it was a large rectangle frame standing almost six feet tall and four feet wide. Stretched across it was a thick material streaked with discoloration, and it vibrated softly.

"What is that?" I wanted to get up to pry at it, but I shifted my attention to the air swirling around us, lively and almost happy, which was not something I had felt before.

"Thick wool, woven at tight as possible. I purchase the bad dye lots or those stained by accidents. Then I run all the air through the house in it. It only takes a fleeting offering setting up the pattern, then it will flow like that for a few hours, though doors and windows opening will interrupt, but then I set it back again. When it becomes thick with detritus, we wash it and put the water in the cesspools where it helps to wrap around the waste."

The words were simple, and I followed the air around and felt like my mind might explode. There was so much that could be done, and transformation on the cesspools would be amazing. What could you transform it into, something useful? The questions tumbled out.

"Do you then transform the cesspool material? Into what? Then how do you use what remains?"

Rohan smiled. "We have more than a few mages here. We have a system, though it is a bit of a waste of magic. It makes life much more pleasant, and that is all something you can thank An- Miss Carlton for."

We spent the next two hours talking about how they would extra purify water from the cesspools, convert the rest to soil, then mix with the compost. To the point their cesspool was actually the source of fertilizer and water. One of the Earth mages could churn it regularly, and they could kill anything that might be harmful with Fire and Transform. I was in awe and wanted to beat my head against the ground. This was exquisite, and I wondered if Silas and I could do that with our cesspool. It would make life much more pleasant, though the water thing still confused me. I would need to ask Silas about that.

"So you are here to see Miss Carlton?" Rohan asked when we had fallen quiet. Tea had been delivered, and I didn't even remember seeing who delivered it, though it smelled more like fall pie than tea.

"I have something she asked me to create," I answered as I added cream and sugar to my tea. My focus was there more than on anything else as I was pretty sure my brain needed to explode. My journal at home called to me, and I needed to write everything down before it faded too far.

"Ah, and what would that be?"

I took a sip of my tea and blinked in surprise. It was closer to hot chocolate than tea. Sweet and rich, with cinnamon, ginger, and other spices that tickled my nose. The desire to drain it and make more pulled at me, but I managed to retain a touch of decorum and only sip as I paid attention to his questions and my suspicion finally made it past my racing mind.

"A camera. Would you know what she needs it for?" I know my suspicion slipped out as I spoke.

"Camera?" He glanced at the admittedly small box. "I take it that is only part of it?"

"No, it is the whole camera. She wanted something small enough to be carried on your person. This is the best I could come up with." It took self-control to not start babbling about the leaps I'd made to compact and shrink the technology. I really needed to talk to Renford. He, at least, might be able to follow what I was talking about and even appreciate it.

"Ah. She is a fascinating woman, and I would never think to second guess what she is accomplishing," he said with a bland voice as he lifted his head to smile at someone behind us. "As I am sure she would be quick to disabuse me of any inaccuracies."

"And that is why I regard you as a wise man, Rohan. You always know when to leave something alone."

Miss Carlton sat down across from me, a fond smile toward Rohan, then she focused on me. "Do you have what I requested?"
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The warmth of the room paled under her cold regard, and I tried not to shudder. She was beautiful, and I desperately wanted her approval, but right at the moment, I could not imagine having her as a partner. She would be like having a dagger, never knowing if it was going to cut food or you.

I cleared my throat and resisted gulping the tea that made me glad fall was approaching. "Yes. I think it will work. You can take up to four pictures, but you need to develop it with a specific chemical compound." As Rohan and I had spoken, I had set it down near my feet. Setting the teacup down with a sense of regret, I reached down and picked it up, handing it to Miss Carlton. "I included the chemical formula, but using it is pretty straightforward."

She took it with a light to her eyes that I had rarely seen. With quick motions, she pulled it out of the box and examined it. "This should work, bulkier than I was hoping, but better than what most are currently using."

I forced down a spurt of resentment. The camera I had created was in the shape of a rough cube about four inches on all sides. Most of the cameras in use were at least ten to twelve inches and required plates. Mine only needed the specially prepared paper.

"This is quite advanced, I assure you. You place the paper in here, seal it, and take a picture. Wait at least one full minute, then pull the paper out and put it in this box. If you leave it in the light too long, it will ruin the image." I pulled out of my pocket the example I had taken in my workshop. The disarray of my shop was there in shades of yellows and browns.

"Ah, this will work well. A hatbox, I think, with a hat, that should work well." She seemed to be talking to herself, and I had no idea what she was talking about. Why were we speaking about fashion now?

The vague fears the letters had instilled in me bubbled up to the top of my mind and out via my never restrained tongue. "What exactly are you going to use this for?"

She glanced back at me, a cold smile on her lips. "Don't worry about it. Why don't you and Miss Higkins attend class next Friday? I believe the lesson will finish what you need to learn from me. From this, I can tell you are miles ahead of most people in using transformation magic. Don't be afraid to push what it can do. I think this is only the tip of the iceberg."

Rohan spoke, surprising us. "Uluka says he has mastered Alter Pattern, but there is change, break, and create to play with. He is a master of it, but there is still much to learn."

The words threw me out of my focus on Miss Carlton and I looked at Rohan, confused. "Uluka?" I stumbled over the name, having never heard it before.

"Ah, you have not been introduced." He lifted his hand and scratched the breast of the owl perched on the back of his chair. "This is Uluka. She knows much about magic and helps give us information to share with others. Most of what I know I've learned from her."

"How does she talk? How does she know anything?" I blurted, still staring at the owl, who stared back at me with a disconcerting awareness.

Rohan and Miss Carlton exchanged glances, but I remained focused on the owl. The longer I looked, the more I was sure it was laughing at me, but that wasn't possible. Was it?

"I must admit, I am surprised. Emmeline apparently keeps secrets better than I would have believed," Miss Carlton said mildly.

When I pulled my attention away from the owl and looked at her, she had a cup of the tea, or chai as Rohan called it. Her amusement was writ across her face and I wanted to bristle, but the guilt from how little I'd remembered to stay in touch with Emmie prevented me.

"What does that mean?" I asked, but it came out more as a plea than a demand. I knew she had reasons not to trust me, yet another thing I needed to repair.

"Only that she has known about Uluka since day one. And I would have thought once you found out she was a mage, you would have exchanged information." She smirked at me, and I felt my face flush.

"The earl had kicked her out by that point and the only time we had met was trying to figure out how to deal with her situation, not to talk magic. Besides, talking about it in public didn't seem wise." I swallowed as what I had done last night flashed full bore into my mind, and more guilt tamped down on me. I really needed to be a better person.

"Yes, I was just at her new house yesterday. I must say I approve of both her and her companion. They look like they are setting up well for their future, if her plans with the earl work out." Her eyes focused on her cup, not me, which I knew was so I wouldn't see something. But what?

"Plans?" I asked, my voice wary. I knew about suing the earl, but was there something else? So many things I didn't know and the blame for that lay at my feet.

"You will need to ask her, not me. But I do like her house. I think she will do well in society. Especially if she can get what she is after. In fact, I am thinking three of you … no, it is too soon for that." She glanced at me, then away. "Thank you Duncan. This will help."

"What are you going to use it for? Are you putting Emmie in danger? What is going on?" At this point, I felt like my life was spinning out of control. I knew nothing, and every time I thought I had figured out the pattern and flow of things going on around me, they switched up again and left me tumbling and disoriented.

"No more danger than she was already in. And don't worry about it, Duncan. If you ever need to know, I'll tell you. Though I hope to see you and Miss Higkins on Friday." Her eyes were direct, and I knew I would get nothing else out of her.

That didn't stop my last question. "Are you plotting against the Crown?" That much I had to know.

"No," she snapped out the response with no hesitation. The anger in her eyes both scared and relieved me. But that didn't mean she was doing good things.

"Truth," Rohan said in his mild, calm voice. I realized then that both of them were calm in different ways. Miss Carlton was the calm before the storm, when you knew danger was about to strike. Rohan was the calm of a meadow, rolling with everything that came at it with hardly more than a rustle of grass.

"She is telling the truth," Rohan repeated. "I am like your sister in that. She does not lie."

But that didn't mean he wasn't lying. I held onto his words nonetheless, needing to believe them, for my own sanity, if nothing else.

"I think it is time for you to leave, Mr. Luck," Miss Carlton said with a voice of ice. As if summoned by the coldness in the room, the footman appeared to my left.

"This way if you would, sir." The voice was calm, but I had no doubt that he would drag me out if I resisted at all.

I pushed myself to my feet, feeling even more off balance with all the revelations. Talking to Emmeline had become a priority.

Rather than saying anything, I just nodded at them, unsure of what to say, but I would do my best to make sure both Miss Higkins and I were at class next Friday afternoon. No matter what drama my father started.

The footman escorted me out, politely but firmly, and I found myself outside, waiting for the hackney to pull up. The ride back was half random ideas and ways to use magic, the other half worry, guilt, and fretting that I had done something that I couldn't live with.

The cab pulled up, and I clambered down, then headed into the house, only to be met by Geoff. "Your father is in the study and … asks that you join him immediately."

The odds were in my favour that asks had not been the right verb, but I gave the footman props for trying. Working on that better human aspect, I nodded. "Thank you Geoff, I'll head right there."

A smile crossed his face, and I gave myself a small pat on at least managing that much today. I divested myself of my jacket, then headed toward the study. The series of revelations today made me lean more on my cane than normal.

I moved in, not bothering to knock. My ability to care seemed broken at this point. Falling into the chair, I lifted my eyes to look at the earl. He seemed tightly wrapped, but there was a touch of respect or maybe it was fear. I could live with either, though it felt wrong that the man I had feared for so long now feared me.

"Yes?" I said, scanning the room. The desk was bare of anything but some papers in front of him. Idly, I wondered if I could change the desk into something without damaging what was in the drawers or if I could change something if I knew it was there, but couldn't see it. More ideas and things to think about, though changing gun powder to something inert would not be an issue.

"I spent the morning with Mr. Davies. Your numbers are off. The production of the mill has increased by 81%. We already have requests to purchase specific patterns and not produce them for anyone else. Which alone is commanding more money than the mill had made in years. In the course of a month my profits have risen by 132%. All due to you."

I simply nodded, watching him. There had to be an angle to this. I just needed to wait and see where he went.

"We have laid out a plan that still almost doubles our profit, but will make the employees of this mill the best paid in the city." He said each word like it pained him, but I just watched. "But I need to know. Is your sister also this thing? A magician, I think they are calling it?"

The words burned on the tip of my tongue, but I bit it back, instead choosing to misdirect. If Emmie had something planned, I would not ruin it if I could avoid it. Hopefully my actions had not already ruined it.

"I would have no idea. You kicked her out, remember? Besides, do you really think a woman could use magic?" I gave a shrug. "What could she possibly do if she had it?"

He looked pensive, and I wondered what Emmie had done. All the strange tension in the week or so before he kicked her out started to make sense if she had done something to force him to back down. Or worse? I hid a smirk, but to be honest, I wasn't sure what all Emmie could do. Yet another bit of proof that I was a horrible brother.

"Whatever," he said in a dismissive voice. Instead, he tapped on the papers in front of him. "Here is what we agreed to, on the condition that you finish the existing looms, then come back with a new design for the remaining six." Those were the ones that were different from the others in that they were dobby looms, whereas all the ones I had altered were floor looms. I had not had a chance to really look at them yet. When I didn't respond, waiting to see what he offered, he huffed and continued to explain the changes he was offering.

The scope of the offer surprised me. All the workers would get a two pound monthly increase, which was more than I had demanded, and all medical expenses were covered for ten years from the date of signing. The rider for guaranteed employment for five years, with conditions, or a one-time payment of year's salary if they were let go without cause. He laid out reasonable conditions. Mostly, the employees had to show up to work and do their job. The managers were getting four pounds more a month, and even the kids were getting paid now. What I didn't expect was the bonus.

"Bonus?" I said slowly, pointing to it. A one percent bonus on the company's profit payable at the beginning of December and June.

"It turned out that with the profit we are making, it would be better to give bonuses as otherwise the Crown would get it all," he said with a sour tone. "Normally they'll have to work six months to get it, but all employees will get the December bonus if they are working there by the end of July."

I managed not to laugh, oddly delighted and hopeful. "That works. If you get them to sign it on Monday, I'll double down on my work there." It was more than I dreamed they would get.

He grunted. "Not this week, next Monday. These are just the rough drafts. My lawyer needs to work on it, and it will take me a full week to get Wentworth to agree."

I looked at him for a long moment, then nodded. "That is acceptable, but I'll be moving slow until this is completed."

"Fine. Get out," he huffed not looking at me.

I didn't bother hiding my smile as I rose and headed to my room. I had a loom to design and a cesspool to clean up, and most importantly, an air filter to set up in my room.


Thirty-Two
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Sunday, July 2nd

Silas came home late Saturday, but he had Emmeline's new address. Sunday morning, as soon as it was remotely respectable to go visiting, I grabbed a hackney, making sure the earl did not know where I was going, and headed to the address. Luckily, he was busy still working on the contracts.

To my relief, she had a decent townhouse in an area of Arlington. I dismounted and paid the cab, shooing him away, then walked up the front steps and knocked. It took a moment but to my surprise and joy, Mary opened the door.

"Mr. Luck, come in," she said with a wide smile. "Miss Luck will be awful glad to see you. Sit here, and I'll go get her." She ushered me to a parlour that was filled with serviceable, if not fancy, furniture and fled out of the room. Not five minutes later Emmie sailed in, followed by another woman I didn't recognize.

"Duncan," she said with a smile and I rose to clasp her hands, my eyes skimming over her and joy filled me to see she looked well. The other woman with her was not as healthy, and I frowned a bit, seeing bruises on the over thin face of someone not eating enough. "Please sit," she said, giving my hands one last squeeze. "This is my companion, Miss Jerritts."

The way she said the words told me not to ask any more questions. As I knew she would ensure the woman was fed and as safe as she could be, I let it go.

"Miss Jerritts, it is wonderful to meet you," I said as I bowed over her hand.

"You too, Mr. Luck. Emmeline, as this is your brother, I think I will go back to working on the linens," she spoke with a soft voice, but no smile.

"Yes, thank you. I'll join you when we are done," Emmeline said with a smile as the woman left. She turned back to me and shrugged. "We are putting initials on linens and refreshing what we are missing. Though I still need to get back to the mansion and see if I can relieve the earl of a few of my favourite blankets."

I sank back into my chair and looked at her. "You seem well." It was a probing question. I reached into my vest coat and pulled out half of my month’s allowance. It was only a hundred pounds, but at this point, I would give her what I could. "I brought this. While not as much as I would prefer, it should help."

Something flickered across her face, but she reached out and picked it up, slipping it into her pocket. "Thank you. So what brings you here?"

"Mostly to check on you, and I'm starting to realize how oblivious I've been." I looked her up and down. The wallflower look was gone, and she seemed to have grown into her body. While not any different, she seemed at ease and just more elegant. I couldn't figure out how to explain it, but before I would have classified my sister as plain, now she was striking.

A genuine smile flashed across her face. "I am better. Life is interesting, that is for sure." Then it faded sharply. "But I have some information I need to share with you." Her colour faded, and I frowned, leaning forward as concern lashed through me.

"What is wrong?"

She shook her head. "One moment." She rose and fled the room. The sound of feet rushing up the stairs filtered through. A moment later, another woman came in carrying a tray of tea and some finger foods. She was about my age, but obviously from India. She ducked her head with a quick smile to me and set the tray down. A flicker of movement from the doorway had me glancing up to see a man, also from India, watching me. Given the treatment many women received in other households, I approved of his presence.

I gave a smile at both of them, and she quickly left. A minute later, Emmie came back into the room. "Oh wonderful. I think we will need this. Maybe with a bit extra." She looked unsure. "Here. You need to read these. I found them in the wardrobe that mother used when I was leaving. While you read, I'm going to get the brandy to add to the tea."

We would need brandy? Confused, I took letters and flipped through them. They weren't signed, though they had dates. But oddly, I thought the handwriting looked familiar. Starting at the oldest one, I started reading. At first, the letters struck me as a girl whining about unrequited love. But as the dates registered, the last two letters hit me with the force of a bomb.

August 28, 1842

I was wrong. Having him drunk is worse. He didn't hit me in the face, but I'm bleeding again from the punches to my stomach. But he never touched her. Oh Emmeline, I hope I can protect you. I don't know what else I can do. He won't let my parents here, but they worry for me. Father even apologized for making me marry him. Too little too late.

September 5, 1842

I'm dying. I know it. He hit me again and again tonight. All I can do is cry, but he refuses to send for a doctor. I am sorry, my children, I failed you. If I could have done something I would have, but no court cares what a husband does to his wife. Forgive me for being weak. All I can hope is he treats his flesh and blood better than he treated me.

This was the point that Emmeline walked back in, carrying a bottle of brandy. "It took me a bit. I needed to find it, and Minnie had it in the kitchen for making some desserts." She must have seen my face and sighed. "So now you know."

"He killed her? She didn't die in childbirth?" What I had always believed crumbled under my feet, and I no longer knew anything. All I could do was stare at her.

"Technically, if you take what she says as truth, he beat her and caused her to die, though it is possible if she hadn't just given birth, she might have lived." Her voice was calm as she poured us both tea and then splashed in a hefty amount of brandy in each cup. She handed one to me.

I dropped the letters in my hands and took the cup numbly. The burn of the brandy so early in the morning helped clear away some of the fog I felt. "What are you going to do?"

She bit her lip, looking down at the tea set. Her fingers tapped as she looked, and I knew she wasn't seeing what was there, but instead trying to decide. "Duncan, how much do you know about how my magic works?"

I blinked at the non sequitur. "Not much. I know it is Spirit, but other than that, I haven't learned much about it."

Emmie sipped her tea, watching me. She must have come to a decision as she set down her tea cup and faced me directly. "There are lots of aspects to it, just like yours, but the most common and powerful aspect is, I can tell when people lie."

I nodded slowly, little bits of information slipping into place. "And?" There was more to it than just that.

"It also means there are other people out there that can tell as well. How far will you back me on what I have planned?"

This, this was the moment to prove she could count on me, and, to my absolute relief, I didn't have a doubt at all in my heart or mind. "All the way. What do you need from me?"

Stress bled off her, and her posture became less rigid. "Originally, I was going to just sue for an entailment. It should be possible, given some of the new laws Queen Victoria has pushed through. But now," she paused and her smile was fierce. "Now I'm going to make him admit in court he beat Angeline Luck to death."

A spurt of joy and fear flashed through me. "How?" I took a gulp of tea, using the burn of the brandy to reassure myself.

"If I focus, I can force you to tell the truth," she said slowly. "It's complicated, but I think I can make him spill everything on the stand and get him convicted of murder." Her smile was sharp and vicious, and I completely agreed with it.

"Which means the estate will automatically pass to either Silas or myself," I said as I thought about it.

"Exactly. So I'll trust that regardless of the outcome, I should end up with an entailment that will allow me to have a good life."

I cocked my head at her. "Don't you want to get married or have children?" It seemed odd to me for someone to not want that, but I was learning that what I thought about the world wasn't necessarily correct or the only way to see things.

Emmeline pursed her lips. "If, if I find someone I can respect and love, I might consider it. But without that, I am satisfied living a quiet life with friends." There seemed to be something else behind that, but I wouldn't pry.

"Then just tell me what you need." My offer was genuine, and I would do what I could to make it work out.

"I still need the ledgers. One of them is in the club, but Silas says he'll grab that as soon as the earl leaves on another trip. But the green one has to be in the house somewhere." Her eyes were focused on the ceiling as she spoke.

"That I can help with. I am pretty sure I know where it is, and I shouldn't have an issue getting to it. If we can get both when he leaves, hopefully that should give you enough time." It had to be in the safe behind the picture. If I grabbed it the day he left, it could be here in hours.

"That would work. But Duncan, don't get caught. I don't want you in the same situation as I am."

That fact that she, a woman, was worried about me, both amused and made me feel warm. "This time I have him over the barrel. And he has agreed to my terms about the mill." We spent the next twenty minutes where I told her about the changes and the new contract he promised to give the workers. And the consequences if he didn't.

"Excellent. I am impressed. It looks like we are well on our way to having lives he can't control. It must be driving him crazy."

"As long as he accepts it, I don't care," I said, finishing my tea and reaching for one of the treats. It was a biscuit with a spicy ginger filling that made my tongue tingle delightfully.

"You know he'll fight every step of the way," she warned, watching me.

I shrugged. "And I'll resist. I have faith in the Luck siblings. The earl will lose as long as we stand together."

Emmie smiled. "Good. I'll keep you updated, but I might not tell you everything, just in case he has realized what I did."

"Oh!" The consequences of what I'd done flashed through me, and I leaned forward. "He knows I'm a mage. He asked if you were." She paled a bit, then shrugged. "I dismissed it, pointing out how women were too stupid to control power like that. Sorry, but I felt playing into his prejudices was the best way to derail him."

She sat quietly for a long moment, then reached for a yellow circle that looked like an egg and something else. "So be it. If he figures it out, it won't change much, though he might be more careful about lying on the stand, but it doesn't matter. Him knowing or believing doesn't affect the law, and that is what will crucify him, not me."

Her self-confidence was something I was reaching for. Hopefully, I could get there. We spent the rest of the visit with random chit-chat, and I promised to ask Mrs. Parland about blankets and a few other things. When I finally took my leave, I realized I wanted nothing to do with the earl and would be more than happy when he received justice at the hands of my sister. For now, I would focus on the mill and Sarah.

The twinge of warmth that filled me at the thought of her smiling face kept me happy the rest of the day.


Thirty-Three
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Monday, July 10th

After visiting with Emmie, I felt much relieved about her safety, though enraged at what the earl had done. I spent the rest of the week working on new ideas for the dobby looms and avoiding the man. I'd need to spend some time looking at these looms to make sure my ideas would work. They already used cards for the programming of the patterns, but I thought I could enhance that. While I had no desire to do anything else to benefit him, I consoled myself with the idea that at least the workers would be compensated fairly. I went to the mill Monday through Thursday, but I worked at a glacial pace, much to the annoyance of Mr. Davies and the confusion of Sarah. I just told her I was waiting for something to happen. She gave me a long look and nodded, then worked alongside me at the same pace.

That weekend at dinner, the earl informed me everything was finalized, and the changes would be presented Monday morning.

With a feeling of hope, I headed to the mill Monday morning; the hackney being the only thing that set me apart from the rest of the workers. On my list was to see if I could obtain a length of wool that had flaws for use as a filter. But I had already started having air move through the scarf with purpose as opposed to just when I drew a breath. It made an enormous difference, and I might have imagined it, but I swear the air was happy to be cleaned of some of the contaminants. I'd tried something in my room, but the worn rags weren't tight enough to grab anything out of the air.

Walking into the mill, the silence was what I noticed first. The whistle was about to blow to start the day, and by now all the engines would be up and running and the looms being threaded in anticipation of the current workload. Instead, Davies stood in front of the door to their office, just standing there. Stress coiled in the pit of my stomach, but I followed everyone else over, only the cane telling people who I was between the clothes and the scarf.

"Listen up," he called out, his voice loud in the strange quiet of the warehouse. "There are some changes and a new contract for ya all to sign." He held up a stack of papers. "For those of ya that can't read, we gots others that can read for ya. And for those that can't write, we'll do the writing for ya. Now listen up." The last part was shouted over the murmurs of the people there, anxiety washing through them like a wave of water from the stinking Thames.

"Ya docking our pay?" someone shouted out, and a rise in the volume of murmurs was almost as loud as the normal sound of the looms.

"Nah, we ain't. Now listen," he roared, holding up the paper. "All the men and women workers over the age of thirteen are getting raises. The raise is two pounds a month, so that means most of ya are going to be making four pounds one crown a month. If you're one of the leads or otherwise, your raise is a flat three pounds a month. The kiddies are now getting paid." It had come to a shock to me most kiddies weren't paid at all. Though some received a few shillings a week, and that had to change, especially since they died the most often. "They's now getting one pound, two crowns a month."

The entire group was dead silent, staring at him. The shock was so complete that they almost didn't breathe. By my reckoning, that meant Sarah should now be making over fifty pounds a year, which was not including the crowns from the designs.

"That ain't all. All costs for going to the doc if ya got hurt here will be covered by the company, with a payout of two years' salary if you get permanently hurt and can't work again. If ya sign, youse guaranteed employment, providing ya don't be stupid, for five years. If we let you go cause we ain't got enough work, you get a payout for a years' salary. Now iffen ye quit, that's on you. You show up drunk or donna show up, well, that's ya being stupid. The last part is a bonus. Iffen you work at least six months, ya get a bonus in June and December. Everyone here today and still working in December will get that first bonus. Any questions?" The word came out as a growl, and the crowd was still in stunned silence.

"Ye tellin' me I'm gonna be bringing home over four pounds a month?" A voice called out that sounded shaky.

"Yep. About fifty-one pounds on average per mill worker and kiddies about eighteen pounds," he said, his voice gruff. I stared closer, and I swear I thought I saw a twitch of a smile under his moustache.

"I'll be cockswaddled," someone muttered. "Me wife is going to sleep with me for a month when I tell 'er this."

That seemed to break the stunned silence, and people began whooping and hollering. There was a rush to sign the contracts, and I'd never seen them move so fast to get the looms threaded and started, mood bright and almost sparking with excitement.

"Did you cause this?"

I turned to see Sarah looking at me. Her scarf was down, and she had a smile on her face and a contract in her hands.

"May I see that?" I asked, reaching for the contract. She willingly handed it over to me. It was as simple as what I had talked to the earl about. Part of me had been scared he'd lie and change the contract in some way. Given that most of them couldn't read, no one would know. Sarah's wage had risen even more than most. She was now making six pounds a month, and they had added a rider than for every pattern she created, they would now pay her three crowns.

I looked up at her. "Are you happy with this?"

Her peal of laughter mixed in with the others, who were laughing and talking as they took their copy of the contracts for home. "I'm ecstatic. We can buy a house now, and my ma can get the meds she needs. This might change our life. I've already earned almost ten pounds for patterns, and I'm still designing them. If I can design a hundred patterns, that would be enough to do a lot." Her eyes were shining, and the glow on her face mesmerized me. A hundred patterns would net her seventy-five pounds and that could change everything. All I could do was smile back at her.

"Well, to keep up my end of the bargain, we need to get the rest of the looms converted. And then I wanted to talk to you about the ideas I have for the dobby looms, but I'm going to need to take some time to look at one. After we have everything else converted."

"Then we should get going," she said with an answering smile, and pulled up her scarf as the lint started to fill the air.

"Oh, one thing. Miss Carlton would like us to come to class this Friday afternoon. Can you?" I hoped she would. Any time spent with her without the cacophony of the looms was a bonus.

She nodded. "I'm working doubles right now, so going back for a day, or even a week or two given the changes we've made, shouldn't be an issue. I'll check with Mr. Davies when I leave today."

I nodded and pulled up my own scarf, though I used a bit of air magic to get the air blowing into her scarf the same way mine was. It was amazing to be able to breathe without coughing. We set to the updates with a passion and found it met by everyone else in the mill. I'd never felt it spark and move so smoothly. Before there had been rote effort and thin faces. Now the difference was tangible, and I could swear even the looms were moving faster.

By lunch we had raced through two looms, and that only left us with three left before I could get to the dobby's. We took our break outside, and I saw other people eating outside. It was only a thirty-minute break, but the sun was out and the humidity down. Even with the air magic on the scarf, it was nice to breathe without it. There were Irish hanging around the area, and I caught some of them muttering, but the overwhelming joy from the workers leaving the mill counteracted that. Even when the job seekers tried to pick fights, the workers just shrugged them off and walked away. It seemed like nothing could dim everyone's joy. The pubs would see a windfall this Friday night, as everyone got paid on Fridays. The effects of this would ripple outward.

"I wonder how many wives are going to be here at closing on Friday," Sarah said as she unwrapped her sandwich. It looked like cold meat, mustard, and cheese on thick bread.

"Why do you say that?" I asked, curious.

She laughed at me. "Where are all these men going Friday night after they get paid?"

"The pub," I answered promptly, as was only obvious.

"Exactly, and the wives would like to have some of that windfall for them to buy food and clothing and pay bills with. They'll be here to collect before their menfolk go out drinking. And I fully expect a baby boom after Christmas. A lot of people will figure they can afford another mouth to feed, so some bed activities will be more palatable."

That made me blink, and I stopped to look a bit more closely. The women were smiling more at their husbands, for the ones that worked with them. And the men seemed happier. The rowdies at the corners who could usually get them to pick a fight or at least a shouting match involving "Irish go home" and "British get out", were being ignored. Everything just felt more positive.

"I guess that makes sense," I said slowly. While I had just as much interest in sex as any man, it hadn't occurred to me it might be withheld because you couldn't afford the child that might result from that union. Yet another example of my absolute blindness sometimes.

The whistle blew, and she sighed. "Time to get back to work." She folded up the scarf that had held her lunch, tucking it into a pocket. "If we move, we should be able to get two more done today, if we stay late." She rose to her feet, stretching, but there was a bit of happiness on her face as she moved that way.

There was a vendor a few yards away that was selling nuts dusted with sugar and spices, and the scent had been making my mouth water. "I'll be there in a few. I want to go grab some nuts." I nodded toward the vendor as I pushed to my feet.

She flashed me a teasing smile. "I'll allow it, if you save some for me."

"Always, my lady," I responded with a half bow. Internally, I decided to buy her a packet as well.

Sarah laughed, the sound wrapping around my heart. "Watch it. You are becoming very dear to me." The lingering glance before she headed into the warehouse warmed my heart and set a grin on my face. Still smiling the stupid grin, I went toward the vendor, who was doing brisk business.

I had made it to the line and was ordering nuts for us, still smiling. Of all of them, I could be a bit late and not be penalized, though I noticed everyone was moving with a light heart.

"Two packets please," I said, handing over the two pennies for the packets. The seller was putting warm packets of pistachios in my hand when I heard yelling behind me.

"Down with the English Imperialist!"

"Down with the false monarchy!"

"Burn, English pigs!"

The yells came from the Irish who had gathered around the mill. I saw a few of them running toward the mill and sighed, expecting a fight. Then I saw they carried something in their hands. I watched, not comprehending, as small cylindrical objects flew toward the mill, a trace of fire on the ends. Some landed on the roof, others rolled inside.

The deafening explosion rocked me backward, and I fell into the nut cart. The edges jabbed into my ribs, but I could not rip my eyes away as I realized they had thrown lit dynamite and the mill was now on fire.


Thirty-Four
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Monday, July 10th

Flames spouted out of the building with horrific hunger, and I realized the lint and dust in the air had combusted with vigour. There was another explosion near the back where the fuel for the engines was kept, and then I saw fire licking up along the walls of the mill.

My mind froze, and I just stared, unable to form a thought. Others around me began to yell and race toward the mills, others toward the alarm bell.

"Sarah. Sarah is inside," I said slowly, and my brain and heart kicked into gear. The mill was burning. The nut packets dropped from my hand as I lumbered toward the mill, my mind going over the properties of how fire worked. How did I stop fire?

My leg screamed with every lurch forward, but I paid it no mind. It didn't matter. What I could hear—the sounds that had me sobbing even as I ran—were the screams from people inside. A person ran out, their clothes on fire, like a burning effigy running into the street. Someone tackled them and wrapped them in a blanket, but the person kept screaming.

It was a sound that lanced through my heart, as it was sheer pain and agony. No thought, just pain. As I approached, the heat stopped me more than anything else. It had been less than two minutes, and already the mill was a bonfire with flames that reached into the clouds of smog that hung over London. Burnt meat, sharp gasoline, and ironed clothes hit my nose, and I gagged as they made sense.

What can I do to help?

I floundered for another full minute, watching the flames inhale the building like greedy chickens with a bucket of grain.

Magic. I had magic!

The realization flooded through me. Oxygen. Fire needed oxygen to burn, and I controlled Air. People could live without air for over a minute, fire only for seconds.

My body swayed as I focused, trying to pull all the air away. I would get one section out, then the air would come back and fire from other sections would rush back in, gorging on the now accessible food. Water. I needed water, but that wasn't one of my areas.

The gravel cut into my knees, and I realized I had fallen to the ground. I ignored that. What else could I do? Already holes had appeared in the wooden structure and to my horror, the screaming had all but stopped. How long had it been, five minutes? Six? Time seemed to flow as slow as ice melting or as fast as melting butter on a hot stove.

What could I do?

My face was wet as I sobbed, struggling for ideas, but thinking under pressure was never one of my strong points. Transform. I could transform.

Swallowing, I looked at the building. If I made it into something that couldn't burn, then the fire would die. But what? Wood to metal was almost impossible, but petrified wood? That I could do. Renford and I had gone to a symposium one time, and they had samples of wood that had petrified through unknown forces. I thought back, and then I reached with my magic, straining to reach and change the building.

The demand was great, but I offered recklessly. The tears on my face, my hair, the nails on my hands, the blood seeping through my pants; I gave it all. Like dye spreading through the water, the building changed, the effect rippled across it, and the fire died as it found no more food.

When it was done, I was all but bald, my skin red as if from a sunburn, and all my fingers and toes ached as anything brushed up against my raw nail beds. I ignored all of it, pushed myself to my feet, and staggered to the door of the mill. It had fallen to the ground, now a strange mix of petrified wood and metal attachments. The inside was a wall of smoke, and I could still see flames spouting, but that was all. Moving had caused more blood to seep through the cuts on my knees, and I grabbed it recklessly. Air ripped through the place, and I cut it off at every spurt of fire until the air was clear and the fire gone.

I should have left the smoke. I should have turned and walked away. I should have reacted faster. I should have been the one to die.

The inside of the mill was a ruin of metal and ash. The fire had been hungry and fast moving, maybe faster than it should have been. But that didn't matter to me. All I could see were the crumpled shapes laying on the floor, slices of blood red, and black char on their edges. I stared at one not three feet from me, and I knew it was an adult from the size—and that was all I could tell. The rest would take a doctor to figure out.

Others piled in behind me, and I could hear people sobbing and more than one person threw up. I just stood there, unable to breathe or think. So many dead. I turned slowly to see the small office was now just burnt petrified timbers and remnants of furniture. It had moved so fast, so hungry. They didn't stand a chance.

"Sarah?" My voice was a whisper, and it caught in my throat as I stared around the mill, my line of sight was free to see all the bodies and twisted looms. The threads and pulleys that normally created a screen of visual noise, gone. All I saw was death.

"Sarah?" I called a bit louder. But none of the bodies moved. There was no reply, and I didn't know how to heal the dead. The only thought left in my mind was that at least they were dead, as the few who had made it outside, still screaming and sobbing, would take days to die. Burns were a long, slow death.

But I had to find Sarah. Slowly I limped inside, walking the path she would have followed to the next loom. There, halfway through the path, lay a body curved around something. There was no hair, all the clothing was black from soot and charring, but it called to me.

I knelt on the side the body was facing, focusing on what it was curled around, and I saw a hint of blond hair. Familiar blond hair. I had stared at it enough to recognize the colour. It haunted my dreams, not that I had admitted it to myself. "Sarah," I whispered.

Tears fell from my eyes to splash on the floor as I ignored the blood coming from my knees, the pain in my leg, and I reached out to see what she had curled around. The body of a child, one of the kids, was pressed tight to her bosom as she draped around the tiny figure. Protecting the child. I didn't know if I hoped or not, but I reached out to touch the child. Dead.

They were both dead.

All around me people were yelling and screaming. The ringing bells of the fire brigade and the noise of horses pulling it were almost as loud. But it didn't matter. Everything was gone. The mill. The looms. Sarah. The world spun as my heart pounded, and I stared at what remained of a woman that I might have loved. My gorge rose, and I swallowed hard, the taste of ash coating my tongue. With a grunt, I pushed myself to my feet and turned, limping out. My cane had disappeared at some point and I didn't care. The pain was just punishment for what I had failed to do.

Among the swirling chaos, men, women, children, animals, I moved through them, aware only of them like you are of cobwebs in the basement. They would brush against me, but the touch didn't last, and left no lasting impression. I walked, every step a fire of agony between the bleeding knees and my leg.

It didn't matter. Slowly the noise and chaos faded behind me as I kept walking, moving toward home. Like those cobwebs, I was aware of people looking at me, a few trying to ask me questions, but I just kept moving, ignoring the shadows. They weren't important. Nothing really mattered at this point. It might have been minutes or hours, but I entered the backyard of the Luck mansion, my body a screaming mass of pain that was like a chorus in the back of my mind, there but not important. The pump and well were in the back. I stopped and looked at it. The scent of smoke and vile chemicals that coated me was suddenly intolerable, and I started gagging.

With an off-kilter flurry of need, I ripped my clothes off, dropping them on the ground outside. Finally, I was naked, not even shoes adorned my body. I began to pump and pump, the strain of making the water move a focus that kept my mind at bay. The icy cold water felt good against my raw skin, though my nail beds screamed in pain, I embraced it all as only right.

"Mr. Luck," Mrs. Parland screeched as she came out the back. "What are you doing?" The outrage and horrified reaction might have amused me at any other time. Now I just needed to be clean, to have the smoke and smell gone.

"Mr. Luck?" She asked, her voice softer, and I just looked at her. I knew her. I could see her shock, but there was nothing inside. I just scrubbed, but the black smoke remained.

"One moment, Mr. Luck," she said, outrage no longer in her voice, but I didn't have the energy to figure out what the other softness was. It didn't matter. I just needed to be clean.

"Here, Mr. Luck. Let me help." It was a male voice, and I turned to the face of Geoff looking at me. He had in his hand a bar of soap and a rag. It smelled clean and fresh, and I held it, sniffing it as if it could cleanse me of everything.

With gentle hands, he soaped and rinsed me. The cold water soothing after the rough rag and soap on my skin. Soon all I could smell was the cleansing soap.

"Here. Let me put this on." The voice was gentle and kind, and I looked at him. I deserved no kindness at all, but I didn't fight or say anything as he rubbed a lotion on my red skin. It smelled of violets and mint, a world away from the darkness of the mill. Then a thick paste that brought to mind the summer sun was placed on the beds of my nails, hands and feet. The next thing I knew, a sleep shirt had been put on me, and I was being led up the stairs.

Before I could say anything—not that I had words to speak—I was tucked into my bed, and Mrs. Parland was handing me a cup filled with a hot liquid.

"Drink. It will help."

It would have required will to argue or resist, so I obeyed. Draining it with no care as to the heat, though it was not hot enough to burn. Brandy, laudanum, and tea flowed down my throat. The cup was taken from my unresisting fingers and the blanket pulled up. The darkness that called was a welcome escape, and I plunged down into it. Wishing to never awake.


Thirty-Five
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July 11th - 22nd

The wet wool that drenched my mind and senses slowly parted as I lay there blinking. Everything hurt. Even the areas between my fingers hurt. Why? When my eyes finally focused on the crown moulding of the ceiling, I lifted one of my arms. My back and shoulder screamed as I moved it. A whimper came out of me as I looked at my arm. It wasn't blistered, but I'd never seen my skin so red and raw. There were minor scratches on the tender flesh.

I just stared at it, trying to think. My thoughts moved like mud soaked boots through my mind. An image of water and soap was resolving as I tried to figure out the recent history.

"How are you feeling?"

A voice from the corner of my room spoke, and I started, which just caused more pain to ripple through my body. I turned my head the smallest distance to see Silas sitting there, looking at me with his brows drawn together. There was bright light coming through the curtains, which meant it had to be late morning. Why had I overslept?

"Duncan?"

I turned my attention back to Silas, blinking at him. Even that hurt. I swallowed, which only hurt a little.

"What happened?"

There was a long pause and then Silas said very cautiously. "Do you remember the mill and the fire?"

The words slammed into me with the force of a bullet, and everything came cascading out. The explosions, the fire, the desperate attempt to stop the fires, the fire stopping, and then … And then … and then …

"Oh no. Sarah." The words broke the dam I had constructed in my mind, and I started to sob, the pain rippling through my body. But now I remembered why, and I leaned into it.

"Duncan, Duncan," Silas said, his hand gently touching my face. Even that hurt, but compared to the pain in my chest, it didn't matter. "It wasn't your fault."

"I should have stopped it," I sobbed. The memory of her body, of what was left of her, kept flashing into my mind, making the guilt worse. There had to be something. "If I had been better, smarter. If you had been there, you would have stopped it."

"Duncan. Listen to me. The constables were here, and this morning they delivered a report. They didn't say so, but I suspect magic was used. Their comments were 'an unknown accelerant' caused the fire to spread with 'unnatural' speed. Duncan," he said, making me focus on his eyes. His hazel eyes didn't let me go as he spoke. "Someone had Fire magic. They pushed the blaze hard and fast. I don't know that anyone could have stopped it. It was the perfect weapon, and they used it as such. It wasn't your fault."

His words fell into me. I heard them, but I couldn't stop the feeling that if I had tried harder, been faster, I could have saved them. Saved some of them at least. Saved Sarah.

"Here. Drink this." Silas again. He held out a glass. Fighting it took energy I didn't have. I opened my mouth and drank. The taste of laudanum brushed over my tongue, and I accepted the escape it brought.

Vaguely, as if through a wall of fog, I remembered going to the bathroom, drinking some broth, and then more of the sweet escape. I wondered if I could stay in its smothering embrace forever. The next time I came out of the haze, I didn't hurt as bad and the redness had faded. A movement in the chair pulled my attention.

"Silas?"

"No." My father's voice sent a jolt of energy through me, but it wasn't enough to get past the apathy and guilt. He moved and came to stand near the bed. I couldn't interpret the look on his face.

"What? Here to tell me you're disowning me?" Right at that moment, I didn't care. Being on the streets would make it easier to die. To let the guilt eat me away.

"No." He loomed over me, but for once it didn't intimidate me. There was nothing he could do to me, nothing he could say that could make it any worse. "Silas told me you probably stopped the fire. That you went in and tried to rescue people. That makes you braver than me. You did good."

The words fell from his lips, and he turned and walked out the door, and I just stared after him. The words hung in my brain until the next pull of sweet darkness took me, and I chased after it, not wanting to try figuring out everything that happened.

At one point, Emmie snuck in to see me. She gave me a hug. And whispered how proud she was of me. Then she was gone. I thought Renford might have been there, but what he said didn't stay in my brain. I had no energy to care about anyone or anything. The drug came less and less, and I got to the point that I could use the water closet by myself. But I didn't leave my room. I just slept.

I knew the earl had left, but not much else registered to me. Nothing tasted good. There was nothing that made me want to do anything. Instead, I found escape in sleep, and every day I hoped I wouldn't wake up. I even thought about finding all the laudanum and drinking it all. But it sounded like way too much effort.

"You need to get dressed, Mr. Luck," Geoff said, walking into my room. From the light, it had to be late afternoon, but I wasn't sure what the day was, and I didn't care.

"No," I muttered and rolled back over, burying my head in the pillow. My skin had healed and no longer hurt to touch, the wounds on my knees were mostly healed, and my nails were slowly growing back, but repeated abrasions, from the sheets I supposed, had dulled the sensations there.

"Sir, you have to get dressed. There is a woman here to see you."

"Tell Emmeline to go away," I muttered into the pillow. My tears had dried up, but nothing replaced them.

"It isn't Miss Luck, sir. She is waiting for you." He was implacable.

"Tell her to go away. I don't care."

I heard the door close, but I didn't bother to lift my head.

Why hadn't I died too?

The door opened, and I sighed. "What part of no don't you understand?" I fisted my hands into the pillow. Maybe I could throw it at him and he'd get the message.

"The part where I don't care," a decidedly non-male voice said.

I jerked my head up to see Miss Carlton standing there in the doorway looking at me. Acutely aware of the fact that I was in a nightshirt and nothing else, not even small clothes, I rolled over and yanked a blanket up over me. At least the night shirt was clean. Smelling my sweat made my nightmares worse.

"What are you doing here?" I asked, uncomfortable with a woman in my bedchamber. It just wasn't done.

"Well, as you have missed my classes for the last three Fridays, I thought it was time I showed up." She didn't move from the doorway, and I heard more than saw one of the servants lingering in the hall. The bare nod to social proprieties let some of the alarm fade.

"As you can see, I haven't been up to anything," I said, a touch of anger to my words. "And Sarah is permanently indisposed." I couldn't say dead, not yet. It was too real.

Her lips tightened. "It seems you move well enough, so you should be able to come to class."

I stared at her, unable to look away. Did she not care at all?

"I would have thought that you would want to do something about the tragedy that happened. Instead, it seems you just want to wallow in misplaced guilt." Her words had no trace of sympathy and instead cut straight through me.

"I let her die," I bit out, anger burning away any trace of embarrassment originating from her being here. "I failed."

"No," she responded with a sharp, biting tone. "You tried. It was more than most did. By my best calculations, at least three other people in that crowd should have had some form of magic, not counting the animals that threw the explosives and encouraged the fire. And they did nothing or they ran. You did everything you could and then some. There was more, maybe, you could have done, but if you hide here, you can't learn. You can't find other ways of using your magic. Using that brilliant mind of yours."

I just gaped at her. Unless I was mistaken, she had just complimented me.

"You heard me. You are arrogant and oblivious to much, but you are also brilliant and use magic in ways I have seen no one else use it. I suspect you will change a lot of how we think of transformation magic, and trust me, that could change the world. But if you wallow here mourning over a girl who you never even kissed, you might allow the deaths of many more."

Every biting word slashed through me, and the comment about kisses brought a heated flush to my cheeks. I would have never taken that liberty. I had barely allowed myself to think about it.

"What are you talking about?" I managed to ask even as I felt mortified.

"I have a need for you. You, your skills, and your oh-so-creative mind. Are you going to come help me, or are you going to throw away everything over what some imbeciles did?" She still stood there in the doorway, but for a moment I could have sworn she looked like the Valkyries of Norse mythology more than anything remotely human. For certain, there was no sympathy and coddling in her voice or manner.

"Who do you work for?" I responded. The request for a camera, the talks of favours, that she seemed somehow larger than life said she had to be working for someone.

"For the ones that will ensure those Irish monsters never do anything like it again." Her voice was hard, and there was a touch of anger to it. "Now you need to decide, are you going to help me stamp out the movement that is threatening to destabilize the Crown or are you going to fade away in this chamber grieving for what might never have been?"

I stared at her, and she stared right back, no compromise in her stance.

"I … I … I don't know," the words came out slowly. But even as I said them, a bitter taste slid down my throat at the idea of letting them do that to any more women, any more children. To let their rampage go unchecked would make her death even more meaningless.

"Well, when you figure it out, you know where to find me." She spun on her heel and stepped out of the doorway and down the stairs. I could hear the sharp clack of her heels on the wood flooring as she left.

The closed-in atmosphere of my bedchamber suddenly seemed claustrophobic, and I couldn't breathe. With a burst of energy, I got up and flung aside the curtains and pulled open the windows. The hot summer air blew in, carrying with it the stink of London: the sewage in the Thames, the smoke from the factories, the whiffs of laundry soap, bread in the oven, and horseshit in the streets.

It smelled like life.

Miss Carlton was right. I had a choice. I could stay here and wallow, or I could go out there and change something. Create things. Maybe something that could be used to save lives in fires like that. Something to stop the monsters that had done this.

The first step was putting clothes on.


Thirty-Six
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Saturday, July 22nd

Ispent Saturday airing out my room and moving through the house, seeing everything with fresh eyes. The servants watched me carefully, but they seemed relieved to have me up and moving. Father had been gone for a week and was due back any day. Silas was at work, and I was glad of the emptiness of the house. It gave me time to figure out how to exist in my own body again. The grief was still there in the back of my mind, but the rage at what had been done was supplanting it. Driving me.

That rage pushed me back out to my workshop for what seemed liked the first time in eons. There was dust everywhere. I started to reach for air, then remembered that all my offers were still healing. My nails had almost reached the halfway mark on most digits. My big toe was still a sensitive mess. To protect the nail bed, Mrs. Parland had placed a ball of pure cotton on the top and carefully wrapped a bandage around it. It made walking slow, but that was the least of my issues. I calculated by the end of August most of my nails should have finished covering the nail bed, but my big toes would still take months. It kept me in slippers for the moment. Most things didn't hurt, but any pressure on my big toes made me want to weep. I'd never realized how sensitive nail beds were. Now the knowledge was burned into my existence, something I would never forget.

Miss Carlton's words seared into me. I had to do something, but my first step was dealing with fire. With that in mind, I set to work in my shop. I knew, way back in the depths of my mind, that anything I created would never work for the sheer volume of flames that had been at the mill, but that didn't mean for smaller flames it couldn't have helped. The other thing that flashed through my head was Sarah's pose, wrapped around the child. What if there had been something they could have put over them, to protect as the flames raged around them? Something to give them time?

I lost myself in thought and research. Every time I reached for magic, I had to stop myself. Right now, the only thing I could afford to use was blood, and I had nothing to cut myself with. My hair was barely a half inch long. So I settled for the old school way. The day disappeared as I studied and thought, though once again I was running up against the limits of my knowledge, and without being able to use magic, I couldn't experiment, but I could prep things for later.

Geoff came and fetched me for dinner, and I was surprised so much time had passed and yet very relieved as exhaustion hammered at me. I made my way to the table, not bothering to dress—it was too much effort—to find Silas there.

"Duncan, you're up." He smiled at me as I sat down. "I am glad to see you outside your bedroom." Silas started to ask me something, then stopped and shook his head. "So, what are your plans?"

This time it was my turn to start to speak, then stop. I didn't know that I was ready to talk about the comments Miss Carlton had made or my own thoughts, especially given that my ability to use magic was so limited right now. So I settled for the obvious.

"I'm working on ways to protect people from fires. But I think I'll need to talk to Renford and visit a society library or two. There are some things I need to research." I stared at the food, the cooked meat making my stomach turn. The comparison to the smells at the mill made me fight not to retch.

Silas nodded. "That sounds like an excellent idea. When you are ready to test them, I'll be more than happy to assist."

I nodded, as that would help immensely. "Thank you. What about you? What have you been doing?" Talking to him let me push the food around on my plate and pretend to eat.

He shrugged. "Running errands for a friend and working at the club. Speaking of which. Father sent a note that he'll be extending his stay in Ireland for another two weeks." Silas paused and then added, "He said he hoped you were doing better."

I didn't know how to respond. The knowledge he'd killed our mother still weighed heavy in my soul, but that he'd said I did good ran through me. He was a topic I didn't know what to do with. Rather than saying anything, I just nodded.

"So because of that, Emmie's already gotten the red ledger and copied it. Do you know where the green one is?" He spoke after making sure no one was around, as the main course had been served. A course with overcooked meat that I couldn't bear to eat for anything. The potatoes were drowning in butter and smelled only of herbs.

I blinked for a moment, then nodded slowly. "I think I do, but it’s in a lock box." One more bite of potatoes made it to my mouth, but as they slid down, my gag reflex hit again.

He flashed an overly charming grin. "That I think I can handle."

It was my turn to be curious, but then Geoff came in with more wine, flashing a smile at me. I met him with a small smile and turned to poking at my plate. Everything either reminded me of the bodies or seemed to have no flavour, and all I wanted to do was sleep, but for now I would go through the motions of life and hope that at some point there would be more joy in them than there was at the moment. The alcohol helped make it matter less, but I had the vague sense that if I crawled into a bottle, I would have wasted Sarah's death.

When all the servants had left, Silas looked at me. "You said you think you know where the green ledger would be?"

I nodded, still trying to work up enthusiasm for anything, but I'd already let Sarah down. I refused to let Emmie down as well.

"Yes, if you're done, I can show you." I had eaten enough to survive. It would do for now, because if I tried to eat anything else, I might be sick. I pushed the chair back and stood up, watching as Silas copied me.

With a leaden weight on my heart, I headed to the earl's study and pushed the door open, waving Silas in. I closed it firmly behind us and turned the key in the lock.

Silas arched a brow. "Is that necessary?"

I shrugged. "No, maybe, yes. Either way, this way the servants can't accidentally come in, and nobody will see anything that they might have to lie about."

I strode over to the desk, stepped behind it, and, with a grunt of effort, lifted the picture that hung there off the wall. The almost two weeks in bed had made me weak. I needed to do something about that. Maybe.

With care, I set it down on the ground. The last thing I needed was for something to happen to this picture. That revealed the space behind it, and I pulled out the lockbox. Turning, I set it on the desk, a bit surprised at how heavy it was. Silas walked over next to me and stared at the lockbox. "I wonder why he kept a safe box here and not just used the other box that he had at the club."

"Most likely because if, as Emmeline said, the red ledger contains the actual accurate data, this ledger would normally be kept at home, so when the Crown comes calling for tax receipts, he could be seen to be handing it over to them." I rattled all of this off without much care and cast a look at the brandy, then shook my head. If I was going to ensure Sarah's life had not been lost in vain, drinking myself into a stupor would not be the way to do it.

Silas smiled and took a small pack out of his vest pocket. "This is something I had meant to talk to you about before, but you were too busy." Silas bit his lip as he sat in front of the box. "Maybe later, when you're more up for a challenge, we can talk about improving upon this set."

I watched as he unfolded the little leather item and revealed a set of odd looking tools, long with spindly points going different angles. To my amusement, he grabbed two of them, inserted them in the lock, and began to twitch and move them in tight little movements. I was about to ask him what exactly did he think this would accomplish, when there was an odd little click and the top of the box sprang open.

"Huh," I said. "So that's what lock picking looks like. I would've never associated those funny little tools with being able to open locks." Already my mind was racing, trying to think of how else I could improve upon them and wondering if they needed to be flexible or rigid. A blast of guilt slammed into me, and I sighed. My priorities needed to be …. What? What were they? Yet another thing to sit and decide.

Silas reached in and pulled out the green ledger book. "If I can get this to her this evening, she should have a few days to copy it. I hope."

"How is she doing?" I asked. I cared, at least I hoped I cared.

"Well, better you than you," he said, watching me with dark eyes. "What are you going to do?"

I stood there in the dark study that had always been the earl's domain. One I wanted to be worthy of it, and now I didn't care. The cold blue eyes of Miss Carlton popped into my mind. "I am unsure. But first I think I will go talk to Miss Carlton. She is part of the reason I am up and moving. She said there was a way I could help against the men who started the fire." I snapped my head around to look at him. "You said something about the fire?"

"It being magically guided? I think so. I went and looked, and there is much that makes little sense. The mill had fabric, not oil. It shouldn't have been engulfed so quickly. But…" he sighed and leaned back in the desk chair, looking at me. "I don't know if it makes any difference, but the earl is doing right by the employees."

"What does that mean?" I asked.

Silas shrugged, but he never took his eyes off of me. "They are paying for all funeral services and providing the families of the workers a year's salary, at the new rate."

I lifted my brow, surprised. "That seems unlike him."

The corner of Silas's mouth twisted. "Apparently they are making a fortune off of whatever you changed the wood into. It's enough to replace all the looms. With the new ones you designed."

"Ah." Did it matter? Maybe. He still had much to answer for, but did this start to make up for it? I didn't know. There was too much to think about and exhaustion was hammering at the sides of my brain. "I need to put the box up and then bed, I think."

Silas nodded, and I looked down into the box and frowned. I reached in and pulled out a sheaf of papers. It took me a minute or two to read through them, then to look at the dates and signatures on the paper.

"What are those?" Silas asked.

I just held them, and I knew rage should be pounding in my veins, but that seemed like way too much energy. I just looked up at Silas. "They are commitment documents for Emmeline. Signed by a doctor saying, 'She is irrevocably deranged and will never be able to function in society'. It is dated a few days before he kicked her out."

Silas had gone perfectly still. "Why?"

I shrugged and slipped the papers in my pocket. "Because? I don't know. But you can't ever tell her. I'll take these and make sure he doesn't have them. The last thing I want is this coming out." I thought about how much time I'd lost. "Is she going ahead with the lawsuit?"

"Yes. Here in the next week or two. I need to get this to her." He tapped the book in his hands. "Then they'll be ready to sue."

"Do that. Tell her I'll come see her in a day or two. I'm not quite ready yet." Right now, all I wanted was to sleep. Forever if possible, but the night if there was no other option.

He watched me with his hazel eyes and nodded. "I'm sorry."

I looked at him with a frown; the expression making me realize my skin was still tight and sore on my face. I might need some of that fancy cream the women used. "For?"

"Your father not being the man you wanted," he said softly, and I knew he was also grieving the loss of what the earl could have been.

"His loss, not ours. I, at least, got siblings out of him, if I got nothing else." With a dead heart, I put the lockbox back and repositioned the frame, mostly for Emmie's sake. I had no caring left for the man that had sired me. Deep down, I wasn't sure there was anything left in me for anything.


Thirty-Seven
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Sunday, July 23rd

The morning light woke me as I had never closed the curtains or the windows. I lay there thinking about everything, and the desire to roll back over and just sleep until it quit hurting or I quit caring was almost overwhelming. The only thing that stopped me was the image of Sarah's body wrapped around that of a child. If I ran, would anyone else ever step up? I had a plan, of sorts, but it wasn't fully formed yet. Talking to Miss Carlton might solve some of my issues. But I would never go back to that classroom. The idea made me almost want to cry. Too many memories.

I dragged myself out of bed and did my own toilet. The servants, the staff, had taken wonderful care of me for the last two weeks. It was time I stood on my own. In the back of my wardrobe, I found a spare cane. It was simple straight wood with no pretence, and it suited my mood better than my old one would have.

Breakfast was simple, as I had little appetite. Silas wasn't at breakfast, which struck me as odd, but I wasn't about to pry. He was more of a responsible adult than I was, as the recent events had proven. Geoff hailed a hack for me, and I climbed in with effort, giving him Renford's address. The energy it took left me sweating, and I knew I needed to walk more. The last few weeks lying in bed had eaten away at my muscles. Muscles working in the mill had helped create.

"They giveth and taketh away," I murmured to myself. If nothing else, I would walk a bit more daily. It wasn't like my leg could hurt more than the hole in my chest did.

The hack pulled up at Renford's door, and I got out, knocking. A surprised butler opened the door. "Mr. Luck, it is only half-past eight," he said with a tone that implied I should know it was much too early to call on people.

"I know. Will you see if Renford wants to go on an exploratory trip with me?" I didn't apologize or do anything else, I just waited. My caring of social niceties seemed to have disappeared, though I wasn't dragging Miss Carlton out of bed at this hour, even if I suspected she had already been up for hours.

"Very well, come in, sir. Would you like anything?" The butler inspected me closely, his eyes lingering on my lack of hair, and I didn't care.

"Coffee while I wait with a touch of chocolate would be nice." I didn't know if I would be able to drink it, but maybe it would stimulate my taste buds, if not my stomach.

"Of course, sir." He ushered me into Renford's study and then was gone. I just stared at the walls, unseeing. Ideas and thoughts never stopped going through my mind, always interrupted by either Sarah's smile or her dead body. I couldn't decide which one hurt worse.

"Here is coffee and some chocolate melts. Lord Foxglove will be down shortly," the butler said, pulling me from my thoughts as he set down a tray with the aforementioned items.

I nodded, and he left. A moment later I sat with the cup of coffee, a chocolate melt dissolving in it at my nose. The rich scents wrapped around me, but at the back of them I caught a wisp of something burnt, and I was almost sick. Hurriedly, I set it down as bile rose in my throat. I shoved a chocolate melt in my mouth and the rich sweetness pushed away the scent, but my hands were shaking as I sat there, trying to focus on anything other than my memories.

"Duncan, you are here," Renford said with excitement and relief as he walked through the door. He stopped in front of me, his eyes inspecting me thoroughly. "Ah, I see Silas wasn't exaggerating if this is how you look after two weeks of convalescence. But I am delighted you are better." He sat down in the chair across from me, his eyes locked on mine. "Talk to me."

A smile twitched the corner of my lips, and I realized I had not appreciated his friendship enough. "I'll survive. But I need to look at the mill and wanted to know if you would come with me. I have some ideas I want to talk over with you, but first I need to see what I did and what was done."

Renford didn't hesitate. "Of course. Let me grab my coat." He glanced at the untouched coffee, but said nothing, and it helped erase a bit of the pain that seemed to live in my soul.

Fifteen minutes later, we stood at the remains of the mill. "My word. This is horrifying and impressive." His voice was a hushed tone as we walked around the building.

I just nodded as I looked. The scorch marks from the fire were clear, but the wood wasn't wood anymore. I had changed it to something like petrified wood, but I couldn't have told you what I did or how. It had been a desperate grasp to stop the fire from spreading. Now it sat there jagged and gleaming, like teeth of some creature of legend. Workers were busy cutting it down, but no one bothered us as we walked inside. The roof had been removed, exposing the interior to the blistering sun that seemed determined to scorch every inch of skin that was exposed. I should have worn a hat. Already my skull was complaining about the rays.

The looms were oddly charred skeletons, covered in dust and dirt. They squatted there like creatures of the dark, frozen in the light of day. The ones I had changed, warping the material to something else, had either been untouched or sagged and twisted like a piece of wax. On the floor were random darker spots, and I knew that was where the bodies had been. I knew where Sarah's was without thinking about it.

"Duncan? Did you hear me?"

Confused, I looked at Renford. "What?"

He snorted with a bit of amusement. "And here I've been talking for the last ten minutes and you didn't hear a word. What is here is impressive, but what did you want me to see?"

I stared at him, trying to clear the memories out of my mind so I could think. "Mostly, I wanted you to see this. And understand what I did." I waved at the building around us. "Not the fire, that wasn't me, but the structure. I changed it to that. I took an entire building and made it something else, and still people died. Fire is deadly and even more deadly when you have a mage driving the flames. I have an idea about making devices to stop fires and to warn people about them." A lump caught in my throat, and I swallowed to get it to slide down. "Fire might be the most horrible way to die I've ever seen, and there has to be a way to stop it. I can do almost anything, but my knowledge of chemicals is lacking. If I create things to stop fires, will you help? Help me figure out what is needed to stop them?"

Renford was quiet as we continued to walk through the remains of what had been an active mill, a paycheck, a chance at life for so many people. I didn't pry. My mind was whirling with a mix of the past and the future, to the point I couldn't tell for sure where one stopped and the other began.

"You said you changed everything to this substance? This petrified wood?" He had stopped to pick up a piece that had fallen off. I took the piece he handed to me. It had the grains of wood, but was hard and almost cold when you held it.

"Yes." I didn't remember what I did, just the desperation.

"This is amazing and terrifying," he said softly, dropping the piece into his pocket. "But as to your question. Yes. I'll help."

The lump came back, but I just nodded. We walked back out, and I headed over to the workers. "Have five full boards delivered to the Luck mansion." I handed them a pound note, and the argument faded.

"Yes, sir," one of them said, and I left it at that.

"What will you do with that?" Renford asked as we walked away from the crypt of memories.

"I'm not sure, but it is pretty. Emmeline has a house, and maybe I'll make something for her." I had no ideas, but I had created that. I wanted to have some as a memory, as a reminder.

"Wait what?" Renford looked shocked, and I almost laughed. The bit of normality both felt good and hurt. I explained everything going on with her, leaving out the lawsuit for entailment and her status as a mage. That wasn't my secret to tell.

He sighed. "Your father really is an arse."

The letters my mother had written to herself flickered through my mind. "You have no idea. But he doesn't matter anymore. I have other things that are more important."

He shot a look at me. "And if you get disowned?"

I shrugged. "I’ll survive. There isn't anything else to do."

We had made it back out to the main street, and I was exhausted with my leg throbbing. But it was after lunch, and I needed to get onto the next part of my errands.

"Duncan, listen to me." There was an odd note in Renford's voice, and I shook off the other thoughts that battled for attention in my mind.

"Yes?" I focused on him, confused about what I had missed.

"I am going to say this, and I want you to take it to heart." He laid his hand on my arm as he locked eyes with me. I had forgotten how blue his eyes were in contrast to the pale skin, as he was so rarely outside. "You will always have a place with me. I don't care if I'm married with twenty children. There will be a room for you in my home. Do what you need to do and ignore your father. He isn't worth you or your siblings. If you really need me to, let me know, and I'll offer for Emmeline." There was a hard swallow after that. "My father won't understand, but he won't gainsay me."

I wanted to pull him into a hug. Only the fact that we were standing on a city street stopped me. "Emmeline would eat you alive, and we both know it. But thank you. I'll remember. When all of this plays out, if I need something, I'll call you."

He held my eyes for another minute, then nodded. "Good. Now you said you had another errand to run, and if you want chemicals to stop fire, I need to go research. I know people that have some information on that, so I have lots of borrowing to do. Do you need anything?"

What had I done to gain a friend like Renford I didn't know, but I wouldn't look this gift in the mouth.

"No. I'll keep you updated. And thank you, more than you know."

He nodded, then hailed down a hack and headed on his path. Another one came to a stop in front of me as my life started to settle down into a path forward. It wouldn't be easy, but it might provide hope to more than just one person. It might make a difference.

"Where to, gov'ner?" The driver asked.

My future was the answer on the tip of my tongue, but I gave him the address to Miss Carlton's house instead. Now for the next step.


Thirty-Eight
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Sunday, July 23rd

If I didn't know better, I would have said she was waiting for me. The footman ushered me into the solar, full of plants and sun streaming in via the windows. It was warm, and the air was crystal clear with Rohan's filter. I just wanted to stand there in the sun and absorb the warmth, but somehow I didn't think it would sink into my heart.

"Mr. Luck," Miss Carlton said, "Please sit. I am glad to see you here."

I turned to look at her and saw Rohan walking up behind her, the small owl bobbing on his shoulder.

"You were right, and we have things to talk about," I said, still watching both of them. Compared to Sarah, she was cold and so constrained, but now I could see the link between her and Rohan, and I didn't care. That was both a surprise and relief. There was nothing in my heart, just a numbness that removed all the delusions from my eyes, even the ones I wished would stay.

"Rohan asked to join us," she said, looking over me with sharp eyes. "I'll be right back." She spun on her heel and headed out of the room. I twitched an eyebrow, but it didn't matter.

"Sit, Mr. Luck. You look like you've had a long day already." Rohan waved me to a chair as he settled into another one, while the bird flew to a perch nestled in the plants. The chairs were wicker with high backs, arms, and comfortable cushions. It created a subtle impression of arms wrapping around you.

"Is the exhaustion getting better?" he asked, watching me with eyes that saw too much.

"What?" I said, pulling my attention back to him. The life in the plants called to me, and I just wanted to stay here and soak it in.

"Ah, you haven't put it together. The bone deep weariness you feel, mixed with normal depression and sadness, is because even though magic extracts a price for us to use her, it also takes energy to direct magic in what we are trying to do."

I blinked at him. Did that make me feel better or worse? That seemed to be the question of the day for me. Finally, I just shrugged. "Thank you for telling me."

He smiled softly, and it seemed warm and welcoming, but there wasn't a reaction in me. Mostly, I just wanted to sleep in this place of warmth and life. "You used a lot of magic, and your body wasn't ready. It will take another week, but you'll have noticed your hair is growing faster than normal, and everything in your body is trying to regulate itself. You'll be fine, at least physically."

"Rohan, quit scaring him," the light voice scolded as Miss Carlton walked in carrying a tray. I almost flinched, but there was nothing burnt wafting from it, only crisp, fresh scents.

"Here, Mr. Luck, I think this might suit you better right now." Common English fare consisted of meat and potatoes. Which were usually heavy, and, unless drowned in gravy, had the flavour and smell of burning associated with it. Even fried foods were causing me to flinch and my stomach to turn.

What she set down had none of that. Instead, there were crisp apples, slices of cheese, a pitcher of some yellow fruit juice, and small balls of nuts, rice, spices, and honey. My stomach and tongue woke up looking at that.

She smiled at me, and it had more sympathy than I'd seen from her. She filled a plate and handed it to me. Rohan got his own. I slipped a piece of apple and cheese in my mouth, and my taste buds and body roared to life at the taste of raw flavours. For a full five minutes, I did nothing but explore the flavours, and my body sang in joy at the change. I realized half of the roiling in my stomach had been hunger, but I'd been too nauseated by the smells to realize it.

When the first burn of hunger was gone, I sat back, the plate still clenched in my hands. I would eat more, but for now I could be more socially acceptable.

"Thank you. It never occurred to me that there was something else I could eat." It also wasn't a kindness I'd expected from her, of all people.

Miss Carlton shrugged. "I've worked with soldiers in India. Sometimes, after brutal battles, smells and textures bothered them more than you would expect. Fresh fruit and simple foods would restore them faster."

Rohan flashed a smile. "Especially since you English like to cook things to death," he said with a teasing note that was obviously a running joke between the two of them.

"Better than putting hot peppers on everything," she retorted with another smile, and it lit up her face in a way I'd never seen.

I put another ball of nuts and honey in my mouth as I watched. It was odd to see couples happy together. Maybe that was why I'd never sought a match. Had I ever seen a happy married couple?

"I am glad my words got you out of bed," Miss Carlton said, and I brought my focus back to them.

"They gave me a prod," I admitted. "But I didn't do it for you."

"Oh?" The cool, composed woman was back. "Then why?"

"If I stayed there, her death was nothing, just another tragedy. I want to change things." I took a deep breath as the possibilities bubbled up in my mind. "But I am here to see what you want."

She looked at Rohan, and he just shrugged. Her cool blue eyes came back to mine, and she settled back a bit more into the chair. "I need to stop the Fenians before they do something else that costs more lives. But I need your help. The machines you can create are amazing and do things that are decades ahead of our current technology. While magic is amazing, it can't do everything, and you have the knowledge to combine magic and science in ways that give us more options than anything else would."

"Like what?"

"A device so I can hear people from far away. Ways to copy documents and leave originals. Explosives that are on timers or can be detonated from a distance. Devices that let me know when someone has entered a room. There are so many things that we need and only a few of them are weapons. You are a peer of the realm, and as such have access to people and places that even I struggle to access. This is what I need you for: to protect the Crown." She leaned forward, her eyes alight with passion. "Magic is on the rise, and we need to be protecting the Crown or the world is going to dissolve into war. This is what you can help me with, keeping the Queen safe and our empire strong as the world changes around us."

The passion interested me, but all those were like solving for a negative solution. You only knew it worked if it didn't happen, but you had no way of knowing that it would have without your changes.

"It isn't enough."

She lifted an eyebrow, looking at me. "Then what do you want?"

I took a deep breath. "There are many out there that are struggling to survive, and fire is always a risk, especially in the poorer areas of town. I want a shop where I can create and sell table looms. They would run off of foot pedals, but they would have all the ways to create designs that were on the big ones I created. I want to give families the opportunity to buy them for almost nothing, then they can create the fabric that will drive an explosion of revenue." In my mind, I already knew how to make them better, smaller, and capable of creating multiple feet of fabric a day. For those on farms, they would be able to use what they harvested to create new things.

"I will patent all the designs, so I am the only one that can create them. But if you help me with this, my workshop at the back will be where I design everything else. I'll need your help once I figure out how to create fire suppression devices that can go in most houses, but that will enable me to create what you want. If you fund the former."

They were about to speak, but I raised my hand. "One more thing. I want the shop to have a full apartment above it. Given what I know, and what Emmeline is doing, I don't know what will happen with the Luck name and estate, but I want to be able to live there. To be nothing more than the man who makes looms, wheels, sewing machines, whatever else I created, and I'll own all the patents. I'll make extra money by creating and selling a few for larger machines, but I'm going to give people the ability to change their world and protect it."

Miss Carlton leaned back, watching me with eyes that told me nothing. Then she looked at Rohan and tilted her head.

He laughed. "Do not expect me to talk him out of it. I'm already wondering if I can buy a hundred to ship to the women in my family in Bengali. They would jump at the ability to make fabric faster and then sell it back to us. It isn't a bad idea. Not only does it provide a reason for him to have so many odd things, but almost anyone can visit him. And you know how I feel about fire. The only thing that keeps me sane is that I can control it to a certain extent."

She sighed, fussing with her skirts, head bowed. "The greatest problem I see is if you are seen as partaking in trade, there will be a lot of contempt from your peers."

I shrugged as at this point the only 'peers' that had cared were Renford and my siblings. "I can be the eccentric friend of Lord Foxglove. If I keep the title and receive the earlship, well they can deal with the changes or not. Anyone worth knowing will not care, and I'll still have the title that gives me access to whatever I might need." I ate another slice of cheese and apple. I'd never thought of eating them together, and I had to admit it made for a wonderful snack.

"That … isn't a bad idea. You having the workshop and being known as eccentric. It might let you get away with more than a proper peer would. And your customers would be women of all social classes." Her voice was slow and thoughtful.

My eyes narrowed. "The more they are worth, the more those looms will cost."

"Good," she replied almost instantly. "It will give a better leverage and help dissipate some of the issues with the Irish, if they can buy them as well."

I shrugged. "The women weren't out there throwing the bombs." I said slowly as rage flared back up. "You said you had a lead on them?"

"Yes. They are gathering in an unused warehouse that someone lets them camp in free. I am ensuring Scotland Yard gets the information, but as we need to make sure there is evidence against them, it may still be another few weeks until they make a move."

"I want to be there." The words fell from my lips before I thought better of saying anything. I needed to see these men brought to justice.

She looked at me, her eyes narrowing. "Are you sure?"

"Yes. It is part of my terms. I must see it go down." Then I could take my revenge. I could make sure they paid like Sarah had.

She watched me for so long, I thought she would refuse. But finally, she bowed her head. "Very well. I am assuming you would like me to find the shop for you to set up."

The backlash was strong enough, if I had been standing I might have fallen. I'd been so ready for her to say no. It took me a minute to catch up to where she was in the conversation.

"Yes, if you would. I am not sure I would know what to look for," I admitted.

She smiled, a sharp expression. "Neither am I, but I have excellent people that work for me. I'll contact you. In the meantime, there is an item I need you to work on for me."

"Oh?"

"I need a method to send an alarm when someone arrives, but not obvious, like a bell or a cord that might break." She had a pensive look on her face as she spoke.

"From how far away?"

She closed her eyes, thinking. "Let's say from your house to this one."

This time I blinked, but my mind was already spinning with ideas.

"I'll let you know."

"And I will let you know as soon as I find a place I think will work."

It was done. The question was: had I sealed my doom or my salvation?


Thirty-Nine
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July 24th - 26th

Iholed up in my workshop for the next few days designing. I wanted looms and spinning wheels that were better, faster, with more variations possible than what existed now. While I worked on those designs, I also played with fire suppression ideas. Then were the random ideas about what Miss Carlton needed. Part of me wondered what she would use it for, but most of me didn't care. If the person who had sent the letters was trying to drive us apart, they had failed. She cared in a way that was both distant and personal. Her favours were worth what she provided, and I would take the risk.

I barely spoke at dinner if I went at all, and mostly I sketched and thought. The biggest issue was I needed to build these without magic. My hair was growing at a rapid rate, as I had almost an inch of hair, but I still got strange looks in the streets as no one had hair that short. I needed to find a hat to hide my skull. But finding one involved caring. I avoided going and seeing Emmeline, but I sent her a note. Mostly, I needed to deal with the ghosts in my brain.

Memories of the conversations Sarah and I had, and the slow realization of what life was like for the poor, had seeped into me. That mixed with my rage at the Irish who had done this. But I was aware enough that the random Irish person I might meet had little, if anything, to do with the people who had thrown the bombs. My mind was a whirl of fire and looms to the point some of my designs blended into weird things that made no sense.

My workshop had become filled with sketches and small models of what I might be able to do, but lack of chemicals and the materials I needed hindered me. I knew I could use blood to fuel the magic, but if I was going to patent these, they needed to be things anyone could obtain, at least in theory.

A knock on my door pulled me out of the fugue state. The staff had been checking on me more and I couldn't decide if I liked it or not. Pulling open the door, Geoff stood there with a letter. "A message for you, sir," he said, handing it to me.

I nodded absently as I took it. My heart sped up a bit at the elegant writing that I knew was not Emmeline's.

Mr. Luck -

I have found suitable accommodations. Please join me Friday, at 11 a.m. at this address in Convent Gardens.

Miss Antoinette Carlton

There was an address printed at the bottom, and I stared at it, trying to place it in my mind. It meant little to me, but still a thrill of excitement, the first I had felt in ages, raced through me. The debt I would owe her would be extreme, but I already had an idea of how to create what she needed, but I would need magic to create it.

But first I needed to finish up what I was working on to ensure after I built the first one, it would be patentable. Forcing myself to sit down and focus, I sketched out the plans and designs for my new table, treadle driven looms. They would work from you rocking a treadle the way spinning wheels worked, so that meant you would move it as fast as you could rock your foot. The shuttle and the racking were all set up and programmed. I knew I'd have to make modifications as I built it. But that would be once I had the shop.

And a helper.

That thought cut through me like a piece of shrapnel, and I pushed it away. The point was to have a loom and a sewing machine that a family could have at home. If I couldn't build it by myself and make it easy enough to use, they wouldn't be able to use it.

The servants got me for dinner, and I waved them away. I had no appetite and went back to sketching. When it was so dark even the lights in my shop weren't enough to let me see, I gave in and headed to bed. There, on my small table were some pieces of cheese, bread, and an apple, along with a pitcher of watered wine. My head bowed at the simple kindness, and I sank down to eat it all, staring at the walls, but instead I saw Sarah.

"I promise. I'll do something to help the small families. And protect our country." It was half prayer and half vow. It followed me into my dreams, and I spent the night with visions of people using machines to sew garments, make art, and all at a price that even a small family could afford them. By the time I woke, I wasn't sure what was real when it came to those machines or not. Either way, I wanted to see what I could do to make the future real.

While I waited for time to catch up to my need to go, I worked on the material lists of what I'd need to make the table loom and Miss Carlton's device. There were these new things called radio waves that were being experimented with. And while the research being done was still very basic, I thought with my magic I would create something that would work. My nails were almost over my fingers, though my big toe might take another month or two before growth covered the exposed nerves. That left blood. It was a small price to pay.

I almost had the specs for a small device that would chime when it detected a signal. If this became too common, I'd have to make it more complicated, but for now the presence of that wave would cause a bell to chime. I just needed wires, some small glass tubes, and time to experiment. My only concern was the range. Would it work as far as she might need it? If nothing else, the challenge kept my focus on other things.

A servant let me know I needed to leave soon. I had been smart enough to insure someone else reminded me. I had a bad habit of losing myself in my mind, and this was one appointment I had no desire to miss. The carriage ride let me continue to work in my mind, and I realized I was becoming a bit withdrawn. The hat helped make me not as noticeable, but it would be another month before I moved past "tragic hair cut victim" to "unfashionable."

Part of me didn't care, but I detested having people stare at me with a vaguely horrified look, especially other men. There wasn't much I could do but give my body time to grow out my hair, but I resented the loss of easy offerings. I would need to ensure I had a small razor available to ensure I could get what I needed.

Or I could wait until my body had healed? The thought flashed through my mind, and I pushed it away. Time was the one thing I didn't have. The need for small fire protective devices ate at me, as well as ways to fight them. But I knew that the incident at the mill wasn't normal. Was there anything I could do when people threw dynamite into a building? Maybe. I was still thinking.

"Sir? We are here."

I looked up at the coachman's words and realized we had quit moving. My own internal thoughts had taken me out of paying attention to anything around me. Dangerous that.

"Thank you," I said and climbed down. My leg still hurt horribly, but compared to what my nails had felt like, and the ache in my chest, it was but one more pain lost in a sea of them. I only cared in that I needed to be able to walk.

I stood in front of a storefront nestled between other stores. For a bit I just looked, letting my eyes and senses take it in. It was a block of buildings about sixty feet long, then another road, but I suspected it was a square with buildings all connected to each other. Each building had large windows in front, letting passers by see the goods for offer. There were three stores on the side I was looking at right now: a fabric seller, a bookseller, and the empty one. The two shops seemed to do brisk business, and from the stream of people going around the sides, along with the smells from a bakery mingled in an oddly pleasant manner with the leather goods store I saw when I stepped to the side and looked down the block. At least it wasn't a tannery. In the middle, between the milliner and the leather goods, stood an empty shop.

"Good to see you Duncan. You look better than you did," Miss Carlton's voice came from behind me.

I leaned on my cane to allow me to pivot and look at her. Dressed in sky blue, which highlighted her shining blonde hair and cold blue eyes, she looked every inch the proper lady. It occurred to me I'd never seen her with a chaperon and the fleeting curiosity went through me. But in truth, I no longer cared. I still respected her intelligence and genuine power, but any level of infatuation I might have possessed burned away long before the fire. A woman this driven was more than I had the energy for. I wished Rohan luck, as she would never be less than equal in any relationship. I could never keep up with her, and I sensed she had no patience for people not her equal. At least when it came to partners. I wasn't a partner. I was a tool for her to achieve her goals. As long as they aligned with mine, I was fine with that.

"It is a slow process, but I am healing."

She eyed me sharply, looking up and down. "You aren't eating properly. There are things you need to replace what you gave up. I'll have Milly send over some tisanes and special recipes for your cook. They will help."

I stared at her. "Milly?" While I had a dozen other questions, that was the only one that could slip out of the jam of thoughts in my brain.

A smile quirked up on one side of her mouth. "Mrs. Lauton, our housekeeper. No worries, she knows how to approach another cook. The English diet is not the best for providing the nutrients of everything you need, especially when trying to heal the catastrophic damage you managed to yourself. Part of me is impressed you didn't offer too much."

"Too much?" I felt like a lackwit. My brain, for all my vaunted intelligence, was not keeping up with what she was talking about.

This time it was her time to tilt her head. "Ah, I suppose you were not there that day. I have never seen this myself, but Rohan has. You can offer so much you remove vitally needed aspects from your body. Most try to limit it to a toe or finger, but some…" she sighed and looked away from me. "Sometimes that isn't enough, and what you are trying to change is worth everything."

I didn't know what to say, but if I had offered more, could I have saved them? From what little I'd seen about how they died, the odds were against it. If I had responded and stopped the stick being thrown in, yes. But one of the doctors had mentioned the flash of flame in the mill would have cooked their lungs. I knew that the very few who had walked out alive had died in days. They had all suffocated because of lungs that no longer worked no matter how hard they struggled. Drowning in a hospital bed.

"It doesn't matter. I will provide some information to your cook to help with your recovery. Now let's see if what I found will work for your needs." With that, she pulled a key out of her reticule and approached the door of the empty shop next to the bookseller.


Forty
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Friday, July 28th

The door creaked open, and part of me expected a wave of dust, but there wasn't. Hinges needed oiling, and from the stuffiness of the air that wafted out, a good cleaning would be required, but nothing unreasonable. She walked in, and I followed.

"This was a broker's shop. He found himself arrested because a large portion of his inventory had been obtained via means other than purchase. The constables cleaned out the store, but left the basics." Miss Carlton talked as I looked around the area.

The windows let in a good deal of light, but I would need more to be able to do the sort of work I needed. That was easy enough to fix. Maybe I could even install electric lamps instead of gas.

"It isn't perfect. But look at this area as a place to set up your looms and machines for people to purchase."

I moved in further. It wasn't an immense space, but it had two long counters on either side of the door. They bracketed the large windows with display space in them. The back also had a counter, though I could see an area that was liftable, and there was a door to the back. The walls behind the counters were empty shelves, while the counters themselves had glass in front to show items on the shelves inset in the counters. With a bit of imagination, I could picture the place full of objects for sale, both honest and stolen. What I was planning would take spare parts and possibly different parts as I expanded on what was possible.

"Then back here is the backroom." She had lifted the little counter gate, and I followed her into the back. It was a large empty room with only shelves on the walls and two doors in the back. It seemed overly empty compared to the front.

"It was used for illegal item modification, so there isn't much here. It was all taken in by the London police. But you can easily set this up to be a workroom?" There was a bit of a question at that, and I looked around. If I moved my tables in here, added some lanterns on the walls, as otherwise the only light coming in was from the open door to the front, it would suit well. And there were also shelves for me to put things away on. Better than the shed I currently worked in.

In the far corner, there were the two doors. One door led outside, the other into a wall. I pulled open the door in the wall, expecting some sort of closet or perhaps a water closet, but instead there were stairs that went up in sharp angles, creating a staircase tower up. In the little entry space was yet another door. I cracked it open and saw the courtyard outside.

"That is one of the nice things about this place, and while I have already purchased it, if you aren't willing to rent it, I will have no issue finding tenants. Come," she said as she headed to the stairs. We went up the stairs. After three sets of four stairs, each set at right angles to the other, a door sat. This she opened with another key, though the stairs continued up. She pushed the door open and stepped into a largish space. She moved all the way in, and I tried to keep up.

It wasn't gorgeous or even sharp looking, but it was functional.

"There is a kitchen with a stove, dining room, small bedroom, a water closet, living area, and master suite. It even has a shared fireplace in between the master and the living area. There is no parlour, but it wasn't built for formal entertaining."

Wandering in, I looked around. It was sadly lacking in bookshelves to my eyes, but there were spaces for wardrobes, it contained a kitchen with a small pantry, even a space for an icebox, complete with a drain to the outside.

"There is water?" I asked, seeing the hand pump on the sink.

"Yes. It comes from a well in the centre of this block. All the buildings use it. It takes a bit of effort to get the water up here, but it is pure and drinkable," she said, looking around.

That was impressive. But nice. Wells were usually more stable, and it meant this was a square of shops and homes. "Does that mean there is a courtyard?"

Anne smiled at me. "Yes. Not huge, but the other residents have a few tables out there as well as some garden beds." She narrowed her eyes at me. "I would expect anyone residing here to be a good neighbour. All wastes are put in a shared cesspool that the tenants pay to have cleaned out weekly."

I nodded absently. Taking out the chamber pot on a regular basis was normal. And a little area for sunshine and a bit or fresh air would not be amiss.

"The stairs go up?"

"Yes. There is a second apartment above this. It is exactly the same layout. Depending on what you do, I may rent it. The exterior access via the stairs makes it easy to prevent access to your workshop, though I doubt any thieves will have a strong interest in looms or whatever else you might build. Those require work to make money." The amount of distaste in her voice at the idea of people who didn't want to work made me laugh, and I wanted to ask what work she'd done, but I realized that was a dangerous question at the moment.

I nodded and went back out and then looked at the stairs up and back into the area. There were only windows at the back near the entryway and in the kitchen, and I assumed in the master bedroom, making the place stuffy. I moved over to the wall sconce and peered at it.

"Electric?" I asked, trying to remember what lights had been downstairs. There had been some on the wall in the main area, but not the back.

"Yes. The entire block has been configured that way. It raises the cost a bit, but well worth it in my opinion," she said with a smile.

It meant I needed to add some windows downstairs in the workroom so that I had more fresh air. Electric was perfect. And it would expand what I could experiment with if I already had it in the building. I looked around. It would take money and time to get this set up. And then there was the earl.

I needed to do this, and he would detest that I was in trade and I didn't care what he thought. Worst case, if Silas or Emmeline had children, I could pass the title to them. Assuming I inherited the title. A quick flicker of a child with my eyes and Sarah's hair flashed through my mind, and I banished it. That was not what might have been. Too much had separated us. All I could do was try to make a difference.

"What would be the rent?" The idea of moving here had benefits. It wasn't as nice as Renford's place, but if I got a good manservant and we got meals from a pub, we would be fine. Or even a part-time cook with the icebox was very possible.

"For you?"

I turned to look at her, eyes narrowing at the smug way she asked that question. The woman never did one thing when she could accomplish three or four at the same time.

"That is the point, is it not?" My patience for games was dwindling fast, and the pain in my leg was pushing past the myriad other issues my body complained about.

"Ah, I was getting ahead of myself. I bought the entire block, so rent from you isn't necessarily important."

I stared at her in shock. "How much money do you have?"

She laughed. "More than enough, and I have some backers. I traded a bit and had a long conversation with the previous owner, and we came to an agreement. There was a home in the country that the current owner had no desire to maintain, and he was tired of city life and the drain on his finances and dealing with tenants. I have a few other of these buildings that I will upgrade as the businesses fold or move. So yours is not important at the moment. But what you can do is."

There was a level of intensity to that, and I pulled back a ripple of fear going through my body. "What do you mean?"

She shook her head. "It doesn't matter, but if I have my way, eventually this entire block will be businesses like yours. Where what they sell is only a portion of their importance to the Crown." Miss Carlton looked like she was about to say more, but stopped, shaking her head. She took a deep breath, looking at me. "I don't know if it is something about you Luck siblings, or if you have a portion of the magic that your sister has, but I tend to say too much around you. It is most aggravating."

I just stared at her. As far as I could tell, she never said anything of import, and I still had no idea what her plans were.

She cleared her throat, looking at me, and the sharpness I saw in her eyes rather terrified me. "I want you to create things. Weapons, listening devices, things that are needed. If you will figure out how to design the things I need to protect the country and maybe the world, this is yours. There is more coming, but right now I need you to find a place you can work and heal." Her lips thinned. "I am livid about what happened at the factory and to a young woman I rather liked. I want to stop things like this from happening, and the people I work for agree. This is just a part of the plan, and it will take a few more years before everything is in place, but I want you."

I stared at her, the passion in her voice enough to throw me off balance.

"Want me?" I couldn't remember anyone ever wanting me. I was tolerated, carried along, ignored. But never wanted.

"Let's be real. I need you. Most people can't create or improve on anything. You see possibilities that never occur to most people. As the world gets more magical and more dangerous, you will be mandatory to help protect it." Her passion was almost visible as she stared at me.

I looked around. "Where is this going?"

"I can't tell you that yet. But this purchase is the first in many, and you are the beginning of what I need to protect the Crown and the Empire. Otherwise we will fall into barbarianism."

"But I'll get to create the looms, machines, and other stuff as I want?" I didn't care about creating the little knickknacks she needed. I cared about making a difference in the lives of women like Sarah. Though protecting the Crown also had a certain weight to it. But what could I do?

"You can create anything and sell it for pennies for all I care. I'll even help fund some of the materials to make them. As long as you help me with my plans, you can do what you want." She stood tall there in this dingy apartment, but I felt safer here than I had ever felt at home.

"I can remodel as I want?" My hand waved around the room, and I didn't keep the note of disgust out of my voice.

She laughed. "Please do. This is a bit on the dingy side."

I looked around and nodded. "We have a deal. I have no idea if I will actually live here, but I won't have a choice about getting an assistant. It should at least be tolerable for them to live above this apartment, if nothing else."

"Then we have a deal."

I took one last look around and thought about the areas below and nodded slowly. "We do."

"Excellent." She handed me the keys with a smile. "I look forward to seeing what your mind can create."

So did I. And if I was lucky, it was things that would change lives, and if I was very lucky, it might save them.


Forty-One
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Tuesday, August 1st

Ispent the next few days trying to get what I needed in place for the workshop. Mostly lists upon lists, and moving much of my workshop there. That meant I had the servants and a hired wagon moving everything over to the workshop after I paid for some basic remodelling. One of the sides of the block only had two stores on it. In place of the third store was a small alleyway which led to the courtyard.

That gave us access to move everything into the workshop, after the workers I'd hired scoured and changed the area. It only took them three days, so by the time I was ready to move things in there, it was sparkling and looked brand new. I still needed to decide what I wanted to do with the upstairs, but for now, I only cared about the ground floor.

It took me another day to get things set up the way I wanted them. And to the point I thought I could work. It was dark by the time I left. Miss Carlton had followed through with her promise; dinners at the Luck mansion had changed to more fresh food, less stewed, and I didn't have the scent of smoke over every bite I took. With the summer heat, the cold soups were also amazing, though it made me envy Silas's ability to make things cold. Maybe I could do the same? Yet another thing to research.

Arriving back at the mansion, I felt the difference walking in the door. There was a tension there that had been gone for the last few weeks. The earl was home.

I changed my clothes before heading down for dinner, aware that not being there wasn't acceptable. Not that I cared, I just wanted some food. Exhaustion coated me, but I felt like I could finally start creating my looms and the projects Miss Carlton had lined up for me in the next day or so. I suspected the time left for me calling this place home was shortening. Maybe with effort, I could turn the apartments into a valid bachelor's space. Miss Carlton sounded like she would be fine with anything I did.

I frowned for a moment. Did the ledger get put back? I had barely seen Silas in the last couple weeks, so I wasn't sure. My focus had been so much on the shop and dealing with my own emotions, I had avoided everyone. He'd been gone when I left in the mornings. I probably needed to speak with him and make time to go see Emmeline. Soon. I still couldn't face her, and I didn't know why. She had done so well and here I was succeeding only because of a woman. Just why did common opinion think they were weak? It was becoming very apparent they were the bedrock upon which everything happened.

I walked in to find Silas and the earl already seated. Jontan's eyes jerked up and locked on me. A slow scan up and down, and he nodded slowly.

"You look better. Hair still looks awful," he said, reaching for his wine.

I settled into my place. "Yes. A while more before it looks decent." The hat made it so few people noticed anymore as my skin had faded back to an off-white shade.

He took a sip of wine, his eyes flicking back and forth between us. Silas looked oddly content and, while not smug, he looked like a man who had made a decision that had weighed on him. Here wasn't the place to discuss that.

"I am glad you are both here. The mill is being sold, and with it a steady income. It might be time for you to get married, Duncan, and bring in a rich wife to help stabilize things." He said all of this with the tone as if mentioning I might need an umbrella if I went outside.

The creak of the door opening gave me a chance to contemplate my answer to him. The idea of dealing with parties and balls and finding a woman made me sick to my stomach. While there had been nothing concrete between Sarah and I, my heart had cared more than I realized. The earl treated women like disposable objects, discarding them when they no longer served his whims, and it made me want to spit in disgust. The idea of marrying a woman strictly for money added to my horror. Besides, I was extremely sure from what Silas said, we were not hurting for money at all. Instead, I took a drink of wine as they set the plates of cold squash soup down.

"What is this crap?" the earl demanded, glaring at the cold soup. Geoff, our server tonight, stiffened at the barely leashed anger. I stepped in.

"Food that doesn't reek of burning bodies. The cook has been wonderful in creating food that I can eat without thinking back to the workers laying on the mill floor, their flesh seared off the bones and curling back." I took a mouthful of the cold crisp soup and gave the smallest nod to Geoff as he left. A flash of a smile was my reward.

"Oh." The earl's voice was pale as he swallowed another large gulp of wine. Silas glanced down at his bowl, his mouth twitching suspiciously. Unable to think of anything, the earl took a taste of the soup and grunted. "Not my usual, but not bad for a summer meal."

That was an understatement, as London wallowed in a heat wave that made the small shop hot and sticky. Only the fact that I kept the air moving in there with only the smallest offering, a drop of blood when I got a splinter, made it tolerable.

"At this time, I am not ready to even contemplate marriage. I have a new workshop in the city with better facilities, and I will be there most days. I have an … investor interested in what I have been creating. For a while my attention is on that," I said, letting the next course come in.

When Geoff set the fish down in front of him, he sighed. "Are all the meals going to be like this?"

"You mean healthy and tasty? I can but hope," I replied.

There was silence before he looked up. "You will need an heir."

I glanced over at him, already tired of the game. "Does that mean you now think I'm not just a tinkerer and won't pass the title off to Silas?"

Silas jerked his head up, surprised at my words. The earl sighed, then stiffened and sat up. "I am still unsure as to whom shall be my heir. And I won't decide for a while, but it is time for both of you to be more in the public eye. Silas, I will introduce you as my son and what people think is up to them. I plan on being in England at least until Christmas. Which means I think the time for you having a job is over. You have proven you know how to work."

That surprised me. I couldn't remember the last time he had been home for three straight months or more. It made me wonder what was going on, but it was a momentary thought that I let go. It took too much effort to care. I wanted to get the shop up and running before I made any decisions about anything.

"When the season starts, I'll be more active," I said as a compromise. There was still a good three months before there would be anything more than the occasional garden party, and by then I would have everything working, I hoped. "Besides, that will give time for my hair to grow out, and I won't look as odd as I do now." That second comment stopped him, and I could see his eyes flit to my hair.

"Ah, yes, that would be helpful. Very well." That was the end of any meaningful discussion, and I fled to my room soon after, claiming a very real exhaustion.

The next week went the same way and at least half the time I skipped dinner or he did, which I was fine with. I still hadn't seen Emmeline, nor had Silas, so part of me was waiting for the hammer blow. The rest of me had my own worries to work on.

About a week after the earl returned, I was at home talking to Mrs. Parland. I needed an assistant, and knowing my own lack of organization, a maid. If I offered the upper floor as rent, plus a small salary, I was hoping to get a married couple. It would be a bonus if the maid could cook occasionally, as my cleaning needs wouldn't be large. And preferably cook the way Miss Carlton had suggested.

"I will ask around, Mr. Luck. But be aware that is an awfully specific ask," she said doubtfully.

I shrugged. "They don't need to be too skilled to help in the shop and really it is a space big enough for a family." I wasn't willing to climb to the second floor daily, so they would need to be fit enough to do that.

"Hmm, maybe. Let me check with some of my friends. There are always young couples from the country looking to get a new start on life." Mrs. Parland looked thoughtful as she spoke.

I heard the ring of the bell and it being answered. It had to be a message, as I rarely had people visit, and Silas was still at work.

"That would be great and anyone that can cook like the new dishes would be amazing." The act of hiring people had been a learning experience; though the cleaners had done well, there were still changes I needed to make to create a true bachelor apartment.

"WHAT DO YOU MEAN?" The roar from the office echoed through the house, and I and Mrs. Parland both froze, eyes wide. I couldn't remember ever hearing anything like that from the earl, even at his most angry. A moment later, I heard the door being thrown open and hitting the wall. "DUNCAN, GET IN HERE!"

I was glad I was in the kitchen, as it gave me time to process, and I realized what must have happened. It looks like the earl had just been served.

"Mrs. Parland, I would stay here. I'll go talk to him."

Her face was pale but grim, and she nodded, then headed back out of the way. I turned and pivoted, going towards the hallway he would be in. Most likely the entry way.

I moved in from the back hall to see him staring at a sheaf of papers, holding them so hard that his hand shook and the paper vibrated like the wings of a hummingbird. This should prove interesting.

"You wanted me?" I said in my blandest voice, leaning on the cane to ensure I wouldn't fall over laughing.

He spun to look at me, and I watched the vein throb in his temple. "This. Have you seen what that harlot has done?"

I bit back a snarl. I suspected Emmeline was still as chaste as the day she was born, so the accusation had no fairness to it, but right now I needed to play stupid.

"To whom you are referring? I don't believe I know any harlots," I said with a supreme effort to keep my voice calm. I rather wished I had a way to record this for Emmeline to see.

"That female child of mine," he all but snarled, thrusting the sheaf at me.

Still keeping my smile down, I took it and read what was written there.

King's Court

Mr. William O. Stricklen, Esquire

324 Broadmoore Ave

London

In the Kings 'Court for the City of London, the

Plaintiff Emmeline Mirren Luck has charged Jontan Luck with abandonment of his duties as Earl to the Luck line and violation of the Stokes vs Wedgeforth case law which requires support of all children unless they warrant disinheritance as ruled by a court of law.

The plaintiff is seeking an entailment of not less than 5% of the Luck line's income or a lump sum of 25,000 pounds.

You are required to appear before Judge Hanson Tudor on Monday, August 21, 1865 for trial. At that time, you may face the plaintiff pressing these charges.

Chief Baron of the Exchequer

Charles Pollock

"Isee," I said, glancing at the rest of the documents. "It seems that she is not willing to be discarded."

"Did you know about this?" he thundered, his face inches from mine.

"How would I know about this? I thought you kicked her out." I said it with a straight face, and kept it there as he grabbed the sheaf of papers and whirled around, yelling for a cab to be summoned and someone to get his coat.

If nothing else, the first volley had been fired, now to see how the battle went. I shrugged and headed back to my room. I still had work to do and from that letter, the court case was still a few weeks off.


Forty-Two
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Monday, August 14th

The next week was interesting. I was strangely detached from it. The earl raged around his office, avoided dinners, and slammed doors. The cook finally gave up and just set up a cold board for us to eat as we wanted. It worked better for me, and Silas was gone as much as I was. The most I got out of him was a future job opportunity he was training for. I let it be. In the long run, this case would decide much, and I didn't know that Silas wouldn't make a better earl than I would. My perilously close involvement in trade would horrify most of my peers. I didn't care. The work I was doing mattered.

The week before the trial, I had finished getting everything set up the way I wanted. It had cleaned out my cash reserves, which made me nervous, but I'd remodelled both apartments as I'd already updated the showroom. It would still be a few weeks before I had anything to sell, but the frames were in my workshop. I'd realized it was easier to buy them already assembled, as the basic frame didn't change. What I did after that was the important part.

I walked around, admiring everything. It was a nice layout, and already the first set of rooms felt more mine than anything at the Luck mansion ever had. A knock at the front door grabbed my attention, and I headed over to open it. My leg was finally feeling better and in the shop there were enough tables to grab on to if my balance wavered, that I didn't worry about the cane. Pulling open the door revealed Lord Renford Foxglove, who was peering at the outside with confusion.

"Ah, this is the right place. I must say, I had thought I had the address wrong," he said as he walked in. "What is this?"

"The first step. This is the shop where I'll sell what I create. Give people a chance to make things we 'noble' idiots will crave." I waved around the shop, oddly proud of it.

He snorted. "That isn't hard. It seems like any new thing has people panting after it." Renford walked in and looked around. "But it looks nice, if barren."

"Wait until you see the rest." I led him to the back workshop, showing off the upgraded chemical research area, the large table to hold what I was working on, and the shelves to hold all my ingredients.

"I say. This is nice. I might be tempted to come out here and play with things. The townhouse is great, but there is no area to really play with anything," he said with a touch of envy in his voice.

"Well, I do need an assistant," I teased, and he laughed with me. "Come, I even have my own bachelor pad." I had installed railings on both sides of the twisting staircase, and it made going up and down much easier as I could pull or lever myself, depending on the day.

He inspected them with an approving nod. The walls had new wallpaper placed on them; the kitchen had been upgraded with new drawers and an icebox that seemed to work better than anything I'd ever seen. That or I had a touch of the Fire gift and could pull the heat out. It was yet another thing I needed to play with, see if I really had any Fire. There was a little fireplace in the living area that was shared in the master bedroom. The privy room had a basin for washing hands and a comfortable seat for using the chamber pot. I'd ordered a bed and wardrobe for the bedroom, and installed a full bar on the wall between the dining room and the living room. Though I didn't have a dining room table. The bed could be disassembled, and there was a large window in the kitchen specifically to move in the stove and icebox, but no table. I just used a coffee table for now.

"I must say, I quite like this, but are you sure? I mean a bachelor space is one thing, even keeping a mistress here would be fine. But for you to live here?" He looked at me doubtfully as he peered around.

I shrugged. "The upstairs has been redone as well, and if I can get a manservant and possibly a maid, I will have a cosy house. Besides, I've never really been at ease with the rest of the peerage. Not with this." I tapped my leg. "If it had been a war wound maybe, but most people have never known me not injured, so it is seen as a defect, not an injury. And to be honest with this, I don't care." On the word this, I used a tiny touch of magic to have a breeze ruffle his hair.

In my master bedroom, I set up a densely woven piece of fabric to filter air through, and Rohan had been right. When you set it up, it would run with only the tiniest bit of offering. I was still using magic as stingily as possible, but it was easier than it had been. Most of what I wanted to do, I could do without magic, it would just take me building it correctly from the beginning, though a few pieces would be 'magical' in origin as I hadn't found a material that could do what I wanted without my modifications.

"True, and really, I can't blame you. The clubs are tedious and the only thing people want to talk about is women, politics, or their own egos. None of which I care about. Though the Naturalist Society still is fascinating."

"Oh yes. I won't be giving up my membership. And really, most of the peerage will never know what I'm doing and if they do, and care, then that is their problem, not mine. The world is changing not just with magic, but with everything else. They can keep their rigid views. I don't have time for it." A smile twisted my mouth as I thought about the court case next week.

Renford sighed. "I don't disagree. But for me, Father wants me to manage more of the estate so he and mother can travel more. Sometimes I wish I had a sibling to attract their attention." His father and mother were ridiculously happy and appeared in love. It was an odd pang to think about them, as I now knew my parents had never had that.

"Well, now you know. But I can't wait to see what I can create, and what I can do once these looms are created and sold." The very first one was going to Sarah Higkins' family. They were doing well, with the salary the earl and his partners had given them, but it wouldn't last forever.

That made me think about the comment of me marrying for money, and I looked at Renford. "How informed is your father with the finances of most of the peers?" That wasn't as weird of a question as it sounded. His father had served on the board of trade for the Queen for multiple years and still kept up with his cronies.

"Pretty well. While he doesn't snoop, I'd be surprised if he couldn't say the net worth of almost any noble within a few thousand pounds," Renford said with a shrug.

"Would you ask him for me? The earl made a comment a week ago about needing me to marry rich to shore up finances. And it rings wrong to me." It was still rattling around in my head. Could one mill have created that much of a loss or an income?

Renford gave me a funny look. "I'd have to agree. I haven't heard any rumours of money trouble, though the amount of money made from selling that petrified wood was enormous."

I flashed a smile. "There are three of the boards downstairs. I'm not sure they are good for much besides decorative work, but it is oddly pretty."

Renford laughed. "Well then, how can I help at this time to ensure you have the tools needed to change everything?"

We fell to discussing ideas, and he had a new technique he'd seen for bending wood and promised to get me a sample of the oil impregnated wood. It made it more flexible, and I thought I could do something similar with transformation on it. Creating a flexible but strong and lightweight piece to the loom.

He left soon after, and I went back to my workshop. The signal device Miss Carlton had asked for was almost done. A speaker at a symposium had mentioned a new discovery of radio waves where properly tuned devices could send and receive signals to each other. It was similar to how a telegraph worked, but without the wires. It had taken me a full day to find the notes from the speaker, but then, with Miss Carlton's budget, I'd found the materials to build it. The functionality was basic, but I could see future possibilities, if I had the time to play with it.

I'd refrained from using my hair and instead made a small nick on my left forearm to get blood to use my magic. I had to say the food I was eating had sped up my hair growth rate, and it was almost an inch and a half long at this point. It made me feel less like an accident victim.

But after playing with the device, I had created something that projected a tiny beam of light from a dry cell battery. If that light was broken, the other side sent a radio wave to my device, and it buzzed like a wasp in a jar. It wasn't very loud, but easily heard.

I sat back and looked at it, trying to see the flaws. The battery had been a design someone else had come up with, but they couldn't get the components pure enough and small enough to create a functional design. I could. The lack of that tiny light caused the signal to be sent. Now I needed to see if it worked through walls or even further. Which, yet again, meant I needed an assistant. Making it one more thing that would have to wait.

With an annoyed sigh, I turned my hand to the delay explosive. It was oddly easy in comparison. Currently, the longer the wick, the longer it would take for the spark to reach the explosive. Dynamite, for example. Just thinking about it made my heartbeat quicken, but I forced it down. I would believe her when she said the Fenians and others that caused the fire would be dealt with. I had to.

Going back to the timer, I picked up the old clock and looked at how it worked. The idea was to set a flint and spark on certain sections that would ignite and then ignite the flare. That really wasn't difficult. Trying to figure out how to make it quiet was. Telling myself it was an interesting mental challenge, I went back to it. The breeze from the small courtyard brought in the scent of the herbs growing in the boxes and the vegetables ripening on the vine. Next year, I would need to contribute to the little community, though I had no idea where the other residents would be next year.

I had no idea where I would be. Rather than think about it, I focused on creating a silent timer and convinced myself that having faith was the only option. It struck me as funny that the only people I had faith in were women. Maybe they should rule the word. The men seemed to make a right mess of it.


Forty-Three
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Friday, August 18th

I'd spent a lot of time in the last two weeks thinking about fire. How it flowed, how it moved, even how it gobbled up anything in its path. But mostly I'd paid attention to how to stop it.

The trial was next Monday. As a distraction, Renford and I had spent most of the week in my shop playing with options. The fire suppression ideas were coming along nicely, and I had created a mixture of sodium chloride, sodium bicarbonate, silica, and calcium carbonate that snuffed out almost any fire immediately. I had mixed up a large barrel of the sandy substance and was playing with ways to create explosive packages of it you could throw at a fire and have it burst out and smother the flames. It would work well for small fires, kitchen, or anything on the ground, but the moment the flames climbed, it didn't work as it wasn't sticky. Which meant I was staring at it with a bit of frustration. I needed a way for it to stick to things so the fire couldn't burn.

Letting my mind float as I considered the issue, I picked up my mail and went through it. Avoiding the earl had become my norm, so I just grabbed the mail before I left in the morning. I planned on finishing up the two apartments this month. I just needed to verify what I wanted. I still needed to find staff. While I'd set up the frames for a few looms, none of them were done or ready to sell. Guilt whispered at me, but I pushed it down. There were only so many things I could do at once, and I still needed my hair and nails to regrow.

A letter among the periodicals and pamphlets caught my eye. I opened it and sighed as I stared at it.

I tried to warn you. Now you are in her clutches and you'll die just like my Leon did. Men are so stupid.

Again, no signature and the same smell of lilacs and cabbage. I stared at the name. That sounded familiar. Where had I heard it before? The bell on the door disrupted my thoughts. I hadn't locked it when I entered. As the front was still empty, I didn't think anyone would come in. I turned my head to the front, the door to the back barely ajar.

"Duncan Luck, are you in here? I need you now," called out Miss Carlton. It was the most emotion I'd ever heard in her voice before. The rapid clicking of shoes on the floor as she moved through the building.

I turned, still holding the letter in my hand as she came through the door. Dressed as usual in a shade of blue, this dress had no bustle, only the barest of stays, and a skirt with almost no petticoats under it. Her small navy blue hat was hanging to one side and her hair was slightly messy, pulled back in a simple bun. It was the first time I'd ever seen it, not in a smooth chignon or in a fancy style for the party. All in all, I would have bet she would never appear in public looking so … normal. Seeing her slam open the door brought back where I'd heard the name Leon. He had been in the class, or was supposed to, but never showed up. I hadn't heard his name again. Until now.

"Good. You're here. How far are you on the fire suppression ideas you were working on?" Her words were rushed and intense as she focused on me.

Her intensity caused me to pull back a bit, trying to follow her. "I have some substances that work relatively well, but there are some flaws that I'm still struggling to overcome." I pointed to the barrel in the corner. It was a standard British barrel and was full of the sand concoction. "That is what I have, but I'm still working on the packets to be able to use it at a distance." I lifted the pile of parchment, paper, and waxed paper bags I was experimenting with.

"We need all of it. Come on," she ordered.

"There is no way either of us can lift that barrel," I said, looking at her. With flushed cheeks and her hair springing out, she looked more approachable than I'd ever seen her.

"Covered," she snapped. "Grab those and follow me." She pointed to the bags I'd been talking about, then spun on her heel heading back out. "Ivan, Eric, get this barrel into the back of the wagon," she called out.

Without conscious choice, more pulled along in her wake of command and energy, I found myself sitting wedged into the front seat of a wagon. The back was filled with empty hessian sacks. The two men, one in the back with the barrel, the other with the reins in his hands, were back in with us.

"What is going on?" I still had the letter in my hand, all the various types of bags in my other hand, and I didn't even remember getting into the wagon before we were pulling away from my shop.

Her lips were pressed into a thin line, and even though we were going much faster than advisable, she looked like she wanted to go faster. "The bloody Fenians," she snarled.

I just looked at her, as that told me nothing.

She sighed, lifted a hand to pull off the hat that was at risk of flying away as the four horses flew through the streets. Ivan drove, ignoring the yells of pedestrians and other drivers. Stress had caused lines to form on either side of her mouth, and she glanced at me. "I just need your help," she said, avoiding answering my question.

"Who is Leon?" I asked, raising the letter. If I had Emmie's power, I'd force her to tell me.

Her lips formed a hard line. "Someone. Ignore it."

"Who is Leon?" I repeated, the letter crumping in my hand as I held it even tighter.

"Why are you asking? What difference does it make? A magic user like you."

I just looked at her, the letter fluttering as we turned a corner too fast, and despite my best efforts I slammed into her, biting the inside of my cheek. She took the opportunity and grabbed the letter from me. It took her but a moment to read it, and she sighed.

"He was a moron. A simple favour and he got killed. Apparently Lily hasn't forgiven me." A flash of guilt disappeared behind a snarl as she looked down the street.

It looked like we were headed to the docks. I still had no idea why or what was going on. Why was I here at this point?

"Miss Carlton," I said repressively, my frustration and stress causing me to throw all social niceties to the wind. "What is going on? Why is this Lily sending me letters? Where are we going? Why am I here? What aren't you telling me? I think at this point I deserved to know everything." There was an odd question in my mind at the end of my rant and even with as little as I had to offer, I said yes. It grabbed the blood in my mouth and vanished.

"The Fenians were so taken by the success of burning the mill, they are planning on burning down the warehouses on the dock. I know for sure they have at least three people that can use Fire. Swear that ability goes with their red hair. But there is at least one warehouse that is housing entire families. Irish families, not that they care. They are glutted on the thrill of destruction. If we don't stop them, not only will hundreds die, but all of London might go up in flames. That isn't even mentioning the millions of pounds of merchandise that will go up with those flames. It could bankrupt half the city." She gritted out the words, her eyes on the letter in her right hand, more than anything else. Her left hand had a death grip on the railing in front of us. Now that she had the letter, I had my left hand on the railing behind us, trying not to get bounced out of the wagon.

"And Leon?" I prompted.

"A mage. Transform and Air. I'd taught him to use his abilities. I just wanted him to visit a bar and listen. Nothing major. See what people were boasting about? Then come back and tell me. The moron got into a bar fight and had his head bashed in with a chair. Left behind a wife who got an odd idea of what I'd asked. I swear, I'm not putting anyone in danger, just gathering information."

Her mouth snapped shut, and she glared at me. "There has to be something about the three of you. You seem to share gifts, and that is highly unfair."

I stared at her, stunned at the information she had dropped. "Who are you?" It wasn't a question so much as a plea for sanity in a world that I did not really understand.

She stared at me, then grinned with a devil may care flash of teeth. "Elizabeth Antoinette Frederick Dawlish, illegitimate daughter of Prince George, Duke of Cambridge."
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Friday, August 18th

Ijust blinked at her, and she sighed. "Quit asking me questions. They'll just cause you more problems." Her head jerked up as a plume of smoke started above the warehouses we were approaching at breakneck speed. "Bloody bastards," she cursed. "How does your mixture work?" this time she faced me as she spoke.

"Toss it on the fire, and it is like snuffing out a candle. But it only works where it is flat. Vertical is an issue. If the flame is crawling up, the mixture won't stick," I said. My mind spun at all the information she had dropped into me; but the smoke, the crackle of fire on wood, and the screams had rooted me to the seat as the horses pounded closer to what was quickly becoming bedlam.

"Better than nothing," she muttered, looking around. A bright spot of yellow and green caught my attention about the same time as it caught hers. "There is Rohan. Head for him. Good, he has others with him." She turned to spear me with blue eyes. "You have experience with this. Tell us what to do. How to fight this. We have little time."

The flames climbing up walls added weight to her words and no matter how much I wanted to freeze, to run away, to banish the image of bodies in my mind, I locked it all away. I'd failed Sarah. I would do my best not to fail these people.

"Do you have Water and Air mages with you?" I knew first hand that transforming would work, but I had barely made one building change. The idiots seemed to have started fires at multiples. The biggest blessing I'd seen so far, is they were warehouses, not mills with combustibles in the very air. It gave us time. Not much, but some.

"Yes, but most aren't that powerful. Rohan is the most powerful of us, but his strongest skills are the same as your sister’s," she said with a dark tone as the wagon came to a stop in front of a group of about five people, Rohan at the head. "Silas would be stronger than all of them."

"Mr. Luck," Rohan said. "What can we do?" Everyone looked at me, and my stomach clenched as I turned to look at the flames drifting up from three different buildings. There were still people running around, and I saw more than one with a look of glee on their face.

"First thing, can you stop the morons throwing the fire around? They need to be taken out first." I figured with Eric and Ivan, both very large and strong men given how easily they'd lifted my barrel, they could go and possibly beat people unconscious at the least. But I wanted to eliminate more fires starting, otherwise it would get out of control too fast.

"Oh, I have that covered," Rohan said darkly. "Anne, you manage the rest of this. I'll take care of them. Do you need them alive?" Already the amount of people running out of buildings and the screams along with the bells ringing everywhere to sound the alarm made it almost impossible to hear.

Miss Carlton paused for a long moment, then looked at Rohan. "No," she said curtly, then turned back to me. "How can we put out the fires?"

I stared at her for a moment. Was this yet another test, or was she really at a loss? A few precious seconds passed before I decided it didn't matter. I couldn't have any more death on my hands. While I had not spent as much time with Silas as I wanted, we had the occasional question about what he could do with Fire and Water and how it compared to Air. In many ways, his ability to do things was greater than mine, but for now it didn't matter. What did was me putting pieces together to create a whole.

"Listen up," I said, jumping up on the wagon so the various mages could hear me. My mind was whipping through ideas and combinations, as I looked at where we were and what substances were available to us. "If you have Water or Fire skills, listen up. If Water, don't try to throw water at it, you'll burn yourself out. Instead, pull moisture from the air and the Thames and make wherever the fire is or is about to go damp. It won't always put it out, but it will make it harder to burn. Fire, if you can see smaller isolated fires, snuff them out. Watch for sparks and grab any you see headed to new buildings. We don't need anything else to catch on fire." I saw nods and tense faces, but I had to trust they would know how to use their powers. After all, wasn't that the entire point of what Miss Carlton was doing with these people? A face or two I recognized from the party, but mostly, I didn't have time.

A sign grabbed my attention, and my mind went into analytical mode. "Ivan, Eric?" I called, looking around. They all but materialized at my feet, looking up at me. "See that place over there, advertising hoof glue?" They nodded at me as they looked at that building, then back at me. I took out two ten-pound notes. "Get at least two empty barrels and a barrel of solid keratin. It needs to be a solid piece as much as you can get. Hurry," I ordered, shoving the money at them. If this worked, I wouldn't need the bags, though for home use they would still be ideal.

To their credit, they took off at a run to the place I'd identified. I didn't waste time following them with my eyes. I was still thinking and planning. "Air, I hope I'll need you shortly, but for now, move to each of the warehouses, use your Breeze to keep the smoke out so people can find their way out." I scanned again and three warehouses had flames climbing their structures, but to my relief, I didn't see any more starting. That was good. They also were only burning. Any explosions from the dynamite must have occurred before we arrived.

Rohan came striding back through the crowd. "They are down. The rest scattered when their leaders fell." His face was set in a grimmer visage than I'd ever seen and, for a moment, a picture of a statue from India flashed into my head. It was one of their many gods, silly beliefs as far as I could see. But this was a god called Shiva. Right now Rohan had that same look on his face, one that was fear inducing. I didn't ask what happened to the men.

"Rohan, are you and Miss Carlton strong enough to move clouds and cause rain?" As one, they looked up at the blue cloudless sky and shook their heads.

"If there were rain heavy clouds around, maybe. But there isn't anything there and to create them would be … Expensive," he said, closing his eyes for a moment, as if apologizing.

I brushed it away as the two men came running up, two empty barrels and one full of chunks of keratin. The relief that whipped through me was almost tangible. "Miss Carlton, your strength is Pattern right? How strong?"

She looked up at me, still a figure to be reckoned with, even with her hair in a mess, no stays, and a dress that would never be considered fashionable. "Yes, and very."

I would take it. "Eric, Ivan, can you take my barrel and put a third of the sand mixture in each barrel?" They moved as I jumped down out of their way. "Once that is done, we are going to add this keratin to it, but it needs to be in tiny particles. Miss Carlton, can you do that?"

A smile crossed her face for a second, then disappeared. "Easily, but then what?"

I grinned. Knowing this would work. "Then you'll get to see science and magic work together." Around us the fire was being slowed by the efforts of the mages, but the Fenians had planned well. At least one warehouse was fully engulfed and two more were on fire. I focused on them as I planned out the strategy.

"You said one of the warehouses had families?" I asked, with a sudden urgent fear. I couldn't handle any more people dying protecting children.

"Yes," Miss Carlton said. "It's that one over there." She pointed, puffs of offering disappearing from her hair as she spoke. I followed her gaze, only slightly relieved that it was one of the buildings the flames were only beginning to take hold.

"I need someone with a strong Water skill here," I said, moving my attention back to the barrels. The keratin, created mostly of boiled and processed hooves, had been broken down into a fine sand. "And any level of Earth." I was still watching, hoping we would be fast enough and that my idea would work. I had faith in the science, but the application of it in the right amounts was still a question.

I heard Rohan's voice call out. "Oland, get over here. Harkness, you too." A minute later, two men were standing in front of me. And I nodded. Oland I recognized from our classes, the other I didn't, but it didn't matter.

As they arrived, Miss Carlton looked up. Hair stuck out all over her head, evidence as to the amount of offerings she'd provided. "Done."

"Eric, put a third into each of the barrels of sand." The man must have expected it, as he did that and in less than a minute, all of them were a layer of my sand, sodium bicarbonate, and salt with a thick layer of powdered keratin. I looked up at Oland. "Can you use your Earth to mix it up as thoroughly as possible?"

His eyes lit up, and he nodded, focusing on the mixture. It began to undulate and swirl as the substances combined. Taking a breath, I looked at Rohan and Anne. "Air is next. I need the strongest mage we have. This should work, but it will take timing."

They looked up at me and Rohan turned to look at the mages scattered through the crowds. Already I could hear the fire wagons coming. Good, that would help. It would provide water for Harkness to pull in the way I needed it. Anne and Rohan looked at each other, then back at me. "It will be us, I am afraid. Our strongest people aren't here."

That shook me. But I could help. "I need a knife," I said quietly.

Eric didn't even slow. He just handed me the small one on his belt. I leaned on the barrels that Oland had just stepped back from. "They are as mixed as possible," he said.

Already the fire wagons were connecting hoses. It was time for me to explain. "I, along with Rohan and Miss Carlton, will lift this mixture with air and cast it anywhere the fire is burning. I need you, Harkness, to pull the water from the pumps and get it slightly damp. You don't need to soak it, just make it slightly wet. The heat will do the rest."

Miss Carlton frowned. "I don't understand what it will do."

"My mixture will smother the fires, but it won't stick well to vertical surfaces. The keratin melts into glue. With a bit of water and the heat from the fire, it will melt, sticking to everything and my mixture will not be enough to keep the fire fed."

"What about the one that is full burn?" Harkness asked.

Already, the scents of burning tea, leather, and some other spices were filling the air. "Trust the fire department. Have people help them as soon as the other two buildings are stopped. The one that is fully burning is nearest the water, so it can only spread to the two we are working on. That is the most important." The air was relatively calm that day, so there were no drastic winds to drive the flames from building to building, and what sparks there were, the mages with Fire specifically looking for them snuffed them out before they could land.

"Any questions?" I asked, turning back to look at them as I rolled up my sleeves. I'd need access to my left forearm.

"Knife?" Rohan asked, tilting his head at me.

I gave him a thin smile as I took a breath and pressed the knife into my now bare forearm. I drew a deep line, ignoring the pain. It couldn't compare with the memories that burst into my mind at every scream and crackle of the flames. Some were spreading, so we needed to move before more people died.

People still streamed out of buildings, some holding possessions, and I suspected that might be all they owned. Fire didn't care what it ate; it was just hungry, and I needed to prevent it from destroying everything here.

Blood ran down my arm, and my mouth twisted on one side. "Offerings. Ready?"

Rohan arched a brow, but said nothing as they nodded. And we went to work. The sand rose in a steady flow, Air wrapped around it as it hit the buildings, Harkness slapped it with water in waves of light spray that sizzled as it hit, but it was just enough to make the sand cling, then the heat melted the keratin and it ran, creating areas with no food available for the fire to inhale.

Time disappeared as my life dwindled to finding the next spot, calling it out so no two mages were attacking the same spot, sending sand there, and then looking for the next spot. Harkness kept up with us, splashing water from the hoses, much to the fire crew's confusion. I stood, leaning against the wagon, more than a bit dizzy to realize I couldn't find any more fires.

"The last building now," I called out. Rohan and Miss Carlton were next to me, both of them looking as exhausted as me. Rohan's hair was at least four inches shorter. Miss Carlton had shaken hers out, creating a cascade of uneven curls that had started at above her waist, but were now reaching her shoulder blades.

As one, we turned to look at the last building. Flames in reds, yellows, and greens raced up the walls and across the roof. I took a deep breath and dove in. The other mages had turned to focus on the building, and all of us with the fire crews were winning. Every so often, I flexed my arm to keep the blood trickling out. Magic grabbed it with a glee that would surprise me and let me keep up the level of magic I was doing with no other offerings.

In an automatic pattern, I grabbed sand, flew it, moved and grabbed. Then I reached, and there was no more. I tried again, and again, but the sand was gone. That shook me out of my daze to find Miss Carlton and Rohan wearing an expression that felt like mine. The mixture was gone. I blinked and moved my focus to the building as a whole, not just the small sections I had been snuffing out. There were a few flames in places, but they were dying even as I watched. The other mages and firemen took care of them.

I sagged back, my knees threatening to buckle. "We did it?" I asked, looking at the people standing everywhere. The mages were oddly obvious to me, with the strained looks on their faces and hair flying in all sorts of ways. But most people just brushed by us, annoyed more that we were blocking their path than anything else.

"We did it," Anne said softly, dark shadows under her eyes. "I think most people survived."

Rohan moved over and pulled her into a hug. It was the first bit of vulnerability I had ever seen from her as she leaned into his hug. I averted my eyes, instead looking around. The first buildings were still standing, and while they might need to be pulled down, it wouldn't be immediately. The third would stand long enough to pull out what hadn't been destroyed. We really had done it. All of us.

"Duncan?" Anne's voice pulled me out of my daze. I looked at her with an effort to focus. She smiled at me. "This is one reason why I need you. You see possibilities in everything and put them together in creative ways. Without you, we would have drained ourselves dry and still might not have stopped the fire. Your father is a fool, and I believe he will soon no longer be the earl. Thank you. For everything." To my absolute astonishment, she reached over and kissed my cheek.
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Monday, August 21st

Islept for a whole day after the fire. Silas had pulled the details out of me, but other than that I was just exhausted, and I knew the trial would simply cause more stress and drama. All I wanted was to be in my workshop experimenting. I still had too much to do.

The morning of the trial, I made myself get up early. The trial didn't start until nine, but the earl had left at six, and I knew if I didn't get there early, there wouldn't be any room. Silas was grabbing a sausage as I came down.

"Ready?" I asked as I tugged on my jacket. I had no idea what today would hold, but somehow I knew I needed to be there.

"Yes. This should be interesting."

As we were the sons of the defendant, who was presumed innocent from the outraged chatter I could hear, the court officers made sure we could get in. I wanted to sit at the back, and Silas didn't argue. We both just sat and waited. What he was thinking I had no idea, but I watched the people. To my surprise, Miss Carlton was in the gallery. She gave me a small nod and a smile when our eyes met, but that was it.

The noise rose when Emmeline came out with her barrister, and I sighed. The dress she wore was one of those the earl insisted she wear, and it made her look, well … worse. And my sister was amazing. It needed to be burned.

The court was called to order, and the various forms followed. I worked on the loom design in my head while waiting for the interesting part. Renford had gotten back to me, and what he told me made me choke. Right now, the Luck fortunes approached a million pounds, and that didn't include the sales from the petrified wood I'd created. It was possible it was double that. It made no sense. While the earl had provided us, well me and Silas, allowances that were decent, they were nothing compared to the money Renford had mentioned. So there had been something else about getting me married he cared about. But what?

The interesting comments started almost immediately, and I, with the rest of the court, listened in amazement, though the comments lashed through my heart at times. It was fascinating though. It seemed like he was trying to say something else, then changed to the truth, even if it was stated in as cruel a manner as possible.

"Look at her. While it might be obvious she is my daughter, does she look like a woman? I won't deny she has a semi-decent brain, but no man wants to bed something that looks like that. I figured she would be happ-" he stumbled, trying to talk, and frowned. "I figured she was luck-" Again the words cut off and a slow rage built. "I was lucky any man wanted her, and I could get a good price for her and quit wasting money on someone that would never be a credit to the Luck name."

I flinched, unable to imagine how Emmie might feel. But it was just starting.

"The amount she is asking for. How badly would that impoverish the Luck estate," his barrister asked, obviously trying to lead him to say it was impossible. But to my vague surprise, the earl didn't answer the way they had obviously practiced.

"It is easy to think of enormous sums of money and go for profit. But when you add in upkeep, taxes, and materials, the amount decreases significantly. Taking that much out in gross and paying it to her would-" he stopped, the words choking him. "It would severely-" another choke. "I refuse to lose that much money to a useless bit of flesh."

I wanted to stand and rail against him, talking about his own flesh like this. How long had Emmie been subjected to this bile? Next to me Silas was as stiff as a board, and I wasn't much better as tension ran through me.

"Surely, paying out that much would greatly impact your ability to fulfil your debts?"

The earl almost snarled as he spoke through clenched jaws. "No. It would reduce some income, but most debts were paid with the sale of what used to be the mill. The wood is going for an astronomical price."

That matched what Renford had told me. I guess it was nice to know that we didn't need to marry for money. But it kept getting worse.

The barristers switched places, and Emmie's stepped up and started asking questions. The first few proving how much the earl hated my sister.

"And your sons?"

"One is useless, the other might have been something, but I chose poorly in my first wife. My father was right to have me discard her, though if I had known she was with child, I would have fought to stay married harder. She was a good woman and while not the best fit for an earl's wife, I am sure I could have moulded her correctly."

I glanced at Silas, but his face was a mask of indifference. It was a good look, and I struggled to copy it.

"And how did your wife, Emmeline's mother, die?"

"Her ability to withstand my attitude corrections was lacking. Maybe I shouldn't have been so harsh so soon after giving birth. If I was smart, I would have done it before birth and not had to deal with that as a daughter."

"Corrections? Earl Luck, are you saying you beat your wife?" Emmie's barrister sounded shocked.

The earl shrugged and then glared at the back of the room, his jaw pulsing. I glanced over my shoulder to see a man in the corner stand up. "Women should know their place, and Angeline didn't. I probably shouldn't have disciplined her so hard right after giving birth. But just more proof women are weak. My father beat me harder than that for missing a question on my schoolwork."

My eyes closed. I'd known from reading the letters, but this, to hear how little he cared, it hurt more.

"He what?" Silas hissed in my ear. "Did you know?"

I just nodded. What more was there to say? I had known, it didn't make it any easier.

That last question just cemented how little he cared and that Emmeline was nothing to him. The desire to wrap her in a hug intensified, but all I could do was sit there and watch. I was proud my sister was so strong, but with all my heart I wished she didn't have to be this strong.

I tried to let loose my tensions. There were forms and other time eaters to be done. It might be weeks before we knew the outcome. Then the judge started speaking.

"The normal flow of this would be for both the defence and plaintiff's attorney to make their closing arguments. As this is a King's Court trial, I would retire to my chambers and write out the verdict, then have my judgement delivered. I will not follow that procedure today. Earl Jontan Luck, you are ordered to pay Emmeline Luck the lump sum of 25,000 pounds and not 15% but 25% of the gross income from the Luck estates and holdings. And I will be filing charges of murder against you for the death of Angeline Luck."

There was a hoarse shout of joy to my left.

The judge kept speaking. "I have no idea what gutter you emerged from, but I have had men on that seat that came from the dregs of society that were worth more than you. Case closed," he said in a hard, sharp voice, slamming his gavel down.

The earl lurched to his feet, raging. "Bitch, this is all your fault. I should have killed you, not your mother." He dug in his pocket and pulled out a familiar gun. The one I'd seen in his desk drawer what seemed like ages ago. So much had changed. To my horror and absolute lack of surprise, he pulled back the hammer and pointed it at Emmeline.

Magic rushed from me. Air slammed into his arm, pushing it up as he pulled the trigger. I saw the impact on the ceiling where the bullet lodged. I prepared a transform, a bit of magic that took me longer than the air spells. The contact filtering I'd been doing had served excellent practice to call it and direct it with almost no preparation or thought. But before it was needed, the earl was swarmed and on the floor, the gun being taken away.

I sat there, pale and shaking. My father had just tried to kill his daughter, my sister. Why?

"Bloody stars. I assume you did the wind?" Silas asked.

I turned to look at him and he looked surprised, but not upset. What did that mean? It didn't matter. Getting to Emmie did.

"Yeah. That was me. I need to see Emmeline. Make sure she is okay." The question was whether she was okay emotionally or physically. The answer was probably no to the first and hopefully yes to the second. But until I saw for myself, it didn't matter.

We fought our way through the crowd, Laura Jerritts joining us as we waited inside the room where Emmie and her barrister should come out. It seemed to take forever and the majority of the crowd noises had disappeared when she finally emerged.

I moved over and pulled her into a tight hug, needing to hear her breathing and reassure myself she was fine. When I thought I might be able to act like an adult, I pulled back and scanned her closely. I had been sure the bullet missed, but that didn't mean nothing had happened.

"Emmie, are you okay?" It was a demand for an answer and reassurance.

She nodded. "Fine. And sorry if I destroyed the Luck name."

Both Silas and I snorted. "The earl did that by himself," I replied. "I'm just worried about you."

"Emotionally, I'm a bit surprised." She turned to look at Silas. "And he was married to your mother?"

Ah, he must not have told her. In the long run, it didn't matter.

Silas nodded. "Yes. He told me that a few months ago. I let Duncan know, but we never really had time to talk."

She gave him a smile that quavered a bit more around the edges than I liked. "That will have to change," she said softly.

I was about to ask if she wanted us to come home with her when an officer of the court came into the room., spied me, and headed directly for me.

"Lord Luck, you are requested to attend an emergency hearing." His voice and manner were overly formal, and my stomach twisted.

"I see. Very well." I scanned Emmie and Silas. "I will let you know what happens." After I gave her one more hug, I followed the official. What in the world was all this about?

It felt like we walked forever, and he kept having to stop and wait for me as my leg didn't allow me to walk at the speed he achieved. But after twisting and turning, we ended up in part of the courts I'd never been to before. He pulled open a set of doors, and I peered in. It looked like a mini parliament chamber.

"They are waiting for you sir," he said, waving me in.

I frowned and limped in. That walk had just aggravated everything, and now my leg was throwing a fit. A choked sound escaped my throat as I spied the people waiting for me.

It was one of the smaller courtrooms, normally used for cases that had restricted access. As such it had the bench, the witness box, two tables for the barristers, and tiered seating on both sides usually for the Lords. Leading up to the tables were benches for everyone else.

Seeing the earl in the witness box, in cuffs and all but frothing at the mouth gave me a certain amount of delight. The gag was an interesting addition, but given the vitriol he'd spilled in the courtroom, it seemed wise.

The others in the room almost gave me a heart attack. Sitting at the end of one table was the current prime minister: Viscount Palmerston John Temple. He had the oddest look on his face, and it made my stomach twist. Seated next to him was Mr. Disraeli, and it meant they were ensuring the current and next prime minister were both in agreement for whatever this little têtê-à-têtê was about.

The addition of Prince Albert did nothing to make me feel better as he currently leaned against the table staring at the earl. His pursed lips told me nothing about his mood, not that I knew the man well enough to recognize his moods. The last man sitting at a table with a large ledger in front of him I didn't recognize, but the seal of office told me he was The Exchequer of Courts. All of which meant this was not a minor meeting.

Fighting down nerves, I hurriedly bowed, ordering my leg to behave.

"Your Royal Highness," I said, fumbling. "Prime Minister." I knew Disraeli had already been tagged to be the next one, but to have both of them here with the Prince? How fast had they moved? What was going on?

"Lord Luck. Thank you for joining us. We had paid attention to this trial, as we were curious how it would go. But the revelations that were a part of it were not what we expected. Now there are some decisions we must make," the prince said, holding my gaze.

"Yes, sir," I said, my eyes flitting back and forth. Now I noticed the officers next to the earl, and my gut twisted even more. I regretted the breakfast I'd had and desperately wished for some tea.

"Come sit while we discuss this." The prince waved me to the table that sat at the front, while my father waited in the witness box. It was as good a place as any. The five of us sat as my eyes bounced from one to the next. They introduced themselves, letting me know the name of the Exchequer, Charles Pollock. The name was the same that had signed the lawsuit paperwork.

Once that was sorted out, the prime minister, who I was to call Mr. Temple, started speaking. "As you can imagine, hearing that any peer of the realm had treated a daughter the way Earl Luck has is repugnant. Especially when it is based on the comeliness of form and her value on the marriage market. While the Queen is aware of how many families think, she has prided herself on finding marriages where there has been at least respect, if not love."

The Prince smiled here a bit. Everyone knew the Queen had fallen head over heels in love with him, and he was just as fond of her. The horrible sickness he had a few years ago had stressed everyone that he might not make it. Now I was wondering if that was when he had emerged and that was what kept him alive.

"But the added revelation that he beat his wife to death after childbirth is disturbing, not to mention that is already getting printed in the papers. The Queen has granted us leave to make any decision we feel appropriate. That is why you are here." He fixed me with a stern look. "We want your input, as you are the heir."

I glanced away from the gaze and focused on the earl. I didn't even want to think about him as my father. He had slumped and some of the anger had faded, but now all I saw was contempt in his eyes, and I realized none of us, not even Silas, would have ever been good enough for this man.

With a long, slow exhale, I turned back to the four men. "What are my options?"

They glanced at each other as if my question had surprised them. Mr. Pollock cleared his throat. "There are three options as we see it, though we are not opposed to hearing any suggestions you might have. Option 1. You become Earl Luck, fulfil the terms of the judgement set down by Judge Tudor. Option 2. We break the earldom, split up the estate as you wish, and it will become a dead title. Option 3. We give the earldom to your older brother, and he will be responsible for fulfilling the terms of the judgement. With all of these options, the earl will be stripped of his title, tried as a commoner, and most likely sentenced to Australia. We don't see any reason to have him stay in England and cause issues, because technically, what he did wasn't illegal."

I winced a bit, but I knew the law. It was permissible to 'discipline' your wife as long as the stick wasn't thicker than your thumb. Hands were always legal.

"I see." My voice was slow as I looked at him, and I faced the thoughts I'd avoided for all so long. Did I want the earldom? My mind drifted to the apartment I had mostly set up. The servants and assistants I wanted to hire. The vague plans mentioned by Miss Carlton and my workshop. I had no doubt that running the estate and various investments would take up time. Time I didn't want to spend.

My mind drifted to Silas. The resentment against him had been low, but he also was only rarely in public. And few had wanted to offend the earl. There was also the fact that he knew less than I did about the running of the estates. Emmie. My mind caught there. She knew everything. After copying both sets of ledgers, she had every twist and turn. Why not make her the earl? It had been done before. It would give her everything she needed; power, respect, and proof she wasn't what had been said about her.

"I would like to suggest a fourth option," I said slowly. They all looked at me, tacitly giving me permission to go on. I swallowed. "It seems like the men of the Luck line have been less than stellar, if what little I have heard of my grandfather is accurate. But as we have all seen, my sister is rather amazing. She is smart, strong, and courageous. I would suggest making the earldom into a matriarchal line and give it to her. Let her daughters run the line. I won't say it will be as prosperous as what the men have made it, but perhaps it might become a line to be proud of." The more I talked, the more it sounded better.

"Ha!" said Prince Albert. "That is an unusual idea. But I suspect Tori would be all in favour of it. I definitely can't see it being any worse than what it is. I say yes."

Disraeli was laughing softly. "I must say this will surprise even Mary Anne, and I suspect she will think it is very apropos. I agree, but really it is up to the Queen and the prime minister."

Mr. Temple hmmed softly. "I am fully aware that the Prince speaks with the Queen's voice in this matter, and I can not help but believe that this is an excellent option. And while the judgement will enter the law books, it will be overturned, as she will have power over everything." He cast a sharp eye at me. "That might mean cutting you or your half-brother out completely, and there would be little that we could do to stop her."

I shook my head with a soft laugh. "Emmie would never do that, but even if she did, I have my own space and things to do. And I rather suspect Silas will as well. Given my history, I will trust her over my father." She already knew most of my secrets.

"Then I say yes. It will take a week or two to get everything in place. I would ask that you keep this to yourself. I would rather make a huge pageantry of it," the Prince said. "Tori will want to be the one to grant the title."

"Of course, your Royal Highness," I said, nodding my head. I looked up to glance at the earl, who, while he had heard all of this, had been unable to say a thing as they had gagged him. He just glared, but the fight seemed to have gone out of him, I didn't care. Though he was the man who sired me, I don't think he'd ever been my father.

"Then that covers it. I will start getting this in motion. And Benjamin?" Mr. Temple said with a smile.

"Yes?"

"Tell Mary Anne and the duke's daughter that I think their little cabal is shaping up to be very interesting," Mr. Temple said as he rose.

"Oh, I will. They will greatly enjoy this solution," Mr. Disraeli said as he rose. "Now to deal with Jontan Luck."

I had no idea what they were talking about, so I took my leave, walking away without a backward glance. The weight that had been on my shoulders for so long seemed to fade away with every step I took away from the former earl, and I couldn't wait to see what my sister could do and what I could create.


Epilogue
[image: ]


The workshop had become my haven in the week after the trial. I'd checked in on Emmie, but told neither her nor Silas what they had decided. I just said the Queen would make an announcement later. But while I waited, I slowly made the apartment mine. I wanted it to be a place I enjoyed. Though as soon as they installed the new sewers in this section of town, I would install one of the new water closets.

A knock on the back door pulled me out of my focus on the loom I was working on. I still had to go slow, as my offerings were not up to par yet. This was the first time I'd had anyone knock on that door. While I'd seen one or two of the residents, there had been little besides a nod. Something else I needed to work on. I pulled open the door to reveal Miss Carlton standing there.

"Good morning," I said in surprise, stepping back automatically to allow her in.

"Duncan," she said with a smile as she moved in. "I had a few things for you."

"Oh?" I waved at the one chair in the room but she shook her head.

"I'll stand. This won't take long. Here is an invitation to the Queen's ball in September. People will be coming in from the countryside for this one. You will want to attend." There was a weird intensity to her statement, and I nodded. "Good. The other is an invitation for a meeting from me the Wednesday before the ball. This is simply a meeting, but you will want to be there."

I accepted both invitations, curiosity spiking through me. It had been hard to keep everything to myself, and I suspected the news was about to become public.

"I can do that," I said simply.

"How is everything else going?" she asked, looking around the workshop.

"I should have a few looms ready next week, and one of the new pedal sewing machines. I have a trip today to deliver one to Sarah's family." It was a trip I both wanted and dreaded.

She nodded. "I see. That will be appreciated, I am sure. Then I will see you in a week. Take care, Duncan Luck." With that last comment, she was gone.

I looked at the two invitations. One was a Queen's ball, with mandatory attendance from the Dukes of the realm. The other was Miss Carlton's and to my surprise, it was an address here in this block of buildings. I walked outside to look. The entire side that had contained clothes and accessories stores had been redone. Now there was a single door, with narrow windows lining that side, that revealed nothing inside. The number above the door matched the number on the invitation.

With a smile, I pocketed it. That was for next week. Now, I had a wagon to hire and a loom to deliver. The future would take care of itself until then.


Afterword


Hey everyone -

I hope you enjoyed Lord and watching poor Duncan find his place, but the story doesn’t end there. Watch out, Bastard is coming your way and you can find him here.

If you haven’t already, don’t forget to sign up for my newsletter. I can’t wait for you to experience the wild ride the siblings have in common. These stories take place about a 150 years before the events in Twisted Luck. If you enjoy this story and want a completed series to read that has more magic, familiars, and drama, check out book 1 of Twisted Luck, My Luck.

Don’t forget to follow me on Bookbub and Amazon, so you get notified of any new releases!

Mel Todd
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