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To my friends, fans, family, and all the readers out there. Thank you for going on this adventure with me.

Mel


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 sibling. To stay up to date with 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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Sunday, April 23rd, 1865

Beautiful debutantes would have been out dancing until three in the morning, meaning they would not be leaving their beds until after noon. I wasn't beautiful, my debut had been last year, and I was not invited to balls to be dancing all night. That did not mean I wanted to get up. The bells rang from the church steeples Sunday morning, proclaiming it was eight in the morning, but I just buried my head deeper under the covers. At best, I had another hour before my presence would be demanded.

A knock at my door told me that reprieve had been a foolish wish.

"Yes?" I called out, still hiding under my blankets.

"Miss Emmeline, your father requests your presence in his study immediately," one of the footmen said from behind my closed door. There was a note of apology in the voice.

Whimpering would do nothing, and refusing wasn't acceptable. I gave into the reality of the situation and pushed the blankets down. "Tell him I'll be there shortly, and send Mary in, please." With that last comment, I got out of bed and worked on a hurried toilet. Immediately meant I had about ten minutes before he lost his temper. If I moved fast, I might be able to do it in eight.

Mary scurried in and buttoned up the dress I'd pulled on. It was a sunflower yellow, which made me look sick. It was also an inch too short, showing an inappropriate amount of foot and ankle, but there was little I could do about it. With both of us doing my hair, I had it brushed and twisted into a bun, my shoes on, and face washed in six minutes.

"Thank you, Mary," I said with a whisper of sound as we left the room.

"Yes, miss," she said with a smile. Then she headed down the servant's stairs while I headed at a more sedate pace down to my father's study. The door was open, so taking a deep breath and tugging on the dress once more, I moved inside silently and took a seat next to the desk, angled slightly so I could write.

My father, Earl Jontan Luck, glanced at me from where he was pulling out receipts. "Took you long enough," he said, his voice flat. I knew better than to say anything and just nodded, prepping the fountain pen for writing.

He grunted at my non-response. "Here," he said, pushing me a stack of receipts. "Green and red." That was followed by setting the green and red ledgers in front of me.

I nodded again, quickly organized the receipts by date, then went to entering the information. The merchant, date, and amount would go into the book. The change in overall money would be calculated, then I would do the same for the next book. That took me about fifteen minutes, as I had done this hundreds of times.

When I was done, I sat back, stretching a bit. The position wasn't the best, but I'd dared to ask for a desk once. The dressing down still made my face burn to remember it.

Another glance and new set of receipts. "Red only."

Once again, I set to work, but this one was mostly income, not expenses. I knew that the red one was for his actual accounting, while the green was for the Crown. The difference between the two was in the tens of thousands of pounds. But I knew better than to ask any questions.

When I finished, he took the books and reviewed them. "At least you have my skill with numbers, though being a bit more like your mother might have gotten you out of this house already. But I'll ensure you get a match."

A shiver ran through me, but I kept my head down. "Yes, sir."

"Correspondence," he said, not looking at me. I grabbed the parchment he preferred for all letters and added the date, then lifted the pen, ready for him to dictate. Over the years, we had perfected a process. He articulated each word, and I wrote it down. I learned early on not to make mistakes. It was better to ask him to repeat something than to have to do a new letter.

"Sir Latham," he started talking in his crisp, exact voice. I wrote as he did, information about cotton coming in that was damaged. I frowned at that as I had just recorded all the weights of the cotton, and it had matched the shipment invoice from the Americas. As far as I knew, there were no missing or damaged bales. I kept my mouth shut. It wasn't worth asking questions.

He continued. "Because the CSA is considered an enemy nation, the shipments have slowed down. As such, I will need to increase the price per bale of cotton."

I kept writing, but my mind whirled. It had been a while since I paid much attention to what I wrote, doing it more on automatic. The first few times I had asked questions about what it meant, I thought he might beat me. Now I only stopped him if there was a word I was unsure of the spelling. The only joy in that was occasionally, he was unsure as well.

"The same deal will remain in effect for your facility, but my stock is reduced. Ensure the correct people are encouraged to look the other way when the cotton is delivered. The mill is at full production, and we are expecting record profits this year."

He stared out the window as I wrote, providing a profile that must have attracted my mother. It matched mine to a large extent, but it looked better on a man.

"Also, the red ledger will be put in the vault where it will remain. As always, green is here and available for the Crown to inspect." He articulated each word, and I dutifully wrote it down. "Your cut will be based on the true profits from the various enterprises. We are still looking to expand, and if you find any more factories or mills for sale, let me know." He stopped speaking as I finished. "Normal closing. I will sign it with the others."

Nodding, I closed it with his salutation of 'respectfully' and left it blank for his signature. We wrote two more letters, both regarding mills, cotton, wool, and a new fabric. Then he handed me the green ledger and a pile of invoices. It didn't take me long to enter them.

"Done," I said, as I refilled the fountain pen.

He looked up from the documents he was signing and glanced over the ledger. "Good enough." His eyes flicked over mine, pulling away from my face, per normal. He almost never looked me in the eye. I could never figure out if it was guilt, hate, or disgust when he looked at me. I was starting to not care. There were only so many times you could have your heart broken.

After cleaning up the area I'd used, I stood. "Is there anything else, sir?"

He glanced up at me. "That will be all," he said, sitting down at his desk.

"May I borrow a book?" This much was routine. And his answer was the same as always.

"Yes." I move toward his bookcase, pulling out a law book I hadn't read yet. While most of them were boring case laws, occasionally the arguments set forth hinted at stories that seemed either outlandish or at least amusing.

"One more thing," he said from behind me, and I froze, not sure what I was waiting for. "There will be a guest tomorrow. I expect you to behave. If possible, try to look a bit more like a young woman and not a refugee from the sickbed."

I ducked my head and clenched the book harder. The colours he required I wear did not help with that, but when I'd tried to get other dresses, even though I would beg, plead, make rash promises, he'd always refused. His thoughts were 'They were good enough for your mother, they should be good enough for you'. He wouldn't let me point out that he never wore those colours, and I looked like him, not my blond-haired, blue eyed, dead mother.

"Yes, sir," I said with a sense of resignation. Maybe I should look forward to a marriage. At least it might get me out of this house. After all, how much worse could a husband be?

I climbed the stairs back to my room and wondered who would be here tomorrow. It was a fleeting thought, as it would be unlikely to impact my life much. Instead, I took the tea Mary brought for me, and settled into my chair, and wondered if women–if I–would ever be someone to respect instead of use.
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Monday, April 24th

Though I had been warned about a meeting today, I still flinched at the sharp rap on my bedroom door. A quick swallow allowed me to speak. "Yes?" I called out, rising from my chair. Knowing this was coming I'd prepared myself, this time in grey as it at least didn't make me look like I was sick with consumption. If I had to meet someone, not looking contagious seemed advantageous. The footman opened the door and glanced at me. Was that a touch of pity I saw in his eyes? It mattered not, as he could change nothing.

"Miss Emmeline, your father wishes you to come to his study." His voice was exquisitely uninflected. I admired that ability.

I nodded my head. "I will be down momentarily."

The footman knew I would come along quickly. You did not keep my father waiting.

He shut the door, and I took a quick breath. It would be fine. It had to be fine, though changes from Father's normal routine were rarely pleasant. I'd already spent the morning fretting about this. Who could he possibly be meeting with that involved me and he would think to warn me? Maybe there was a meeting he wanted me to take notes on? It had only happened twice before, but still then he had not let me know ahead of time. One more breath, and I headed downstairs to my father's office.

As I reached the entry hall, my brother, Duncan, limped into the hall from the backdoor. It led from his workshop in the house's backyard. As usual, he had a smudge across his face, his hair was a mess, and his cravat was missing entirely. The cane that let him walk rapped across the wood floor as he tried to move faster.

"Duncan, he will not be happy with your presentation," I whispered. Normally I would have cleaned him up really quickly, but I was too nervous to waste energy on him. But I felt myself relax seeing him, as if Duncan was coming also, then it was something that didn't involve me specifically. That was a relief.

Duncan shrugged one shoulder; the other arm was leaning on the cane. "He is rarely happy with me. Why should I expect it to change now?"

I bit my lip, but didn't bother to argue. I made myself stand up straighter, even if it made me almost as tall as Duncan—Father hated slouching—and continued my path to the earl's office. My deportment was excellent, per my governess, when I remembered I was a lady, not a hooligan. And I was always supposed to be a lady.

Being a hooligan would have been so much more fun.

I swallowed the thought and put on my most placid face. The face that had no opinions and that showed nothing but calm acceptance. It wasn't like I had a choice. Women in 1865 London had few choices, even less when they were nobility. There were days I wished I'd been born a servant, but given how my father treated them, that life would have been almost as bad. But if I had to be a woman, why couldn't I have been tiny and curvy like my mother, instead of angular and hard like my father? The only thing that looked like my mother was my eyes.

A footman was standing at the door to Father's study. He looked at us, and I could see him refraining from commenting. I just hoped it was regarding the dishevelment of my brother, not that there was anything wrong with my presentation. I did a quick pat down of my hair, which was dark brown and twisted into a bun at the base of my neck. It refused to lie flat like it should, so the bun was the only option. My hands pulled on my dress again, as if I could make it fit me better, but as far as I could tell, I otherwise looked presentable. Though what my father and I considered appropriate was often radically different.

I walked through the door into his study. This room always struck me as overpoweringly dour. The dark wood, dark books, dark curtains, and dark rug made you feel depressed just walking into it. Today someone had pulled the drapes back, so a touch of spring light seeped in, which was a delightful change. Usually father simply had lamps on, though how he could read or do any of the work he said he did in that low light I could not comprehend. At the moment, the true surprise was the man sitting in a chair.

The presence of someone else had me pausing mid step in hesitation, and Duncan bumped into me.

"Emmie, why are you stopping?" His annoyed voice trailed off as he must have spied the other person in the room.

"If you two are done acting like street urchins seeing a bath for the first time, come and sit down." Father's voice was sarcastic and impatient. I managed to not scurry; that would get me a scolding as well. I moved inward and took the furthest seat from the newcomer. As I passed him, I gave him a quick once over. Obviously not nobility from his dress, but the shape of his nose seemed familiar. He had a scar on his left cheek that was only a white line, but it implied a rough youth. Dark hair and a knee that was bouncing softly in agitation.

Maybe he was a Bow Street Runner?

The thought flickered through my mind as I sat down in the chair, fluffing out my skirt carefully. Father rarely passed by any opportunity to criticize. I would never be the match of my mother, Angeline, and he reminded me at every turn that I was the reason she died. I still hadn't decided if looking like her would have been a blessing or a curse.

Duncan collapsed down into the chair next to me, leg out as it would not bend easily, disregard for Father in every line of his body, but I could see his tension. Once again, I wished I were a man. Maybe then I could actually have a life. I banished the treacherous thought out of my head as Father spoke.

"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 thought he looked nervous. But that had to be a trick of the light. Father was never nervous. His eyes locked on mine and I stiffened. "I am ashamed that I have the equivalent of a layabout as a son and a daughter that still 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."

A lump formed in my throat as I heard his words, and I fought back my flinch. I had my presentation to the Queen last year, but there were at least three other women whose beauty so outshone my admittedly plain looks that I had been overlooked. Not to mention my height and less than petite bone structure. One or two men might have been interested, but I had dissuaded them. Their hands had been clammy, and they had been unable to pay attention to anything but my décolletage—which was definitely lacking. I wanted more than that in a husband. And Count Smythe was not what anyone wanted as a husband.

But this, this was selling me at market, as if I was a cow. Heat rose in my face and I ducked my head. Protesting would only make him more determined. If I was lucky, perhaps I would not suit the man. Maybe I misremembered who he was and it would not be as bad as I feared. It might be a more agreeable home than here. That forlorn hope died as I looked at my father, and he continued to speak.

"He has offered to waive any dowry if you suit him, so I expect you to find him most agreeable," he said in his flat voice, the one he used while dictating to me.

I repressed a shudder. Men who waived dowries were either very rich or no one else would marry them. Somehow I doubted this was a man so rich he had no need of a dowry. Which meant the images I recalled of a man at least in his fifties with a wine red nose and thick lips were accurate.

One more proof that the earl hated my existence.

"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."

I felt the blood drain from my already pale skin. Not only did those two have five children, so being an unpaid governess meant working to the bone, it meant dealing with Arnold. He had already tried to convince me once that it was proper for bedroom activities to be shared between relatives.

The lump in my throat sat there, choking me as he continued to speak, his attention moving over to Duncan, who had stiffened as he spoke.

"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 Emmason."

I stifled a gasp and saw Duncan jerk up in his chair as the young man labelled our brother stiffened and his knee quit jiggling.

"He is the product of a ….... Lover, Emma, I had years prior to marrying your mother." The fact that Father made such a statement without guilt or shame amazed me. Most men refused to admit they had mistresses, much less got them with child. "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 stared at him. My entire life, my brother's life, flipped on its head and that was all he had to say. I was not even worth having a marriage that would make me happy.

"That will be all. Dismissed."

I moved as if someone were pulling the strings and I was but a marionette, unable to do other than what the puppeteer decided I should do. In short order, I found myself standing in the hallway with my two brothers. Two? Duncan had been more than enough for me to deal with. All I could do was be glad that at least I'd only had to deal with one of them trying to put frogs down my dress as a child. Though he had always been willing to fight for me as well.

We all stared at each other until the footman cleared his throat and kicked off my realization of my responsibilities as hostess. The woman in a social situation was always the one who needed to make sure everyone was at ease. No matter that I wanted to run from the house screaming.

"Gentlemen, shall we adjourn to the parlour? I feel we have much to discuss," I said with a smile that strained muscles I had been unaware of.

The two boys, and right now that was what they looked like—boys, nodding and glaring at each other—walked stiff legged into the parlour. I turned to the footman. "Would you please ask the cook for tea and some snacks? I feel they will be better mannered with food and beverage."

His lips twitched a bit, but he simply nodded and headed away from me. I took a deep breath, wishing my stays were a bit looser, and walked into the parlour. My two brothers sat on opposite sides from each other, glaring. I sailed between them as if their looks were not knives being thrown at each other.

"Tea and snacks will be sent up soon. So, Silas, can you tell us more? As you saw, Father allows no disagreement," I said in my most pleasant voice, lacing my fingers together so I didn't fidget. Ladies didn't fidget.

Predictably, Duncan blew up. "I can not believe Father. Who is this boy? 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?" He was pacing back and forth, waving one hand about like the preacher on Sundays, the other stabbing the cane into the floor with enough force I feared for the rug.

"I ne'er asked for this," Silas said in a low voice, looking at the floor.

"And you think I did?" Duncan demanded, whirling to look at him.

My temper snapped. "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." My tongue, the one that got me in so much trouble, lashed out. "All you have to do is prove you can act like an earl should."

Both men flinched at my voice, and I closed my eyes, clenching my hands so tight my fingers ached.

"Now please sit down and act like the adults we supposedly are," I said, without opening my eyes. The creak of the chair and the silence told me he had listened. There was a knock on wood and I opened my eyes to a servant coming in, setting up the tea and snacks, then fleeing.

If only I could flee. That would be wonderful.

I poured the tea for each of us, proud that my hands didn't shake. "Now Silas, please tell us your side of the story."

The man glanced up at us and seemed to make a decision as his shoulders relaxed and he started talking. "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 lodging 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.

He spoke as well as I or Duncan did, though it wasn't as crisp as our words were.

"So you thought you would just waltz in here and take my title?" Duncan was still overwrought, and I wanted to slap him upside the head, though that was also not ladylike.

The man, Silas, snorted. "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 from you, though not sure what." He locked eyes with me. "You, he just wants gone, but I have no idea why."

I bit my lip and bowed my head, hiding my eyes as I blinked rapidly. When I thought I was back in control, I raised my head and gave a small smile. "He blames me for Mother's death. And in a way, I guess it was my fault. It was bearing me that took her life."

"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."

I couldn't help the spurge of gratitude that leapt in my chest at his words. Before I could follow up, Duncan spoke, quieter and more thoughtful now.

"Rile me up? So you are just a tool of his?"

"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."

The room fell quiet at his words, and I looked at him again, seeking out the things in common: hair, nose, build. If we had to get a brother, I was starting to think he might be a good one. I shot a glance at Duncan, but his brows furrowed in that way that meant he was working on a problem. We all sat there, nervously looking at each other, and to give my hands something to do, I grabbed a triangle of sandwich and munched on it. Mmm, cream cheese and cucumber, my favourite.

Duncan heaved himself up with a soft grunt of pain. "Come with me. We need to talk. Emmie, I'll see you later." With that, he urged Silas out of the parlour, leaving me sitting there alone. I stared at the walls, my mind trying to find a way out, but all the options were equally horrid. No matter how my mind spun, there didn't seem to be a path I thought I might survive.

"Miss?"

I jerked my head up to see Silas standing there. "I wanted to say it was nice to meet you. And I am honoured to have a sister."

"I apologize for my father-" I started to say, still embarrassed by the entire event, when my new brother cut me off.

"He is not yours to apologize for. I need to head out, but I will see you when I come back."

A quick nod and he left, leaving me admitting maybe something not horrible had come of that meeting.
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Friday, April 28th

The rest of the week, dinners were quiet affairs, where we rarely spoke. The only thing that got through my whirlwind of thoughts was an enormous explosion in Duncan's workshop on Wednesday morning. It shook the house and everyone—even the earl—rushed out, only to see a dazed Duncan walk out, unhurt. The earl raged at him, but Duncan just waved him off and hid in his room for the rest of the day, though there were no more explosions. At dinner that night, the earl spent his time chastising Duncan or making sharp remarks that I should be thanking him. I stayed quiet and tried very hard to be invisible, not that it did any good.

Silas was not moving in until after my mandatory ball and engagement. I wondered if he were avoiding the drama, not that there was much visible. Duncan walked around in a distant daze after his accident, and when Father came out and saw us, he usually spent the time making snide comments and poking and prodding at us to see if we were following his rulings. I had little idea what Duncan or Silas were doing. Duncan assured Father that he would prove to him he was suited for the earldom, while the subject of Silas remained on hold until he moved in this weekend, apparently.

Part of me felt sorry for Duncan, but most of me felt sorry for myself. Father had ordered me to get a new dress, as always in the colours that mother had worn. Colours that made me look washed out and sickly. I knew better than to argue with Father; I had tried before. One time I had even tried to convince the seamstress to use different fabric, but she knew who paid the bills and refused.

As it was, Friday came barrelling toward me with a speed I could not alter.

Mary, the upstairs maid, did what she could with my hair and applied some berry stain to my lips and cheeks to lessen the effect of the gown. It only helped a little. I still looked like I was recovering from an illness, but at least my mane of rich brown hair was up in curls that I thought were fetching. With a fortifying lungful of air, I headed down the stairs to where Father awaited me in the foyer. Duncan was not going, as he had no need of a wife yet and dancing wasn't possible for him given his twisted leg. While Father might have admitted to us Silas was his son, there was no way he would publicly acknowledge him yet, especially not at a ball. Even I had to admit, Silas still needed to learn more social graces than Charterhouse had taught him.

Father peered at me in the soft yellow gown that made me look haggard and clashed with the rich brown of my hair. He sighed and glanced over at the picture of him and mother in the hall. "Why couldn't you have looked like your mother? At least then maybe some man would want you."

My gaze rested on the woman who barely came up to Father's shoulder, with pale skin, blond hair, and, if the painter was to be believed, bright blue eyes. My eyes. Her body was curvy with a tiny waist and even now my father's eyes lingered on her, the rare emotion flickering in them, but I always hoped that wasn't what love looked like.

He shook his head, eyes raking over me with a sigh, and I bit down the desire to scream. That would just get me locked in my room and wouldn't stop his plans at all. All I could do was hope that I was wrong about my intended spouse.

"Come along, I suppose Reginald might as well see what he is getting. He won't be able to say I lied to him about what you are." The words were more slaps in my face as he spun and headed to the front door. My hands clenched the dress fabric for a moment before I released it—having wrinkles in it would be yet one more strike against me—and I quietly followed him.

Getting into the carriage with the bustle made me feel even more awkward and ungainly. I had no rear to speak of, so the bustle jutted out further than I was comfortable with, but Mary's orders had been to make me look as womanly as possible.

With luck, the lack of a derriere might chase the man off. My suspicions were that Count Smythe cared more about what he would be able to legally do to me than anything else. And I already wanted to cry at the idea. If I was lucky, maybe he wasn't the slobbering old man I thought he was. If the fates truly smiled on me, this would be his son or heir.

I ducked my head and focused on the lace of my gloves.

"I expect you to prove to Count Smythe that you will make an excellent wife. Do you understand me, Emmeline?"

Father's cold voice broke into my tracing of the lace in my gloves with my eyes.

"Yes, Father," I said quietly, but my rage continued to build. Why did he hate me so? What had I done to deserve this level of punishment? Married to a man who, at best, would keep me confined to his house, or worse, treat me like a scullery maid. There had to be another option, but try as I might, nothing appeared in my frantic thoughts. I knew from overhearing my governess talk how limited the options were for a penniless woman.

The rest of the ride was silent, so much so that when we disembarked in front of the house where this ball was, the noise hit me like a wall of pressure and I flinched. Taking a deep breath, I pulled myself together and walked in.

"Follow me," Father ordered as he peered around, then nodded, having obviously found who he was looking for. There was no other option but to obey. Throwing a fit here would ensure I spent the rest of my life as a servant for Cousin Arnold and Elizabeth. We moved through the crush of people, my height once again making me stand out in all the bad ways. Women were not supposed to be taller than most men and in heels I was almost six feet. I hunched my shoulders again, trying to be smaller.

Father stopped and turned his shoulders to look at me, and I obediently stepped forward. He started talking as soon as I was within grabbing distance. "Count Smythe, I believe you know my daughter, Emmeline."

My body and mind locked down in fear and horror. I had prayed I was misremembering who the count was. Unfortunately, I was not. Reginald Smythe was two inches shorter than me in heels, with balding head covered with a bad wig, thick lips that always had a bit of drool at the corner, and a florid face indicating his love for drink. He turned fully to look at me, pale blue eyes surrounded by red veins, and he smiled. Maybe I could have lived with it if there had been joy or excitement in that smile. Instead, it was cruel. A man who had found someone who couldn't run from him.

"Emmeline, yes. I was sure you would suit me. Come, let us dance." There was no request in his statement as he held out his hand. I risked a quick glance at Father, but his mien was uncaring as he turned to speak to another countess that had been in the group. Giving in, I accepted his hand and moved out onto the dance floor. His hand was clammy, and as he pulled me close, I realized with horror that it was a waltz. His hand at my waist pulled me close against a belly that was softer than the pillows on my bed.

The first few strands of the music I concentrated on getting into the flow. He wasn't a terrible dancer, but his hand at the small of my back—trying to slip under the bustle to grab my ass as he leaned close—breathing whiskey and garlic tainted breath over me, made it so I could barely think.

"Oh, yes, you will be great fun. I am sure you will be pregnant quickly, but that is all to the better. I prefer big breasts, and if I keep you swollen with child, I am sure your tits will be engorged with milk."

To my absolute horror, he licked his lips as if he were thinking of the taste.

I can't do this. I'd rather be a servant.

Years of conditioning kept my body moving in time with the music as my mind shrieked in horror and tried to find an escape. A heat began burning in my belly, and all I could do was try to keep up my steps as we still danced.

"Oh, yes. I will be more than willing to give your father my interest in the company to have you. It is about to crumble anyhow. We will set the bans out tomorrow, and I'll have you in my bed by the end of next month."

I stumbled to a stop, looking at him in horror. Interest in a company? I was being traded for stocks? Rage, horror, despair, all of it roiled down into the heat in my belly and something happened. I felt a pulse of energy, maybe emotion, burst out of me, sending my fear and horror outward. Everyone in the hall froze, and multiple women as well as a few men began crying, crumpling where they stood. The younger men turned pale and more than one had to grab onto a wall for support. I felt lust, horror, pity, all slamming into me even as my emotions slammed into them. I lashed out, needing to get away, wanting it all to just STOP. The people in the room dropped like a corset cut off your body. Servants, musicians, ladies, lords, all of them dropped to the floor, leaving me standing there gasping, tears in my eyes as I looked around.

No one moved, but I could hear the sounds of their breathing, see their chests rising. In any other circumstances, I might have been screaming in terror, but now all I could do was weep in stunned terror. Holding my head up, I turned and picked my way out of the house. Once outside the house, people were still up and moving to my relief. I flagged down the first servant I saw and ordered my family carriage to be brought to me. Just as I started to hear exclamations come from inside, they brought the carriage around, and I clambered in and fled home. I needed time to think about what just happened.

Stories had been shared at some of the garden parties, and I had dismissed them as exaggerated tales, but now? The only conclusion I could come to was I had become a mage.
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Friday, April 28th

The ride home was silent, and I didn't bother to even look out the window until we pulled up and the coachman jumped down.

"We are here, miss," he said, holding up his hand.

I accepted blindly and stepped down. A quick nod and I fled up the stairs to the door which was opened by the butler.

"Good evening, miss," he said, his eyes tracing over my face. I lifted my hand to realize I had tears on my face. "Earl Luck is not with you?"

"No. He is … still there," I stammered out.

"Ah, that is a pity," he said with a straight face. A chime sounded as he spoke. And I froze.

"Did you hear that?" I asked, feeling like I might come apart at the seams.

"Hear what, miss?"

"That chime?"

"No, I heard nothing."

There was no chime, and I shook my head. "I'll be in my room. If you would send up the maid."

"Of course, miss."

I hustled up the stairs, trying to figure out what to do. If I was a mage, did that change anything? What company did Father want enough to trade me for? That thought stopped me cold. The odds were he would trade me for a good dinner if it would get him somewhere.

Slow, icy rage built in me. I stood in my room, the rage whirling around inside me, trying to figure out what I could do. What I would do. A knock at the door jolted me back to awareness.

"Enter," I said, turning to look at the door.

Mary, one of the maids—I did not rate my own maid—, slipped in and undid my lacings. I let her work, desperate to be out of the bustle and restraining lacings. If I had my way, I would have been cutting it into pieces.

"Do you know …" I trailed off. What did I want to know? I swallowed. "If I needed to flee, do you know any of these new mages?"

"Flee?" She looked at me with wide eyes.

"I don't know if I will have a home here." Just saying the words caused fear to spurt up in me. What could I do? I had no skills, and I saw how fast the women who worked aged. Not to mention being easy prey to men.

"Mages? Why would you think I know about them?" The girl asked from behind me. There wasn't a chime when she spoke, but something rang in my head.

I pulled away and looked at her. Mary had blue eyes and light brown hair, and she was much prettier than I would ever be. Some days I had envied her; right now I just needed answers.

"Do you know any mages?"

She looked at me. "No," she said, shaking her head as a chime sounded in my head.

"Do you like my father?"

"Yes," she replied, frowning at me as another chime sounded.

A slow grin started at the corner of my mouth. "Do you like Duncan?" Here she blushed, but again said no along with a chime.

The answer made no sense. Who would like Duncan? But I tested one more time. "How old are you, Mary?"

"I am not sure what you are on about, mistress, but I am eighteen this spring."

There was no chime. My legs wanted to give out. "Do you know a mage?"

"No," she said, exasperated as a chime rang out.

"You're lying," I said in a quiet voice, watching her. "I know you're lying. Tell me about the mage."

Her eyes widened, and she paled a bit. "Maybe. Tomorrow." She turned, focusing on clothes. "What do you want to wear?"

The idea of putting that bustle back on and a tight corset made me want to scream. I pointed at the grey house dress. "That. I suspect my father will be home shortly and he will want to speak to me."

She nodded, still pale, and helped me dress. It was just in time as I heard the front door opening as she finished buttoning up the dress. My legs shook, and I moved to the chair to wait for him. I stopped. No. I would not be the victim any longer. I only knew one thing about my magic. There had to be more, but for now, that one bit of magic gave me an edge.

"Move, Mary," I whispered as I heard the heavy tread coming up the stairs. Every thump of his boots made me want to hide, but I was done. I already knew the worst thing that could happen to me and if there was more to my magic, I would figure it out. I pulled open the door as he was about to pound on it. "Father. We need to talk."

I moved forward and he gave way, moving backward as he glared at me. Ignoring him, even as fear and a thrill of power flowed through my veins, I reached the foyer and glanced at the footman. "My father and I will need some sustenance and brandy, please. Bring two glasses with the brandy." Dropping the commands with a cool voice, though my stomach was fluttering like a hummingbird, I made my way to his study, pulling open the door and walking in. Part of me wished I had the ability to control fire, which I did not believe I had, but the scurrying footman followed and lit the lamps as Father took a seat behind his desk.

"What is going on, girl?" he ground out as he glowered at me. I tilted my head, wondering how to use my power to my best advantage.

"I am unsure what you are talking about," I countered. "Everyone collapsed, and I panicked and ran. You seem to be well."

He swallowed and looked up at the footman who came in carrying a tray with food and the brandy. I reached out and poured my own snifter, internally enjoying the look of surprise on his face. Women normally didn't drink brandy, I had no idea if I liked it or not, but I was done giving in. I let my gaze roam over his books. Father was a barrister by education, though he had never practiced as far as I knew. Over the years, I had snuck into his office and slipped out one book at a time. I had read all of them. If I closed my eyes, I could quote case law and applicable situations. But none of those laws gave women rights. As we sat there in a stare off, I tried to think if there was anything that might make him proud of me, but I doubted that.

The silence stretched as I refused to back down. It broke when Father took a sip of his brandy. I just held mine, watching him.

"While you were dancing, there was a burst of emotions, terror, horror, that welled up, then darkness. When I woke you were gone, but no one else seemed to have fled. They all were sobbing, and men looked as if they were going to start a fight at the drop of a hat." His eyes narrowed as he looked at me. "So, why weren't you unconscious?"

I took the tiniest sip of the brandy, hiding my wince at the burn, then leaning into it. I could begin to like brandy. One more sip, a bit larger as I thought about what to say.

"I think the better question is why are you using me to purchase interest in a company? Isn't trade below nobility?" I kept my words cool as I set the brandy on the desk and reached for a piece of sliced meat. He winced as I ate it with my fingers, but I just watched him, my sympathy gone.

"That isn't true. I am simply looking out for a good match for you." He sneered as he spoke.

The chime in my head was sharp and expected.

"Liar. You have always hated me, and this way you got something out of trading me away."

His eyes flashed. "You should have died instead of her."

There was no chime, and I dropped my head as the truth I had always known was spoken out loud. I took a moment to gather my emotions and raised my head. "So now we have the truth of it. Know that my choice was not taken into account, because believe me, I would have rather died than been your daughter." The words lay between us until he reached for a piece of meat, mimicking my actions, two animals waiting for the first sign of weakness.

"So we know the truth. What are you going to do about it?"

It was an excellent question. I picked up a sandwich, smiling internally as it was cream cheese and cucumber. I needed to remember to tell the cook thank you.

"I am unsure at this point, but I will not be traded away like a cow that has quit providing milk." Needing to prove my lack of fear, and control my trembling hands, I took another bite of the sandwich.

Father snarled at me, and I narrowed my eyes. I was still playing with what happened, but already there was a sense of promise and more magic. "Then I will kick you out of the house and you can make your way on the streets."

Fear rippled through me. Most women feared that, but I knew if I backed down now, I would never have this advantage again. "Please do. And I'll make sure every society rag in town knows you were trading me for stock in a company and that I was unwilling to make the match. I will share every secret I know about you and you will become the laughingstock of society."

He snarled back at me. "You only have that one thing. You know nothing else."

This time I did smile. "Really? You have a bastard son you are threatening to put in the earldom over your legitimate son. If I start looking, how long will it take me to come up with more? We both know the papers don't really care if it is verifiable or not. All it has to be is sensational." I gave him a grim smile. "Besides, what if I was the cause for everyone passing out at the ball?"

Jontan Luck, I wasn't sure I really wanted to think of him as my father, pulled back a bit, his eyes narrowing. "You? How?"

I just smiled at him, aware it was colder and crueller than I had ever smiled before, and rose, taking the glass of brandy with me. Without replying, I walked out of the room and to my bedchamber. I made it to the safety of my room before I started to shake so hard, I had to put the brandy on the lintel.

I'd done it. I'd faced down my father and implied so much. Now, could I make it reality?


Five
[image: ]


Saturday, April 29th

The next morning, Mary woke me up. Normally I rose around nine, but this morning she roused me before the sun broke across the horizon.

"Miss. If you wanna see the witch, ye needs to come now," she hissed at me.

I blinked bleary eyes; the brandy having given me dreams that made no sense of minds and souls and fire and water. Duncan and Silas were mixed up in the fuzzy images, but even as I tried to hold on to the fragments of the dream, it slipped away from my grasp.

"What?" I managed as I sat up, trying to pull my mind from the sticky web of the dream.

"She'll see ya, but now or ne'er. Ye coming?" Her voice was low as she pulled a day dress out of my wardrobe.

It finally clicked what she was saying, and I nodded, pushing the covers away. "Yes," I said. We went through my toilet quickly and sooner than I would have thought possible, she led me down the servants' stairs to the backdoor. The butler looked at us and nodded as we slipped out. A warm feeling flushed through me as I realized they would cover for me. Not that I thought the earl would dare to call me this morning. He would need time to plan and figure out another way to control me. Which meant I needed to know what happened to me first.

"We need to walk. Ye ready?" Mary looked at me, her mouth pursed in a pinched, worried expression.

"Of course." I lifted my brows. I walked all the time. Why would I not be ready to walk?

I am an absolute fool.

The phrase went through my mind multiple times as I tried to keep up with Mary. My casual strolling through parks and the streets of London had made me arrogant. She moved so fast I almost had to run to keep up with her. I had sweat dripping down my back despite the cool London morning. If nothing else, I now knew why the servants rarely wore sweaters and shawls, if this was a normal walk for them, they didn't need them to stay warm.

I was gasping for air and it felt like a knitting needle had been jabbed into my side by the time we arrived at the servant's door of another house. For the last ten minutes, I'd been too busy trying to just keep up to have any idea where we were. I followed blindly, enjoying the rest as we waited for the door to be opened.

It opened, and a pair of eyes that belonged to a young man scanned over us. He nodded and opened the door. "Upstairs, she'll be waiting for ya."

Mary nodded and pulled me up a set of stairs in the strange house. My legs burned and protested, but I kept up. A woman, with black hair in curls and a dress that flattered her, stepped out of the way at the landing, nodding with a small smile curving her lips. She then headed back down the servant's stairs, even though she was obviously a lady. She looked vaguely familiar but I couldn't place her.

With an impatient shake of my head, I straightened my back, ignoring my physical exhaustion. These answers were important and if I needed, I'd claim I was indisposed and nap the rest of the day. In my head, I had Mary taking to me an old and wizened woman with the experience of decades behind her. So the small office she we turned into and the woman that stood there threw me off balance.

"She's here, miss. I'll be waiting downstairs, but we have little more than an hour," Mary said, though her voice was not much more than a whisper. I tried to convince myself it was because she was as exhausted as I was.

"Thank you, Mary. Go downstairs. I'm sure there are some nibbles you can have," the woman said, and Mary nodded. After one last piercing glance at me, Mary disappeared down the stairs.

I sank into a chair, trying to control my breathing. Right now, the panting was unladylike in the extreme.

If I wanted to be a hooligan, this is a good start.

I inspected the woman who stood in front of me while she inspected me. I am sure I looked like a dishevelled mess, while she looked prim and proper. Dressed in a walking dress that buttoned up to her throat in a flattering shade of light blue that matched her eyes, she had light blond hair back in a twist. She had an expression that told me she did not tolerate nonsense. If I had seen her in the street, I would have assumed she was a governess.

"Tell me why you wanted to talk to me," she ordered, still standing in front of me like a disapproving tutor.

Her tone had me straightening up, and I got my breathing under control. "Mary said you are a witch, and I needed to talk to one?"

"Why? Are you with child? Looking for a way to be rid of the child? Or perhaps you want a love potion to make a young man fall for you?" Her voice was dismissive and sarcastic.

"What? No. I don't want anything like that. I want to know what happened to me and more what abilities I have and how to control it," I snapped back. How dare she treat me like a child whining for more sweets?

"Ah. And what do you think you did?" The sarcasm was gone, but the dismissive attitude was there.

I opened my mouth and then shut it. "What is your name?" I asked instead.

"Colleen."

A chime. I bit my lip. There was the sense there was more I could do, but I didn't know what to do, so I leaned on the one thing that seemed to work.

"Liar."

A brow arched at me. "Josephine, then."

Chime. "Liar."

The dismissive look vanished, and she tilted her head. "Anne."

A muted chime, something I was learning, meant partial truth. "Not your full name, middle name or nickname possibly."

"Interesting. Tell me what happened." The attitude and dismissive tone had disappeared.

I looked at her for a full minute, but my racing brain could not figure out any other options. With a deep breath, I told her about the ball and my reaction and what had happened.

"Ah, that was you," she said in an absent voice. "You found me. What do you want?"

"Power." The word slipped out, and she arched a brow at me. I flushed, ashamed. "Not like that. I just want the power to live my own life, to not be traded like an animal at the auction." My voice held more than a trace of bitterness that I didn't hide.

"Ah, that I can understand." She narrowed her eyes. "I suspect you are Spirit, but that is not a class I can say much about. It seems to be rather esoteric." Those pale blue eyes stared at me and finally she nodded. "I will pick you up Monday at ten a.m. in a carriage. Be prepared to be gone the entire day."

"Will you teach me what I need to know?"

"Not me. But I will take you to those investigating this surge." She glanced at the watch pinned to her blouse. "But you should go now. Hopefully, on the way back, you will not need to run."

I flushed a bit as I rose. "This may sound silly, but I will come home again, right?" I loved reading the penny dreadfuls as much as anyone, but they were full of stories of silly girls kidnapped and used for nefarious purposes. That was not a fate I wanted.

She smiled at me, this one full of humour. "They have kidnapped no one, to my knowledge."

There was no chime, but just because she was unaware, didn't mean it couldn't happen. I nodded to myself. I would need to be prepared.

"Thank you. I will see you on Monday."

She nodded and then swept out of the room. I waited a moment, then headed back down the stairs. I stuck my head in the kitchen and saw Mary there, a blush on her cheeks as she talked with the young man that had opened the door. "Mary?"

Her head jerked up, and she nodded. A moment later, we were slipping out the servants door and back on to the street. I turned to look at where we had been and my heart almost stopped in my chest. The house we were leaving was the residence of Benjamin Disraeli, the next prime minister of England.
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Monday, May 1st

Iwaited in the parlour Monday morning. The previous day had been spent thinking through what I needed to know and trying to figure out what I might be able to do. I had the servants grabbing every news sheet and gossip rag there was as well as the daily paper, but other than mentions of magic, there were no details about magic. Though rumours were that Victoria and Albert had withdrawn from social life following an incident involving magic.

The earl and I were mostly avoiding each other. I only came down to breakfast after he had left and dinner Saturday was icily quiet. Though it was amusing seeing Duncan trying to figure out what was going on. When we did see each other, the earl either glared at me or pretended I was not there. Every time he glared at me, I matched him with a smug smile. Not that I knew anything else at this point. I had him off balance, but I knew I only had a small amount of time left before he acted. He had even refused to let me do his correspondence for the day, which surprised and amused me.

I had already grabbed every bit of jewellery I had ever been given, and when he left for the day, I raided mother's jewellery box. If he kicked me out, I would have the money to support myself for a while. Whether he realized it or not, I had never been a fan of spending money on fripperies, so I had saved the majority of my spending money over the years. By my estimation I had well over two thousand pounds without including the jewellery.

I wasn't safe, but I had a plan and that was more than I'd had a week ago. That I had allowed myself to be led to my proverbial slaughter, as I had little doubt I would not have survived a year of marriage to Smythe, embarrassed me. It would not happen again.

The quiet rap on the door and the footman entered with a card. "Miss Antoinette Carlton is here to see you, miss," he said as he offered me the card.

I looked at it, unsure. She never told me her real name. "Show her in, please?"

A moment later, the woman walked into the parlour. This time in a day dress of light pink that set off her colouring well. On me, it would have made me look like I was about to spew everywhere.

"Miss Carlton?" I said rising. She looked elegant in a way I never had.

"Yes," she said as a chime rang in my head.

Now that is interesting. The footman did not lie, but she did. So it only chimes if you know it is an untruth? That makes it very interesting.

I shook my head, but waved at a chair. "Will you sit?"

"I think not. We have places to be. If you are ready?"

"Yes," I said, though I knew I was lying, if only to myself. A quick stop at the door to obtain my reticule from the footman and a shawl, I followed her out. A smart carriage waited for us with a driver up top. The odd thing was the heavy curtains over every window. After the coachman helped both of us into the carriage, skirts were so blasted difficult to climb in, he shut the door behind us. The carriage shook as he jumped up, and a moment later, the carriage jerked into motion. I laced my fingers tightly and turned to look at the woman.

"Where are we going?"

"To someone who has been at the forefront of the emergences happening around the country, if not the world," she replied serenely.

"Emergences?" I asked, stumbling over the word. The only time I could remember seeing it used was regarding butterflies leaving their chrysalis.

"That is what it is being referred to as, when a person gets their magic or becomes a mage. Last I heard, there is still no decision as to if it is something you always were, like someone with curly hair, or if it is forced upon you."

"Ah," I said. "Does that mean I am a magic user?" Or were all my powers related to a chime in my head? The scandal sheets had spoken of Fire or Water or Air powers, but I had failed at controlling any of those. I wasn't sure what I could do if all I could do was sense lies and I had no idea if that ability would fade or if I had just been lucky so far.

"I researched more into what happened at the ball on Sunday. But I am not the expert. Let us wait until you can talk to the expert."

She closed her eyes, and I resisted the urge to grab her and shake her. There wasn't even scenery to look at. I had been tempted to open the curtains to look out, but I saw they were sewn shut and secured. Someone was taking measures to make sure I was going into this blind.

Frustrated, I closed my eyes, trying to figure out something else I could do. The episode at the ball was forefront in my mind. I had figured I could somehow send out my emotions, but everyone falling unconscious stuck to me. How had I done that? Or had I done that? I was still trying to piece together what I had tried to do or done.

The carriage rattled to a stop as I was playing with the idea of wanting everyone to just stop. Stop glaring, crying, just for everyone to be silent. But it wasn't clear in my mind when the door opened and Anne, or whomever she was, sat up with a smile.

"Time to go." She let the coachman help her down, and I followed right behind her. Setting my feet down, I stood there for a moment, looking around. We were in an area of town that, while it wasn't Hyde Park, it was close. The stately trees, the fences around the houses, all of which were at least double the size of the one I grew up in, screamed elegant wealth. I felt even more dowdy in my respectable dress. I knew the pastel blue looked awful on me.

"Come on, I am sure he heard the coach," Antoinette said as she strode to the back door. I followed, my gaze darting every which way, taking in what I could.

The dark back hall she led us down took us past the kitchen and into a large foyer. "This way." I realized there were few servants. I only saw a cook and a maid as we moved through the house. My house was a quarter of this size but we had over eight servants.

She pushed open a door without knocking and walked inside. A man sat behind a desk and lifted his eyes to look at us as we walked in.

I don't know what I expected, old and stately, young and excited, or maybe even a woman. But I had always expected the person to be British. The person behind the desk absolutely wasn't. I had heard of people from India, and everyone drank the teas the East India Trading Company brought back, but I had never met anyone from there. Most people whispered they were little better than animals and ate food so spicy fire came out of your mouth. While I had tried to remain open minded, none of them had mentioned that the men were stunningly beautiful, as this person was. Dark eyes, dark hair, caramel smooth skin, and a figure that made me feel a bit stupid in the head.

"Good morning. I assume this is Miss Luck?" His voice was rich with a hint of music to it my countrymen never had.

"Yes. Emmeline Luck, this is Rohan Achary," Antoinette said with an amused tone.

I snapped my mouth shut and nodded, having no idea if I should curtsey or not.

"It is wonderful to meet you, Miss Luck. This is my familiar, Uluka." He gestured at the corner where an owl, a real live owl, sat blinking at me. It was brown, with white markings and I had never seen a real owl in my life. So, I just nodded, all my confidence and assurance thrown out the window as I looked at a man prettier than most women and his wild animal.

Miss Carlton chuckled. It wasn't unkind, quite, just unmerciful. "I will leave her to you, then. I do not possess the magic to teach her. Uluka, make sure they behave."

The owl tilted its head upside down and hooted softly as the woman strode out of the room.

I shifted in place as this man, Rohan, looked at me. My twitch became a flinch as he rose from his chair and walked around the desk. He was dressed in clothes that seemed strange and exotic, when I'd rarely seen men in anything but suits. The coat he had on fell in a straight line from his throat to about knee length, and it was in a rich red with feathers stitched into the fabric. It must have cost hundreds of pounds. I wanted to back away just because I was scared if I touched it, my hands would stain it.

He leaned against the desk. The slightest hint of a smile on his face. "I can see why she brought you to me."

I swallowed, fear and something else I didn't recognize, making my pulse beat in my ears. "Why is that?" My voice was a stuttered whisper, and I fought not to flee.

This time he did smile, revealing white teeth and crinkling the skin at the corner of his eyes. I wanted to weep. If I had been blessed with a fraction of his beauty, maybe the earl would not have hated me so. Oddly enough, it was that thought that flashed through me and stopped my fear. I refused to let it cow or control me. The entire reason I was here was to find a way to control my own life. If I melted to the ground because a beautiful man smiled at me, then I deserved to be used.

With a deep breath, I stood up straight, dropped the skirt my hands had been clenched in, and forced myself to relax, meeting him as an equal. The only way I could have a chance at creating my destiny was if I was equal to the men I met, and I would start now.

His smile grew wider as he watched me, and he nodded the tiniest bit. "Because you are a Chakra mage."

The information settled into my brain, but none of the books I had read gave me any bit of information about that. "There are different types of mage? Or of magic?"

"Indeed, there are. The question is, are you willing to learn?" His voice was kind, but there was a note of warning deep under it. A warning I understood. Women were weak, unable to be what men were, or at least that was what was believed. If I wanted to learn, I would have to be what everyone said I couldn't be.

"Yes. I want to learn to be a mage." As I spoke the words, I felt the path that I had always assumed I'd walk—bride, wife, mother, dependent to a man—dissolve. Now what lay before me had no path, just a blank canvas waiting for me to create it.
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Tuesday, May 2nd

Training started the next morning. Mary woke me up before the sun had broken over the house, and she dressed me in a simple grey day dress. I liked this one. Grey seemed to be the colour that worked on everyone regardless of their hair colour, or more accurately it was unoffensive on everyone. I would take that for now. Mary shooed me out into the grey morning, slipping out the back door and heading toward the house. It was far enough I could have taken a carriage, but that would cut into my precious savings. Besides, the walk was enough to get my blood flowing and muscles loosened up. If I was lucky, by the time I got there my nerves would have been dispersed under the feeling of having moved.

The back door was closed, and I stood there looking at it. Unsure if I should come in this way or via the front entrance. I hated the idea of being a servant, but having someone recognize me as I entered via the front door seemed just as unwise. But then who here would recognize me? The daughter of Jontan Luck? No one would expect me to be here, especially not at such an early hour.

I shifted back and forth in agitation. Such a little thing, but the social consequences could be more than one would expect.

The door flew open and a woman about twenty years older than me locked me in a demanding gaze. She was a round woman, with skin between my pasty white and Rohan's rich caramel, with black hair twisted up and under a cap. Her fingers were long, but covered with little burn and cut scars, indicating a long time working with food. But mostly she smelled of spices and smoke. And her glare, while stern, still struck me as kind.

"Well? Get in here, girl. He's waiting for you." I hurried forward, relieved and embarrassed at the same time. Emotions were ridiculous things that I needed to either get rid of or learn to control.

"Thank you," I said, and she flicked her hands at me dismissing the comment. "Do you need breakfast?"

I almost sagged in relief. The staff had not been serving food when I left, and I dreaded putting them to extra work. They felt like the only allies I had in the house most days.

"Yes, please. I would love some tea."

"Go. He's in the library." The cook shooed me up the stairs, and I went up willingly. I walked in the library door in a more composed manner than I'd entered the house.

"Ah, Emmeline. Please come in. I believe cook will be up shortly with some tea and biscuits. Take a seat." Rohan waved me to one of the club chairs that sat in a pair looking out the windows. The view wasn't much, the walls of another house, but it let in the light as the sun rose over London.

I sat, and before I could do much more than arrange my dress in a way that I didn't look like a hoyden, the cook came in with a tray.

"Here you go. Rohan, I added the chutney you prefer and a pot of chai." She gave him a look that struck me as more indicative of a mother to a wayward son than a servant to her employer.

"And that, Srimati Lauton, is why I would surely starve to death without you." He came over, kissing the top of her head. She was a good foot shorter. "I bless every day that you chose to leave my father's house to come here with me."

"Pshaw," she said, but her face was effused with colour. "You just knew no one here would have any idea how to cook with curry, much less understand how wonderful chai, chutney, and naan could be."

Rohan grinned as he settled down. "Hence my blessing. Thank you again, Mrs. Lauton."

She laughed, waving at him as she headed out of the room. I poured myself a cup of tea, my nose twitching as Rohan poured his own cup, the fragrant aroma making me wonder if I had chosen the wrong drink. He treated it with sugar and cream, then settled back with the tea cup in his hand.

I watched him, though I took another mouthful of tea. Black tea with a touch of sweetness was my favourite, and I savoured the smoky flavour as it hit my lips. When I'd finished about half the cup, I set it down, manners forcing my hand. I started with an innocuous question. "Srimati? Is that her first name?" If so, it was an odd way to address someone.

Still sipping his drink, he cast a glance at me.

"No. Srimati is the equivalent of Mrs. There are some English customs I am good with, but I have called her Srimatia Lauton or Milly all my life. It is a hard habit to break."

"And mister Lauton?" I was avoiding the real subject matter, but talking about these inconsequential things helped me relax.

"Oh, he died years ago. Good riddance I must say."

That comment implied more than I felt like addressing. After one more sip of tea—I needed to see if I could get some—I quit wasting time. "I'm here to learn. Where do we start?"

He smiled and set his cup down. "First is to explain what I can. I need to preface that most of what I know is information Uluka passed to me." My gaze went to the owl, who was perched on her stand, head under her wing.

"How would she know anything, and what would an animal know?" Now I was confused. Had I fallen in with people who thought animals talked and had the wisdom of the ages? My stomach churned, and I reached for the small discs of bread on the tray. I tore off a piece and shoved it in my mouth. It was both plain and flavourful at the same time. I had never tasted anything like it and wasn't sure what my feelings about it were. So I put another piece in my mouth while waiting for Rohan.

For his part, he seemed to be fighting a smile, and Uluka had pulled her head out to glare at me. It was impressive coming from a bird.

"Regardless of what she might look like, Uluka isn't an Earth owl," he started as he sat down in his chair, reaching for the strange bread and the chutney.

"I'm sorry what?" Was he going to tell me dragons were real next? If I gave up all propriety and just ran, would I be able to get out of here before anything bad happened to me?

"Familiars often look like the animals we have on Earth, but they are different. Sentient, smart, and able to do things animals can't. Watch," he said with a glance toward Uluka. She launched into the air and disappeared. A shocked intake of breath later the owl was sitting on the top of my chair, giving me a sharp tap with her beak.

I managed to not scream, but it was close. My hands were shaking as I looked up into eyes that stared into mine.

~Silly girl,~ a voice spoke in my head. There was a small part of me that noted it had a soft accent similar to Rohan's, but the majority of my mind was shrieking in terror at the fact that there had been a voice IN MY HEAD!

Before I could melt down into a full-blown fit of the vapours, Rohan laughed. "She must like you. Uluka will barely even speak to Anne, and I've known her for years now. As I was saying, they resemble animals from here, but aren't. For instance, Uluka is perfectly fine operating in daylight, though she prefers it darker. One of the reasons she rather enjoys England. You do not have as many bright days as India does." He picked his cup back up, still watching me with a smile on the edges of his mouth.

I swallowed down the absolute fit that bubbled at the back of my mind. Mages did not have shrieking vapours because something magical happened to them. At least I wouldn't.

"I see," my voice quavered, but I pushed a smile to my face. It wasn't done for young ladies to show negative emotions.

He laughed, and the sound caught at me. Men were supposed to be sweaty, slobbery things, not this work of art. It was extremely disconcerting. I clenched my hands, sending my nails into my palm and the pain pulled me out of my confused whirl of thoughts.

I need to learn. If I can't use my magic, I have no power. Sensing lies isn't enough. And I need power to stand up to the earl.

"You will grow into this. I believe you are more than you think you are. Now," he said, setting down his empty cup. "You are what I call a Chakra mage. You are not as powerful as I am, though that is not an insult."

He must have seen me bristle, and I pushed it back down, focusing on him. Learning was the only thing that mattered now.

"Few are. In the last four years of traveling, Uluka says there have been four as powerful as I am, and two more powerful. But she also says it matters less how much power you have and more how you use what you can do." He shrugged and the way he stated it, he could have been talking about how much money he had.

I nodded, the old lessons about Archimedes and levers flashing through my mind.

"You, from what Uluka tells me, have abilities she says are in the Soul, Psychic, and Relativity categories. These match some of what I can do, and together I'll teach you what I know." With that Rohan talked about the main one I had, Psychic. It was this that let me know if someone was telling a lie. But I could also read minds, persuade people, and put them to sleep like I had done at the ball. My being alight with possibilities, I drank it all in.

I was a mage, and I'd be the best one I could be.


Eight
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May 3rd - 25th

My days fell into a rhythm over the next three weeks, but Rohan warned me we were reaching the end of his knowledge. We were in the solar of his house where he taught and I listened. My lessons were often there, the light helping me focus as he imparted what he knew about magic.

"It is a strange thing, this magic. It seems both limitless and full of limits. There is much I know only because Uluka has told me," he said while petting the breast of the owl that sat on the back of his chair. It turned out the owl was intelligent, human level intelligent. Uluka spoke to him via something he called mindspeak. I still remembered the sound of words in my head, not my ears.

"So you aren't sure what exactly I can do? Or learn to do," I qualified as he lifted an elegant eyebrow at me. His beauty still took my breath away, but over the days we had spent together I had learned he was also arrogant, treated most servants as if they were invisible, had a complete disdain for England and her monarchy, and enjoyed food so spicy I was unsure how the plates remained unmarred. It had gone a long way to remove his beguilement over me, but still he was gorgeous.

"Exactly. In theory, if you have enough offerings, you should be able to do almost anything, once you figure it out. As far as I can tell, magic likes some people better than others. Uluka says there are mages of different power levels, but I like my thought better. For some, the ability to Persuade will cost them much. You, it seems to cost almost nothing. I think magic simply likes you better than others." He shrugged and smiled, causing my heart to double thump, to my annoyance.

He is not available to you and he would be horrible to live with. Stop it. Beauty means nothing, and you know it.

My mental command helped a bit, but still I wanted to watch him enter a ball and watch all the women go into vapours. It would be amusing.

"So I know I can Persuade, while you can easily force someone to tell the truth. Why is there a difference? Can I learn to force the truth?" I asked instead as I watched Uluka preen his hair.

That slow smile as he answered. "Yes, I believe you can. You just haven't wanted to badly enough yet. I suspect when your want and your magic combine you will achieve that spell. As to the easily? Well, Magic likes me best."

I resisted the urge to groan. We had discovered I could knock people out, though that took focus. The ones that amused me were what he called Blessing of Lakshmi and Kali's gaze. Privately, I referred to it as Bless and Hex. They were cheap spells, and I made sure to keep Bless around me all the time. The offering of nail tips was easy to do, though it took me a solid week to figure out how to offer them up in a way that didn't make them look like I was breaking or chewing on them.

After going over what happened in the ballroom, which was what he called my Awakening, he said I would have the ability to feel other people's emotions and project my own, which is what I did there. My fear of my fate at the hands of Smythe had been projected to other people. My ability to control that so far was lacking. It was something I needed to practice. The best part of this Spirit magic, though, was that it was subtle, and the offerings were much less. Rohan could use Fire as well, but even he admitted that class of magic was always more costly than the Spirit magic.

"But that brings us back to something else, Emmeline," he said, pulling my attention to him.

"Oh?" I said, wondering what new idea he was going to drop on me.

He started to speak, then stopped. "We only have another few weeks of training, and there are people I think you should meet with before I have taught you all I know. I am having a gathering here the second Saturday in June. I would like you to attend."

A spurt of jealousy that other people had access to my teacher lashed through me, and I ruthlessly slammed it down. That I had a teacher at all was something I was immensely grateful for. "Of course. I would be delighted."

"Liar," he said softly, but he accompanied it with a grin.

I felt my face flush and resolved to practice not lying anymore.

"But wear something comfortable, yet beautiful. I feel this will be an opportunity for you." He rose as he spoke. "Otherwise, I believe we are finished for today. Practice the unconscious spell and your Future sight. You never know when it will come in handy."

"I will. Tomorrow?"

"No," he said, his eyes looking through me, not at me. "I think the gathering will be soon enough. If you have questions, you can ask them after that."

I rose, nodded to him and headed out, then I stopped at the door to turn and look at him. For a moment, the image could have been something out of a painting, the sun gleaming through the window created a glow around him as Uluka lifted her feathered face to his as he leaned down over the chair to touch his nose to her beak. He wore brilliant green and gold today, his long hair in a braid down the middle of his back. He looked like a being from another world, untouchable, almost unreal. I stood there for a long moment and all I could see was a priceless work of art, not something I could own, or even wanted to. Trying to be part of him would burn me up and subsume me. I had no desire to be caught in another's fire. The remnants of my infatuation and stupid fantasies died as I watched him, and I relaxed, glad to let that dream go.

Instead, I needed to find more ways to get power. I had an idea or two, but it wasn't anything to talk to a man about, instead after I had learned more, I would talk to the woman that I only knew as Antoinette, though I knew that wasn't really her name.

"Would you know where Miss Carlton is?" I asked as I held the door, disrupting the picture perfect moment.

He looked up at me, and I smiled as he refocused on me. "Ah yes. I believe she should be in her room back past my office."

"Thank you." I turned and walked into the hall, then turned down past his study where we normally met further to a door that was ajar. I knocked softly, unsure if this was the correct room.

"Enter," came the voice I recognized. I pushed open the door and walked in. The woman, whose real name I still didn't know, sat at a desk and looked up at me. I realized she was only a few years older than me, but her bearing made her seem in charge and added years as she radiated authority. It was yet another skill I needed to learn.

"I was wondering if you had a moment to talk to me?" I asked, standing in the doorway like an unsure child.

Her blond brow arched, but she gestured at a chair across from her desk. I shut the door behind me and walked over to her, inspecting every inch of her, trying to figure out how she came across as elegant and in control.

She must have noticed my examination, as she leaned back with an amused smile. "Is there something on my nose?"

For the second time that day, I felt my face flush. Shaking my head, I sat in the chair across from her. "Ah no, but now I have more questions than I originally did."

"Oh?" She gave me nothing else, and I was unsure if I wanted to scream or beg to learn from her. Instead, I arranged my skirts and inhaled through my nose as I garnered my courage.

Really? Why is she more impressive than the earl?

I answered my own thoughts even as it whispered through my mind.

Because I want to be like her, not him.

A quick shake of my head and I brought myself to my original reason for visiting. "Rohan and I were talking about offerings and he mentioned that hair, nails, and skin were the easiest to give. That if it was truly an emergency, you could even offer blood from a cut." I cleared my throat. This was not talked about in polite society. "I wondered if it was possible to use the blood from my monthlies as a source."

I'm unsure if I hoped for a reaction or not. She tilted her head, looking at me. "That is an excellent question, and I am unsure. I never have, but that does not mean it is impossible." Her eyes narrowed. "Most of your magic is subtle mind magic with little outside effect. The easiest way to practice would be either the KO spell or Kali's Gaze. I advise you to try it. Mary is trustworthy enough. For a few pounds, I am sure she would allow you to practice."

That was an idea. But with everything else I had learned; I could see what I was willing to sacrifice. I cleared my throat. "Is there a book that describes how the monthlies process works, with diagrams?" It was easier to offer if you knew what was going on, blood you could see, or hair in your hand. Rohan said he learned to sense his body; Magic helped. But I needed more knowledge to figure out where that blood came from.

To my absolute relief, she only nodded. "That would probably be helpful. One moment." She rose from behind the desk and strode out of the room. I watched her go with a sense of awe. Even the way she moved commanded respect. How did I change enough about me to become more like her?

She came back a minute later holding a slim book. "Here. This is a treatise on the female body. It has drawings and suppositions about how the organs work. I warn you; it is graphic and if anyone catches you with it, there could be consequences." She settled herself back in her chair as she spoke.

I took the book and placed it in my lap, suspecting I needed to look at it in private as I knew I would turn red as a rose while looking at it.

"Is there anything else?" Her gaze was cool. No impatience, just a question.

The worst she can say is no.

With that thought, I sat up straighter, locking my gaze with hers. "I want to know how to be you."

She gave a half laugh, her eyes widening in surprise. "Excuse me?"

"That is not what I meant, but it is." I stopped, closed my eyes, and pulled air in via my nose and let it out, then I reopened my eyes. "What I mean is you always look elegant, you exude authority, and it is obvious you are someone to be respected. How do I become that?"

"Ah," she murmured, leaning back in her chair and inspecting me.

For a moment, I thought maybe she was disappointed. But she said little enough for me to know if it was the truth. Besides, she asked questions and only made factual statements, just as Rohan had taught me. It made it easier to avoid others looking for lies.

"It is a combination of a few things, some you are learning now, others … well … Emmeline your clothes do not flatter you." Her voice was gentle but blunt.

I needed no magic to know that was the truth. I had always known that, but that did not mean I knew what to tell a seamstress to make me even now that I was willing to defy the earl's orders.

"That I am aware of, but I am unsure how to fix." The next part blurted out before I could stop it. "And there is the gathering Rohan is having in a couple weeks. I would like to not look like this!" My hands jerked at my clothing in pent up frustration. I would never be like my mother, petite and beautiful, but was it so wrong to want to be elegant?

The emotion and need surprised me, and I sat back, trying to control my reaction.

"I will help." The words came out strong and sure, but there was an element of calculation in her eyes. "I assume he told you no more classes this week or next?"

I nodded. Today was Wednesday, and I only had a short time before the gathering. Even excellent dressmakers needed time.

"Then I will be at your house Friday at eleven. I assume that is after your father has normally left for the day?"

I nodded in relief. He usually left by ten, leaving me in the house alone, as Duncan had been gone a lot lately.

"Then I will see you then, and we will start to fix this issue."


Nine
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Thursday, May 25th

The clink of china was unnecessarily loud in the small gathering, and the low conversation dropped as people turned to look at who made the noise. Cecily Longgarden held herself up in a stiff posture and glared at most of us, before locking her eyes on me.

"What I want to know is what exactly happened at the Saunton ball. Emmeline, you are the one person who wasn't there when I recovered, with tears on my face. Did you see what happened?" Her voice was higher and shriller than it normally was, but the murmur of agreement as everyone turned to face me bolstered her self confidence in asking the question.

It had been four weeks since that event and while I spent my mornings, unfashionably early mornings, with Rohan learning how to use magic, I still attended the occasional afternoon party to keep my fingers in the gossip mill. Often these gatherings were 'interrupted' by young men, which is why I was always welcome at them. None of the men were ever tempted to bring me more than a pity gift when they dropped by. They sought the other girls to monopolize the majority of their attention.

A month ago, I might have gone home in tears at another wilted flower or stale pastry. Now I just sat and watched, feeling strangely remote. I had used these parties as reasons to avoid meals with the earl. I knew Duncan was getting concerned, but I felt the earl was just as happy to ignore my existence as I was to forget he sired me.

"Well, Emmeline?" her voice was stronger as Cecily prodded me for an answer. A pretty girl of nineteen years, I used to aspire to be her. Now I just felt vaguely sorry for her.

I set my cup down, making sure the china did not ring. "I am not sure I can provide more information than you already know. Something washed through the room, and I know I was struggling not to cry. People started collapsing, and I fled. I did not know what it was and to be fair, the person I was with was not someone I had any desire to nurse back to awareness." My voice was dark and sarcastic.

A vague murmur of sympathy met that comment. A few of them have seen that I was with Smythe and no one had wanted to be in my place.

"So you saw nothing? Why weren't you affected?" Her voice, still shrill, rang out.

"You are assigning me knowledge that I do not possess. All I can say is that I fled home, though I was relieved to know there had been nothing more severe than a minor wound."

Of the many things Rohan was teaching me, it was how to lie without lying. I had been correct that if the person believed it, the information would not be a lie. So I worked very hard to not lie as I realized there might always be someone who could tell, just as I could.

"You didn't bother to check on your father?" she pushed, but I could tell her passion for thinking I had answers was fading.

My answering smile had zero humour. "At this point, the earl and I are not on speaking terms. He still feels Count Smythe is viable husband material. I disagree." The shudders that ran through the room proved that everyone was on my side of that argument.

Cecily might have had more to say, but the footman walking in and clearing his throat derailed our discussion in the solar. Her house was beautiful, and I loved the solar. It had an entire wall of windows, some of which were cracked to let the perfume of the garden drift in, while the heat of the spring sun felt wonderful.

"Yes?" she said with a touch of annoyance, but it shifted to sly excitement as her mind caught up.

"There are some gentlemen here, asking if you ladies might receive them?"

It fascinated me how many people lied. The minor lies 'oh I don't mind' or 'that is so pretty on you' to the major ones 'I was at the play last night' or 'my father won't mind if I buy this'. Rohan had told me I had access to three branches of magic: Soul, Relativity, and Psychic, with my strongest magic in Psychic. Truth or lie sensing was the most basic. He was teaching me to pull truth, read minds, or even persuade people. It turned out the people collapsing had been my fault. I still couldn't do it consciously quite yet. If you scared me, yes. But we had to go slow. To my surprise, magic required a price. Though why that surprised me, I had no idea. Nothing in life was free. Why would magic be any different? The easiest prices to pay were hair and nails, but no young woman could run around with short hair. Rohan admitted there were probably other ways to offer, but those were the ones he was familiar with.

"Ladies," the comment from the young men walking in pulled me back to the awareness of the salon.

"John, how nice of you to come see us," Cecily gushed as the young man came over to kiss her hand. Other men were streaming in behind him. I watched for a while as the others primped and preened, trying to gain the attention of one or another of the men. A month ago, I would have been trying to figure out a way to not look so much like me, hoping one of them might take pity on me.

Now I really didn't care. I watched until bored with the show and prepared to leave, when I froze as Duncan and Silas trailed in. Silas looked just like any other young man, dapper and with the charm expected, but he had that thin veneer of danger that pulled more than one or two women toward him.

They flirted with the women until they spotted me. That stopped their meandering and headed directly towards me. I, for my part, moved further away from the crowd, unwilling to have any conversation we might have easily overheard. Duncan limped his way through the small groups to me, Silas close behind him.

"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?" Duncan gushed the words, and I heard no lie there but I was unsure what to tell him. But first I needed to decide if I could trust my brother.

I put on my polite face, another skill Rohan had taught me, and smiled. "The earl and I have a disagreement, and I thought it best to not interact with him."

"It was that Count, wasn't it? I heard something happened at the ball, but I assumed you were okay?" There was a questioning lilt at the end of his voice.

"I was not injured, no. However, I will not marry the count. Ever." My mind was rock solid about that.

"So you are going to Cousin Arnold's?" Duncan said in distress. "You can't do that. You know how they'll treat you."

I fixed cold eyes on Duncan. The simmering rage that had been there since Smythe said I was being traded for stock bubbled up. "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." Icy rage coated my words, but I managed to keep my voice low. The last thing I needed was that much rage to make the other ladies curious. It wasn't done to show rage in public.

Duncan paled and took a step back. The movement revealed Silas who had been standing to the side, acting as a guard and buffer to the conversation. He looked at me and nodded, understanding in his eyes. The realization that someone else understood how depraved a man could be let me tamp the rage back down.

"I wouldn't let that happen to you, Emmie," Duncan protested.

"I heard no protest that day in the study," I commented, my voice acidic. "And what would you do, Duncan?" I was exasperated with my brother. I'm not sure I had realized how out of touch with reality he was. Did he think all women were cherished? Did not the way the earl had treated me prove to him that not everyone valued us?

"I… I…," he stuttered, then glanced around, verifying we were still alone and his voice dropped even lower. "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."

I tilted my head, thinking about the plans I had Friday morning, then shrugged. "I can." Having dinner not in my room would be a relief. The servants knew better than to serve me what the earl was eating until he had completed his dining. Which meant my food of late had been cold meats, soups that were barely warm, and bread. But it was better than dealing with the earl. The women were casting longing glances at Silas and Duncan, and I fought not to sigh. "Go. You have ladies waiting for your attentions. I assume you are not introducing Silas as your brother?"

Silas flashed a grin at me and straightened up. He held out his hand, and I gave him mine. He bowed over it, brushing a featherlight kiss over my knuckles. "His poor relation Silas Luck, milady. I am delighted to meet you."

A small chuckle slipped out. He had lost most of the accent that had marked him; the clothes made him of equal rank, but still be it the scar on his face or the way he moved, he was still more dangerous than Duncan would ever be. And if I added on his charm, the ladies of the Peerage would have no idea what hit them.

"Good to know. Now go before they get curious. I will see you at dinner tomorrow." They nodded and drifted back to the ladies. I waited longer, then slipped out, invisible as always, heading home to practice what I was learning.

When I got home, I rang for Mary. She had been busy yesterday, but I figured with the earl out at the club and making more business contacts, she would be free.

Mary showed up promptly in my room. "Yes, miss?" I waved at her to shut the door and I settled down on the chair.

When the door was closed, I looked at her. "Are you a mage, Mary?"

She ducked her head, fists clenched at her sides, obviously having an internal struggle. I gave her the time. No matter what she answered, there would be no punishment from me. She had found me both the woman and Rohan. Who was I to throw stones?

"In a way," she said as she looked up, the colour draining from her face. "Miss Carlton said I was, but my magic was so weak it mattered not." She walked over to the candle and glaring at it, the wick caught. A whiff of something drifted up from her hair and she nodded to the candle. "That is about the extent of it. I can light almost any fire, but that alone cost me enough hair that if I do it too often, my ma will notice my hair has been cut. And she'll be right mad. She wants to sell it when it gets a wee bit longer, and we can use the money."

I eyed her hair. It was raven black and shiny, though I couldn't tell if it was coarse or fine, as it was always pinned up. But lots of servants sold hair as a way to make extra money. Wigs were still popular, especially if you had thinning hair.

"I see." I bit my lip as I looked at her, then decided. Getting up, I grabbed my reticule. I carried about two pounds in there, enough to get a carriage and buy something if I needed, but not enough to elicit surprise or suspicion if anyone looked. I had hidden the majority of my money under a loose board under the wardrobe. It took a massive effort to get to it, but it was pretty safe. I pulled out a crown. "I'll give you this, if you'll help me with my magic," I offered.

Mary's eyes narrowed as she looked at it. She only made about three pounds a month, so what I was offering would go a long way. "What do you want to practice?" She asked warily.

"Rohan calls it the Sleep spell. I want to see if I can learn to control it, do it when I want, not when I'm terrified." There might have been a level of bitterness in my voice. The ball was not a good memory for me.

Mary tilted her head as she considered this. "I get the money, even if ya can't?"

"Yes. This would get me a full week of practice. After that, you'll get another pound."

She chewed on the inside of her mouth. "A'ight. I'll do it, but I get to sit on your bed. If I'm going to be falling asleep with no warning, I've got no desire to be hitting my head on the floor."

I let my grin split my face. "Deal." I handed her the pound. "Now get on the bed and maybe I can figure this out."


Ten
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Friday, May 26th

The earl left at nine, and at five after I was downstairs eating breakfast. The servants seemed relieved to see me, which created another level of concern, but I filled my plate and ate in the quiet dining room.

As Richard delivered my food, I looked at him. "I'll be eating with Duncan and Silas tonight. Could you let the cook know?" I doubted either of my brothers would have thought to tell the servants. Basic running of a household never seemed to be taught to men, though I had no idea why not.

"Very good, miss. Do you have any requests?" the butler said with a solemn nod.

"No. Mrs. Hark is a much better judge of what is good and available at the market. I would hate to request something and have it go over her budget because I was unaware." Thinking about it for a moment, I shrugged. "Though I would request no fish soup. It really is not my favourite."

His eyebrows shot up but all he said was, "I will let her know. Enjoy your breakfast, miss."

I knew why that surprised him. The earl loved fish soup and leaving it half eaten was not an option. So I forced it down every time. Telling myself I would not be sick. It had been one of the side benefits of not eating with them the last four weeks. There had been no fish soup as once it was cold, it gelled to the point of being another dish entirely.

I finished my eggs and kippers, which I enjoyed. I checked my reticule one more time. There were ten pounds sitting in it and the amount of money made me nervous. In theory, if I budgeted wisely, my nest egg would let me live a few years with no other income, but I still needed to spend money as the daughter of an earl.

A wave of self pity swamped over me, and I sighed. All of this would have been much easier if Father had loved me. Or at least tolerated me. While he did not approve of Duncan's tinkering, at least he had received praise during his school years, where I was shunted off to a governess to learn proper household management. Though it seemed like the odds of me ever managing a household were fading, at least I knew how to make my money go further than you might expect.

The footman, Geoff, entered. "A Miss Carlton is here for you? She has a carriage waiting."

I sprang up and peered out the window. The sky was grey and overcast, but I was unsure of the temperature. "Will I need my shawl?"

"I would think not, miss, though a parasol might not be amiss," he answered quietly.

"Thank you." I headed out, grabbing one of the drabber parasols as I headed out. The coachman held the door and helped me in. Miss Carlton sat looking at me.

I bit back a sigh of envy. She wore a sky blue dress, with a tiny bustle, a cute hat sat on top of her perfect blond hair with iridescent feathers sticking out of it. I, in my light yellow dress, looked like I had jaundice.

"Really, Miss Luck, do all of your clothes make you look like a victim of consumption?" she asked with raised brows.

I felt the flush in my cheeks as I patted down my skirts. "The earl declared what colours are suitable for me to wear as a young lady, and they are all my mother's favourites. She had colouring like you."

"Ah. And if I remember correctly, your mother died when you were young?" She rapped on the carriage roof and there was a jolt as the horses set into motion.

"Childbirth, mine. The earl has never forgiven me." I kept the anger and hurt out of my tone. Thinking of him as the earl distanced the pain.

She nodded slowly, obviously thinking. I waited in silence as we went to the location she had in mind, but finally I needed to ask the question that burned in me. "Are you ever going to tell me your real name?"

She lifted blue eyes to me and shook her head. "The name I was born with, the person I was, is no longer. I am content to be Antoinette Carlton for now, though, if you wish, you may call me Anne." The words she said were the absolute truth, and I thought about that for a while.

"Then you may call me Emmie," I finally said. Maybe someday I wouldn't be this person I was. The one my father had hated and my brother didn't know. Brothers.

"Very well, Emmie. First lesson - you owe no one anything." She caught me in the eyes. "You do not owe the earl, your brothers, or the servants anything. The life of a woman is difficult in the extreme. Quit trying to earn their approval. It doesn't matter. The only approval that matters is you need to approve of yourself. You are a mage. You use magic. Maybe more subtle than most, but who are they to tell you how to be? You need to decide who you want to be, even if the world says you're wrong. It doesn't matter."

I pulled back, shocked at that. All my life I had been taught to consider my father's wishes, my brothers, even to make sure I did not overburden the servants. What she said seemed contrary to all that. But before I could clarify anything, she kept speaking.

"Now I am not saying to be a gammy wench. Be nice, be polite, treat everyone—man, woman, child, servant, corpse picker, or dog—the way you want to be treated. The looks of surprise you get are not your problem. Their opinions don't matter. The question is: Who do you want to be? If you want to be hated and feared, I'll tell you how to act, but I am assuming you wish to be respected and looked upon with favour."

"Yes. The respect and favour. The way I've seen people look at you. Rohan respects you. Even Uluka seems to listen to you."

Anne gave a ladylike snort that made me giggle. "I promise you that owl listens to no one. But I treat her the way I treat you. As if you matter, even if I do not care if you like me. If you treat everyone that way, people will treat you the same way." She fell silent, and I thought about how people around me acted.

The earl ordered and sneered, treating everyone as if they were lesser than him, making a point to highlight their failings. Duncan was absent-minded, treating people like they were objects, only occasionally recognizing that they existed. He wasn't rude, but he never paid attention to his actions and how they affected people. Cecily made sure everyone knew she was prettier and richer. The other ladies of the circle were always using clothes or money or young men in a game to jockey to the top of the social ladder. The idea of being like any of them, while possible, wasn't what I wanted.

"I want to be taken seriously. To be judged on what I do, not what I am. Though I would desperately like to not look like a ratbag in clothes that do not fit me." The words tumbled out as I spoke, the aura of desperation obvious, and I cringed internally.

"Are you willing to be avant-garde? To break the rules?" Anne asked, looking at me, her face absolutely blank.

"Why not?" My voice was disheartened. "I've always been either a pawn or overlooked. I'd rather be comfortable and be someone people respect, than an object to lust over." The words I slowly uttered were the truth, though until perhaps that moment I was unaware of that truth. I wanted to be Emmeline Luck, someone that was irreplaceable and in control of her own destiny, not pawned off or used to further someone else's.

"Excellent. Then you are already finding your way. You will find that clothes that suit you go a long way to bolstering your self-esteem." The carriage had slowed as we ran into traffic. "I can promise you I'll give you the tools to change, but actually changing is up to you."

I swallowed, my stomach in knots, but if I faced down my father, how much harder could society be?

She smiled at me as if reading my inner thoughts, though I knew from my discussions with Rohan and her own demonstration she accessed Order magic instead of my Spirit. She could work with Pattern and Air and oddly, something both she and Rohan were struggling to understand, Transform. They knew they could change things, but there were some restrictions that they struggled to understand. Uluka said the materials had to be similar, but could not explain it in a way they had been able to understand.

The carriage rattled to a halt, and a minute later, the door opened. We emerged in front of a store I had never been to, in a busy part of London. "Come," Anne said. "We are expected."

I followed her into the store, stopping just inside the doorway as the door closed behind me with a jangle of bells.

"Diante, we are here," Anne called out. "And I think I have a treasure for you or at least something for you to prove your skill set on."

My eyes adjusted to the dim interior, and I looked around at rolls and rolls of fabric. It took all my self-control to not let my jaw drop. I had never seen such a collection. There were rich reds, soft blues, greens, and yellows that would put spring in Hyde Park to shame. I itched to feel the fabric, to see if they were as soft and luxurious as the sheen on them promised.

"My dear, you are here," a voice came from the back and a person strode out. I turned to look and blinked multiple times. The voice was deeper than I expected, like a woman who had spent her life on the dock screaming over the gulls. The person was built like me, boxy, square, with no rear or bosom to speak of, but dressed in clothes I had never seen before.

With rippling dark hair that spilled down their back over a bright red robe, paired with shocking yellow pantaloons that showed off ankles. The shoes were slippers, fuzzy and green. The robe belted in the middle with a length of blue fabric that reminded me of the summer sky. When I looked at the face, I was unsure of who I was looking at.

My world had rules. These rules were taught to you by every action you took and the actions of those around you. The rules for men and women were different. Men could yell and joke, ride horses fast, have sex before the wedding bed. Women were expected to be quiet, obedient, never cause a problem. I could be alone with other women, but the fact I was left alone with Rohan was a huge issue. I had ignored it, but I treated him like a man, being unwilling to argue or disagree. Automatically, I let him eat first, just like I allowed my brother and Father to. The social landscape of London defined my rank and gender and I had never had it slammed into my face as hard as it was right now.

A person with full lips, dark eyes, firm chin, and Adam's apple stood in front of me. The brightly coloured dressing gown, slippers, hair in an updo, a string of pearls, and waving a fan did not fit into how I had learned to view the world.
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Friday, May 26th

Istood frozen as Anne and Diante moved toward me. There was no fear in my brain, just competing orders on how to act and I had no idea which set of social rules I was supposed to follow. My gaze landed on Anne, who had an arched eyebrow and a slight smirk that struck me hard. She was testing me.

The memory of what we had talked about in the carriage came flooding back, and I relaxed. Moving forward, I held out my hand. "Hello Diante. Anne says that you might be able to turn me into someone that can command respect and not fade into the wall."

Diante, and mentally I decided Diante was a woman as I'd never seen a man wear pearls and a dress, smiled up at Anne. "You always manage to find the interesting ones. So, what are you looking for?"

"I'd like to be pretty?" I blurted, then sighed and bowed my head, hating that the deeply held desire had slipped out.

Anne stepped back. "She is all yours Diante. I will tell you she is an earl's daughter. She has the possibility to be more than most." I lifted my head in time to see visible wind surround her hand before it disappeared. "But to do that, she needs to stand out, yet not be so outrageous that anyone would dare shun her. You know how prickly and stupid society is."

"Ah," Diante said and circled me, humming softly. I resisted the urge to move with her, but instead fought with my own preconceptions. The one rock solid thing I fell back on was 'treat others the way you wish to be treated'. That was something I could live with. "So not a diamond of the first water, not a scandal, but someone that others notice and wonder about?"

"That is what she said she wants. If she has the courage to do this, she won't know until she tries," Anne said. "Though I also want a few gowns that let her blend in, be almost unnoticeable."

"Courage," I said, looking at her. "What do you mean by that?"

Anne smirked at me. "As I said, you need to be avant-garde. A bluestocking with power, if you will. And do not mistake me, Emmeline, you have power. The question is: do you have the courage to make people respect you and grab that power?"

The words sank into my very being and I closed my eyes as I considered it. A lifetime of the earl berating me, the gossipy girls glad I could not compete with their looks, the probability of a marriage where I had no rights, or as a governess for people who would use me just as cruelly, if in a different manner. Compared to that, mockery seemed less than nothing. My eyes snapped back open to see both of them staring at me. Diante glorious as a parrot in all the bright colours and jewels, Anne in slim tailoring that gave her power and elegance. They watched and waited, and my world slowed down as I felt everything pivot on this moment, and I grabbed it with both hands.

"Yes. Show me," I said in a firm tone.

Diante grinned, then her smile faded. "You will never be anything as pedestrian as conventionally pretty." I listened closely for a chime, but there wasn't one. With a regretful sigh, I let that desire fade away. That was the dream of a child. I would rather grab the possibilities of a woman. So I just nodded as Diante kept talking. "I can make you striking, dress you in fabrics and styles they have never seen, yet still are modest. You will be a fashion icon if you listen to me."

I nodded, my mouth and lips dry. "I will."

"Hmm," Diante murmured, then moved over to the counter and pulled out a sketchbook and a pencil. "Your body is square and most modesties would try to give you false curves by adding bustles, hoop skirts, and padding the corset. For you, that would be counterproductive. You are trying to be powerful, so we will do direct, brilliant, and confident." Diante turned to Ann. "You know this won't be cheap."

Anne shrugged. "It will be even more expensive, as we both will need a dress for a soiree Rohan is holding in two weeks."

Diante gave her a hard look. "I am a miracle worker, but I am not a djinn to snap fingers and have things appear. But it is doable. I assume a full wardrobe?"

Anne looked at me with narrowed eyes. "Yes. Three ball outfits, five day dresses, along with changeable options to make them flexible, shoes, undergarments, and then four visiting dresses."

I felt the blood draining from my face. The earl would never authorize that much money for me. A dress or maybe two I could sneak by. And even though my stash seemed a veritable fortune, I doubted it would cover that.

"Normal terms?" Diante asked as the pencil moved across the paper.

"Yes." Anne's response was abstract as she fingered some fabric. "Can you get me a dress out of this?"

Diante lifted her eyes to glance at the fabric, then back down to her sketchbook. "No. That shade isn't right, but I have one in a dusty rose that will be an excellent day dress for you. I'll add it to the bill."

"That works." Anne continued to walk through the shop as Diante sketched.

My head bounced between the two of them. I wasn't a hundred percent sure of what was going on, but I knew they were talking about the cost of all these dresses. "Excuse me. How much will this be? I have some money, but the amount you are talking about, I do not know that I can afford quite that much." That was a lie. I knew I couldn't afford anything close to that.

Diante laughed and glanced up at me, then back down at her book. "I can guarantee you couldn't afford a day dress from me. Anne is paying for it and her pockets are deep."

I turned to look at Anne, my eyes wide. In general, having someone that was not your father buy clothes for you was not done. It implied things.

Anne seemed to have been waiting for that reaction because she moved back over to me. "Do you remember Rohan talking about seeing the Lines of Fate?"

I nodded slowly. He mentioned I had the ability, though not as powerfully as some. But there would be things I just knew I needed to do. It was the same thing.

"He has seen that you have the possibility to be more than what you are now. Enough to change the world. It is part of why I am helping you. If you had the courage to ask, then I would do my best to give you the opportunity. Though your question about your monthlies was not expected." Her smile reassured me a bit, and I repeated my mantra in my head.

Treat others the way you want to be treated.

I was also thinking I should add, 'Act the way you want to be' to that internal chant.

"It is a test I'll run when they next appear," I said and turned back to Diante. "So what now?"

"Hmm?" she glanced up at me then back to sketching. "Well, first is getting you out of those awful colours. They do nothing for you. And the way you style your hair does nothing for your face. That will need to change as well." She slapped down the pencil with a sharp crack. "Very well. Come over here and take a look."

I moved over to look at the sketchbook and I could see the drawing and such, but I wasn't sure what to make of them. Diante sighed and tapped on the sketches. "Look, you have amazing shoulders, but the current fashion of wide tops exposing them, just makes you look even wider and doesn't flatter or draw the eye down. Instead, I will slash to the side, giving you one shoulder covered and the other sleeveless except for elbow length gloves that will match the lace on the dress."

Tilting my head, I could see what she was talking about. It exposed less of me than the current styles and yet drew the eye down, making the dress look slim and elegant.

"Then," she went on. "For your day dresses. I want to mimic the idea of the east, the long jacket that stops mid-thigh, that mirrors the bodice in complementary colours." The jacket, instead of fitting over a corset and stopping, flowed past my rear. I yearned to put it on now and be able to move. The back of the jacket was gathered in a rough ruche that gave the implication of bustle with none of the rigidity.

"Now for the visiting dresses. We are going very risqué, but I think you will like these." She flipped back a page and tapped her pencil on the first drawing. "I've been wanting to try this for a while." This looked like it was a full jacket rather than a dress. But rather than opening down the front, it sealed at the shoulder and slashed across the hip. The skirt was almost straight down, flaring a bit at the knees, but with no extra weight at my hips.

"Those look amazing." And they did. They were different and striking. No one was wearing anything like them, but they still reflected the current styles and flares. "And you won't do them in these colours?" I couldn't resist the hope in my voice as I patted my skirt. The colours Father demanded I wear.

"On you? Never," Diante said, almost offended. "Anne may look wonderful in them, you on the other hand, look three days dead. Come over here." She strode across the store with a swish of fabric. I had no idea how she did not trip over the slippers, but I followed to where a large skylight let in the sun. "Ah, excellent. The sun is actually visible today."

She stepped back to look at me and I made myself not focus on the shadow of bristles coating her jaw.

I am powerful, and I will treat people the way I want to be treated.

It rolled over and over in my brain until Diante stepped back. "Blue, green, red, gold, or silver, some purples. You, my dear, are a peacock. The feathers of that bird will look excellent on you and that is what I will use as your colour palette. You will never be anything as vapid as pretty. You will be striking. Daring. Iconic. Now let me see your shoes."

Obediently, I stuck out my foot.

"Are they comfortable?"

"Yes," I admitted. Of everything I had, my shoes and my pantaloons were the least objectionable.

"Then keep them. Most outfits rarely expose the shoes, and being in pain means you are not focused on your presentation," Diante said with a wave of her hand. "Now come here, and know that my hands are going to go uncomfortable places, but if I don't have measurements, it is hard to make anything fit."

Getting measured was a known experience and Diante was fast and skilled. My mind had a quick fight over a man's hands going to those places, but I focused on the pearl necklace and reminded myself that this was a woman. In less than thirty minutes she was done and noting the measurements on her sketchbook.

She looked up at Anne. "I will have at least the dress for your gathering ready by next Saturday. Now go. I have work to do and some clothes to create."

With that, Diante shooed us out of the store. I glanced at the people rushing by and then at Anne. "Can she do what she says?"

Anne laughed. "Who do you think designs Rohan's attire? Now you need to practice being who you want to be, and that I can't help you with."

I nodded in agreement. "No, but I think I will have a chance tonight. Anne, thank you."

"Don't thank me yet," she said with a seriousness that caught at my heart. "Be aware walking this path makes you dangerous. Not just to others, but the fact that you will be challenging the status quo will not make everyone happy. "

"Men," I said softly, thinking of the earl.

"Yes," she answered with a shrug. "Just know this as you move forward."

I made no reply, but I figured I would learn tonight if my brothers thought of me as a threat as well.
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Friday, May 26th

Mary came up to my room and helped me get dressed. I was already planning on selling the dresses that did not work for me, either colour or style wise. This one was almost tolerable in the palest pink that it was almost white. I left my hair down, pulled back only at the crown. Diante's words still rang in my ears, and I needed to decide about my hair. Cutting it off really wasn't an option, as Rohan had shown me the moment it was removed from me, it was no longer eligible to pay for magic; he could, but he said it was because he had Uluka and could use all the classes. Which left me needing a hairstyle that flattered, yet would hide any large offerings.

"You are still okay, Mary?" I asked the girl.

"Oh yes, miss," she replied with a smile. "While there was a headache when you roused me, it faded quickly and is much less work than what I usually have to do to earn that much money." She flashed a shy smile at me. "Are you better at it now?"

I wobbled my head. Making her fall unconscious, I could do, but it was very hit or miss. If I was upset it was easier, but I sensed, strongly sensed, I needed to be able to do it without more than a second of thought. "Not enough. Perhaps tomorrow we can practice more."

Her eyes lit up, and she nodded. I would need to remember to get more money from my stash. The idea sent a shudder of worry up my spine, but I would have to make do. The feeling of something coming would not fade from my mind and I was unsure if this was the foresight Rohan had spoken of or my own silly meanderings.

She helped me finish getting dressed. This one buttoned up the back, but I left off some of the petticoats and I thought I looked a bit more elegant. Not having the huge poof of fabric under my skirt made me look less uneven. I longed to see what Diante might create, but until then, I would be stuck with what I had.

At six I headed down to dinner, my stomach telling me that my breakfast had been a long time ago. Anne and I had continued to shop looking at options and her giving advice on how to change how I presented myself as well as little fashion tricks that would suit me better. If she hadn't been so matter of fact about it, I might have been offended. But the comments were just observations, and she gave me reasons as to why these changes would make a difference. Someday I would find out just how she became such an expert in how people acted.

Approaching the dining room, I heard low male voices, and I stiffened my back and swept in as if it was my house. "Duncan, Silas, it is nice to see you. Shall we sit? I am ready for supper." I said it all with a smile and ignored them staring at me a bit surprised.

Silas jumped into motion and pulled my chair out for me, then pushed it in as I sat. "Thank you," I said with a smile, trying to maintain the idea that I was worth everything, not something.

They arranged themselves across from me, all of us avoiding the chair at the head of the table by unspoken agreement. The first course came in and I was delighted to see a cold tomato soup.

"No fish soup?" Duncan stared at his bowl as if it might jump up and bite him.

"Not today," I said with a calmness I did not feel. My stomach twisted and spasmed expecting any moment to be harangued, but all he did was smile.

"Good. Rather tired of that particular dish." He gave me a smile that seemed real, yet I could sense something about how he sat, as if he was about to leap up.

Silas just shrugged and dug in. I got the impression that he was happy with food and the type was immaterial.

The chatter was light and nothing of import until the main meal rolled out. The cook had made a delicate lamb Wellington that delighted my tongue and we concentrated on that until the worst of our hunger faded.

Duncan clinked his utensils a bit on the plate, and I looked up at him, my face set at a calm facade. Now they were going to tell me what had changed. I swore if they had found me a husband, I might strangle them both. At least I would have the emotional energy to put them both to sleep.

"I've been meaning to talk to you Emmie," he said as Silas laid down his utensils with a clank. "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?" His gaze was intent as he watched me.

Thrown by the topic, I cast my mind back. "Yes. It was rather large. Rattled the house, I believe. But you were uninjured, I thought." I scanned him, looking for healing wounds, but he still seemed as fine as he had that day in the earl's office.

"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." His eyes lit up. "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." His excitement lit up his very being.

By this point, I had locked my hands in my lap and was trying to not let my jaw drop. Both of us mages? Something about how Silas sat drew my eyes to him.

"And you?" I asked, already expecting the answer.

Silas just looked at me, eyes scanning me. I thought I saw a level of resignation in his eyes. "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, it t'were like my anger had manifested into fire. Both my fists were on fire. They ran. I was fine." He shrugged at that point. "Duncan dragged me to the person teaching him, and I was told I was a Chaos mage," he finished. His eyes darted to me, then away, his body stiff.

My mind spun. The three of us mages, and I was the third type. What were the odds? Even more, should I tell them about me? My mouth opened, and I snapped it shut. The fewer people that knew what I could do, the better. Even my brother. He was unable to stop the earl from destroying my life. He didn't have that power. Until I knew for sure what my options were, keeping my secrets seemed the smartest.

"That is incredible," I said with joy I had no need to fake. "What are you planning on doing?"

Duncan glanced at Silas, who shrugged. "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."

I nodded. The world was changing, faster than they knew, and soon being noble would not be the key to success it had been.

"Silas?" I asked, curious. "You said Fire. Is there anything else?"

His eyes narrowed, but he nodded. "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 his face. "Look." He gestured at the wine and a twisting column rose out of the glass, not a drop splashing outside.

My grin was just as excited. "That looks amazing."

"I can almost do the same, but with Air. Watch," Duncan interrupted with a grin. A breeze rippled through the room, causing my hair to move and the candles to wink out, plunging the room into the semi gloom of dusk. "Oops," he said.

I heard Silas laugh and a moment later all the candles relit, though no one moved. A spurt of jealousy flashed through me. Their abilities were so obvious and easier to display. My choice to remain silent seemed smarter. How would I prove what I could do? Make them try to lie to me? Put them to sleep. Either of those would scare most people. No, for now it was better my skills remained my secret.

"What do you think you will do, Silas? You know the earl is expecting something from you," I said. We paused as the servants came in, whisking away the remains of the Wellington and leaving a fruit tart in its place. When they had left, I picked up my fork, needing something in my mouth to make the urge to brag easier to resist.

"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 Duncan. "I am getting better."

"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." My own words surprised me, and I thought back to Anne. Maybe when you had no choice but to fit in, you learned that skill. My lips tightened. I would adjust, but the idea of changing the world to suit me sounded much more attractive.

We ended the evening with drinks in the parlour. I kept to my brandy, to their surprise, and finished the evening with them none the wiser as to my abilities. I found it amusing that the only thing they lied about was how I looked that evening, but the everyday lies were something I was getting inured to. Duncan asked me about the tension between the earl and myself.

I shrugged and replied. "We are having a difference of opinion. It will be settled eventually. But I will not be marrying Smythe. And I will not be going to the cousins as their indentured servant." A bit of warning sank into my words at that and he subsided, going back to talking about his inventions while Silas sat and watched us.

The three of us had magic. The question was, what would we do with it?
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Saturday, June 10th

Two weeks had passed since the discussion with my brothers, and I had stayed as far out of their way as possible. It wasn't hard with Silas having a job and Duncan either in his classes or workshop. With luck, they wouldn't hate me too much once they realized I'd hidden this from them. I would be quick to point out I had lied about nothing. I just didn't say anything. The soiree was that evening and I asked the footman to have a carriage ready for me first thing in the morning. While I still had hours, the odds were getting me into this dress and getting ready would take me at least three hours. Mary was prepping what we would need, ironing skirts, and finding curling irons. I headed to Diante's to pick up the first of my gowns.

The door was locked when I arrived, but the instructions, delivered by a street urchin that morning, said to knock when I arrived. A moment after my brisk knock, Diante pulled open the door.

"Ah, wonderful, you are here. Come in, come in. I can not wait to see you in this." The smile on her face had enough mischievous energy that I heard alarm bells going off in my head.

I entered and followed her back to a room with a small dais and two mirrors. Standing over to the side was a gown the likes of which I had never seen before. It had a long over jacket, in green and silver with buttons going down the middle that stopped at the waist. The over jacket then flared out to the sides, revealing a rich blue skirt underneath. The entire thing had the silver embroidery everywhere, starting with simpler stitches up top and becoming more intricate as it neared the hem. It almost looked masculine, but it was so pretty it gave no doubt that it was a dress.

"This will fit you perfectly without the need of a corset, and it will let you move freely," Diante said with pride in her husky voice.

"I've never seen anything like it," I murmured as I moved around it. The lack of a bustle was a complete relief. Yet it gave me some fullness and the hint of a shape.

"Of course not. I only do originals." Diante stopped and looked at me. "Just remember, Miss Luck, confidence can make even a servant's gown look like a queen is wearing it."

I stopped my circling and turned to look at her. She was wearing a corset in vivid yellow over a blouse of eye searing orange, obviously padded to provide the implication of breasts. The loose skirt that was wrapped around her waist, for all that it looked like it had just been tied there without thinking, was a rich orange red with gold embroidery everywhere. It was striking, pretty, and met none of the current fashion standards, even before you considered the fact that a male body was wearing it, but Diante made it look like it was something you should be wearing.

"So be someone that everyone is envious of and make it look like this gown is the thing they should be wearing?" I said each word in a slow pace as I figured it out.

"Exactly. Though you will find at this gathering, the majority of the social posturing is gone, but there will be another level of mage competition that you must match them at. If you don't, they will assume they can use you." There was an odd note of warning in her words, and I took them to heart.

A vigorous nod was my answer. "I am going to be someone people respect and if they can't respect me, they will fear me. I am done being a pawn in other people's games."

Diante clapped her hands. "That is the correct attitude. Now come, try this on, so I can finish the alterations."

In moments, I was stripped. My mind had a quick battle about a man seeing me so vulnerable, but I fought it back. Diante was a woman, and I would remember that. It took two hours, but the final adjustments were made and Diante sent me home with ideas as to how to style my hair and to wear my boots with this, not normal slippers.

Mary was waiting for me in my bedroom, and together we got me presentable for the soiree. Even having started my day so early, I barely had time for everything, though I made sure to grab a quick cold lunch when I returned from Diante's. Fainting from hunger looked good on no one.

Finally, I was ready. I checked the image in the mirror one more time, not sure I could believe what I was seeing. I was so used to feeling washed out and somewhat sick, that the stranger staring back at me caught my attention. The green and silver had my skin glowing and made my eyes a deeper, richer brown. The overcoat flattered my small bosom and my strong shoulders, showing my health and strength, not making me look like a cow. Instead of the normal buns and curls hairstyles that always made me feel like I had horns on either side of my head, Mary had pulled my hair back from my face, softening it with twisted braids that she fastened with hairpins to the back of my head. Each hairpin had small gems on the end, and they sparkled every time I moved. The rest of my hair cascaded down my back after she had brushed it until it shone.

The woman that stared back at me in my mirror was strong, self-confident, and someone to be reckoned with. I could become that person. I would become that person. Headed down to the carriage, I caught double takes from the footman and the butler. Mary just smirked at me.

The ride to the house, coming in the front door this time, let me get my head in the right mental space. The odds were everyone here would be a mage. Which meant I needed to make sure they took me seriously. I let the coachman help me down when we arrived, but for the first time at any ball, I knew I could have managed it by myself. The dress gave me so much freedom of movement that I didn't feel like I might fall if I tried to move.

I ascended the stairs to the open doors, and a footman I'd never seen before waved me in. It threw me for a split second when I realized I'd never seen any servants here besides the cook once. The house had always seemed oddly empty to me. It took me a second before I figured out that they were probably hired for the event.

I filed the nugget of information away and headed in, my gaze roaming around as I took the nerves that were making my stomach do flips and slammed them in a box. Women of power were never nervous. In the entryway were Rohan and Anne, standing so they were obviously the hosts, but far enough apart to imply nothing. That thought surprised me and I turned, looking at people. Paying attention to body language in a way I never had before. I saw the tremble at the corner of smiles, the shaking hands or glasses held too tightly, the hunched shoulders, or the lips being constantly licked. Most people here were scared. It had never occurred to me that other people might be scared as well.

With a smile that had more reality to it, I moved in to make my introductions to Anne and Rohan.

"Emmeline, you look … striking," Anne said, inspecting my gown. "Diante never fails to deliver."

Her hesitation made me smile. Striking was an excellent word and the more attention I paid, I realized that “pretty” made people dismiss you. I had no desire to be dismissed.

Anne, for her part, wore a Grecian sheath silk dress in a vivid pink that made her hair glow and her blue eyes sparkle. The gown draped in the front at the neckline and went over her shoulders to fall down her back. When she turned to talk to someone, I saw the fabric down her back went to the floor and the colour slowly shifted from pink to dark purple at the ends. It fit her.

Rohan wore his usual sherwani, but this time it was in black with gold details over loose black pants. It made him look comfortable and elegant when I compared it to the men that were here, all in their tight legged trousers.

"Emmeline. I am glad you came. I see my words have been considered?" He smiled as he spoke, and I could hear the women around us flutter their fans as his smile transcended him to almost unreal beauty. It was odd. I could admire him like I did any other work of art, but the idea of having him had died once I got past the shock of his beauty. He would make a much better friend than a husband, as I knew I lacked that fire that would hold him close and keep him interested. Most of the time, I suspected Uluka was the most important female in his life.

"Very much so." That was all I would say about it in a public setting. "Where is Uluka?" It felt off to see him and not the owl by his side.

"Ah, she is up there with the other familiars," he said, pointing up. I followed his gesture and saw Uluka sitting on the railing of the second floor to one side of the staircase. Next to her were a parrot-like bird, a large cat, and an odd shadow black dog all sitting there watching the people below. For a moment, the desire to have a familiar, someone who would believe in me, coursed through my veins, but I pushed it away. As long as I believed in myself, that would have to be enough.

"I see. Well, I am going to go mingle." I said and moved out of the way so the others coming in could greet them. I headed to the refreshments and picked up a glass of champagne, and then I drifted out of the way to people watch. In this gown, I no longer felt the need to be a wallflower, but I still enjoyed learning what I could. The ratio of men to women appeared to be about five to one. As I watched, the last few people trickled in and it looked like there were about fifty people here. Which meant most of the men surrounded the few women. I recognized a few of the male faces, but the women were not ones that I knew.

Which meant I needed to change that. I picked up another glass of champagne and strode toward one of the women, looking lost and like she wanted to melt into the wall. From her dress and the terror on her face, I suspected she was from the merchant class and had never been at anything like this before. The simple dark green dress was unadorned and barely fit her, being a bit too short in the sleeves and skirt, but she filled it out nicely and the colour made her dark hair appear rich in the lights.

"Hi," I said, handing her the glass of champagne. "You look like you could use this." She accepted the glass with a look of surprise and relief.

"Yes. Thank you." She took a drink that swallowed half the glass.

"Easy," I said with a laugh. "While it makes dealing with these things less painful, if you overdo it, not only are you more prone to end up doing something profoundly stupid, the headache in the morning is not remotely pleasant."

She let out a long, shaky breath. "You are speaking from experience?"

"About the headache, yes. The stupidity I was spared by watching other people do that. I'm Emmeline Luck." I gave her a solid smile, as my head tilted and I wondered how she had found her way here.

Her eyes widened, and she gave a quick curtsey. "Sarah Higkins, milady."

I waved my hand, fighting down the giggle that rose inside. Being an original was rather fun, and I had nothing to lose by being different. "Not here. You are just Sarah, and I am Emmeline. I take it you are a mage?"

Sarah nodded, her braid sliding up and down her back. "Yes. I am told I am an Order mage? My teacher said that my Pattern skills are very high." She smiled shyly. "I have been developing new weaving patterns. I am hoping I can sell them to the loom mill."

I nodded. It was an interesting use of a skill as those with Pattern magic could see patterns in almost everything. For her sake, I hope it worked, as the mills would pay well for popular patterns.

Before I could respond, I caught the motion of people coming our way, and I looked up to see Duncan and Silas moving toward me. "Ah, and here comes complications. Get ready to watch the entertainment," I murmured, steeling myself. This was always going to happen; I just hadn't thought about it for some reason. Now it was here.

"Emmie, what are you doing here?" Duncan demanded.


Fourteen
[image: ]


Saturday, June 10th

Perhaps if he hadn't put such emphasis on the word you, my answer might have been sweeter. But Duncan had a way of getting under my skin faster than anyone but Father.

"Duncan, and here I thought you supported me trying to create my own life," I said with a syrupy sweet voice. "Was that a lie?"

He flushed, and I noted Silas's lips twitch.

"Well, no, but you could have told us!" His protest had a touch of whining in it, and I tilted my head the tiniest amount to stare at him. I had a vague concern my hair might get messed up if I moved my head too much.

"I could have," I said with a cool voice. "But I did not feel like it was a wise decision at the time. Besides, my skills are more difficult to show off."

Duncan opened his mouth to complain, but Silas spoke first. "You are Spirit then?"

I might have enjoyed how fast Duncan's mouth snapped shut if it had not been accompanied by his face paling as he realized I could tell when he lied.

"So you are a truth senser, then?" Sarah's quiet voice pulled me from my staring competition with my brother, and I flushed a bit at my rudeness.

"Sarah Higkins, 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." My voice might have been sharper than it should have on that last bit. But then my annoyance was high.

That at least pulled Duncan into good behaviour. "Miss Higkins, good to see you again. Have you been well?"

Sarah bobbed her head, face flushing a bit at the two men paying attention to her. "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."

I arched my brow at that. It looked like we were all hiding secrets.

Duncan's eyes lit up and started to talk to her, the rest of the world disappearing from his consideration. Silas stepped to the side, letting me drift toward him. He cast his voice low, easily below the murmur of the crowd. "I take it you were not sure of his reaction?"

I sipped at the glass held in my hand. "More, I was unsure he would not talk about it and …" I trailed off for a moment. Lying meant being found out, so the best option was to not lie, just let Silas make assumptions. "The less information that reaches the earl's ears at this junction, the better."

"Ah. Yes. I can see he would not be impressed at this turn of events." Silas spoke in a serious tone, his eyes flicking across the crowd.

I watched him for a moment, then turned my own attention to the people around us. "What do you see?" My voice was still low. I stood near enough to Silas to ward off other people from approaching, but not so close that someone might assume some impropriety was occurring.

He glanced over at me as if weighing his answer, then shrugged. "The wide variety of classes here is unusual. There are at least three people that grew up on the streets. Multiple from the working class like your friend Sarah. Only a few true nobility. Most are from the gentry. Yet all the clothes are appropriate, but only a few, like yours and Miss Carlton's, are unique and convey power."

That information filtered into my head, and I looked again, putting the pieces together. Maybe I had a touch of Pattern, but now that he said it, it seemed obvious. That turned my attention over to Rohan and Anne. The majority of people must have shown up, as they had left their position at the door and were drifting through the crowd talking to people. I noted who gathered around Anne and those that were pulled toward Rohan.

"She is a teacher of Order, isn't she?" The strangeness was snapping into place.

"Yes. Duncan has an attachment to her, but she has made it clear there is no possibility of reciprocation." Silas paused and then glanced over at me. "Has he always been so transparent?"

I hid my smile behind my glass. "He is very much a creature of the moment. He focuses on what he is doing now, and without a prompt, usually in the form of my elbow, he doesn't notice much else because of the ideas in his head."

Silas nodded slowly. "I can see that. And you?"

I shot him a glance from the corner of my eye. "Who is asking? Silas Luck, noble? Or Silas, my half-brother, who knows nothing about me?"

"Why can it not be both?"

"They are different answers," I said, my attention back to Anne and Rohan. They were on opposite sides of the room and mingling. Something I realized I needed to do, not spend my time with a family member.

"I see," he said, slowly scanning the room. "Miss Jerritts would have enjoyed this." I could just barely hear the words over the general noise.

"Miss Jerritts?" I asked with an arched brow. Was he already sweet on someone?

He shook his head as if shaking away a pesky fly. "A fellow Chaos mage. She is a governess and at risk of losing her position, so she was unable to come. I just promised to tell her about the party." He gave a soft laugh and refocused on me. "I think the person asking will be your brother."

I smiled this time. "When you are sure which one it is, ask me again. In the meantime, I have work to do." I sailed away, leaving him standing there as Duncan and Sarah were lost to the details of something intricate. For all I knew, he was about to design a new automatic loom. There were worse things he could create.

I spent the next twenty minutes talking to women, many of them were complimentary of my dress, though more than a few sneered and made snide comments as I walked by. Those names I learned and wrote down. One of the amazing things was there were pockets in this dress, hidden in the overcoat, and I had put a small notebook and pencil in there. At the beginning, I had created pages with these headers: Friend, Petty, Watch, and Unknown. Every person I met went on one of these pages. The way to categorize people occurred to me after one of my discussions with Anne. She said I needed to know how people fit into whichever game I was playing. The only game I had was to move through society, but more and more I realized I wanted to do more than move. I wanted to guide, steer, even control. And to do that, it all started with defining how people reacted to me. I'd spent so long hiding from it, now I had to learn quickly if I wanted to be one of the ones running it.

To my dismay, a high number of the women ended up on the page Petty. I could see how they could be so easily led or have their own thoughts guided for them and most of them, even with magic, cared more about being pretty and finding a husband than anything else. The idea that maybe not being beautiful was a blessing, instead of the burden I'd always thought it was, grew in my mind.

When Rohan called everyone together, I had only spoken to about half of the people. My pages for Petty and Watch had too many names. But I had at least ten people on the Friend page, not including my siblings. It made me feel a bit more secure. The dress oddly let me figure out a lot of women as how they reacted told me more than they knew. Someday, people would realize lying was no longer an option, not when there were people who could tell walking among you. Anne was still on the Unknown page. She wasn't an enemy but until I could figure out her game; she wasn't a friend either.

"Everyone, please give me your attention," Rohan called from the end of the large room, his voice clear and easily heard. It had to be Air magic. "I invited you 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." At this point he gestured to first himself, then Anne, then to a man I had not spoken with.

Carlyle Barclan was my height, but at least twenty years older. With hair going white and sliding off the top of his head along with a belly that was just noticeable, he possessed stark grey eyes and something about the way he held himself told me he was just as observant as Silas.

"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."

"And how should we shape it?" a voice rang out with a question. I could tell it was a male, but nothing more.

Rohan held his hands out to encompass all of us. "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." Doors creaked open, revealing a ballroom that was lined with tables on either side filled with finger foods, while the centre was full of tables that would sit three or four, no more. "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."

With a final smile, he offered his arm to Anne, and they swept into the ballroom, with Carlyle close behind them. Most of the room fled after them, everyone flocking around the three; pigeons seeking a handout.

I can change anything. What I change is up to me.

The idea kept me frozen, but watching. If I could change anything. The desire to have power, to have agency over my own life, remained at the top, but a few other things registered. Silas had a mother who was ignored because the man who slept with her had a more worthy wife to win. Sarah, who aimed to have a job that she could support herself with. Why did we settle for so little?

What do I want?

It was a good question and one I had no immediate answer to. Settling it as something to address later, I turned to see who was still outside and not going back to suckle at the breasts of our teacher. One of them, a man with dark curly hair and striking features, but a skin colour that hinted at Moorish ancestry, stood watching the pawns circle the queen.

With a shake of my head and tucking my notebook, I approached him. He seemed startled as I did, but bowed to me, his eyes refusing to meet mine. "Milady, how may I help you?"

For a moment, I was shocked. Men usually glanced at me and dismissed me. But this man seemed unwilling to even meet my eyes, instead looking down away from my face. I glanced back down at my dress, wondering if I had spilled something horrid down the front. But, no, it was still pristine.

"No. That is for out there. Here, I am Emmeline," I said, holding out my hand.

His eyes jerked up and looked at me. They were the colour of my favourite chestnut mare, with a shine of intelligence. "Are you sure you wish to speak with me? Most see me and know my parents were not English. Or at least not from Britain."

I kept my hand out. "Neither is Rohan, yet he trains me."

He nodded a bit and reached out to shake my hand. To my relief, it was a good shake, not a limp, insipid thing. "William O. Stricklen, Esquire, milady."

"It's Emmeline. And you are a lawyer?" My eyes lit up. The idea I could talk to someone about some of the law cases I had read gave me a thrill. I yanked my enthusiasm back to manageable levels. Anyone who was a lawyer and not noble worked hard, and it took years to get out of a clerking position. To own your own business, that took massive amounts of effort.

"Yes, mi-Emmeline. Yes, a barrister for the courts as of last year." He smiled as he said that with pride. And that was a valid thing to be proud of.

"That is wonderful. Do you practice?" My interest was spiking. Here was someone that would be a good friend no matter what happened.

A smile lit up his face. "I do. Mostly immigration law and the occasional civil."

We fell into talking for a bit, and I realized he was firmly someone I wanted as a friend, and that was a delight. With regret, I left him, after gaining his contact information, and drifted around to interact with others. By the time I was done, I had met most people there and was building a network. Though I wasn't sure what to do with it, but it was a start.

That idea rattled around my mind as I rode back in a carriage alone. Duncan and Silas said they were going to another party. The idea of forcing myself on them crossed my mind, but I would rather go home and think about what I had learned today and the contacts I'd made. I alit from the coach and headed in, my mind still racing. The stiffness of the footman should have warned me. It didn't. Meaning the earl's bellow caught me off guard.

"What do you think you are doing, and what misbegotten mess of fabric are you wearing?"
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With glacial slowness, I turned to see the earl standing in the doorway of his study, glaring at me. He got more incensed as his gaze raked over me. A month ago I might have been shaking in my shoes, waiting for him to tell me just how horrible I was, even as I tried to figure out how to make him love me. No matter how carefully I'd tracked his business earnings, answered his mail, kept the household books, I was never good enough. I would never have made him happy. I am not my mother.

For the first time, I only saw a man angry at me and that wasn't my problem. "To what are you referring to?" I forced myself to stand straight and remain calm. Years of reactions were warring against who I was determined to become.

"That thing you are wearing. It is …," he sputtered, obviously trying to come up with a word.

"Sharp, striking, elegant, avant-garde?" I supplied for him, watching his face even as my stomach had tightened into a ball. "I will have you know," I said with an indifferent tone, "that this was custom made for me by one of the most elite modiste in London. The reception it received was quite flattering, I must say." I kept my hands fisted in my skirt, trying not to let my nerves show.

The earl just glared at me. "It is not appropriate," he growled out. "No, young lady should be seen in something like that."

"Like what? Colourful? Pretty? Flattering? Yes, it is all of those things. So, what is your problem with it?" My anger was rising, which made it much easier to face him down.

The earl just looked at me with a sneer. "So how much of my money did you spend to purchase this?" he asked.

I just smiled and didn’t even bother answering because the truth was, he would never believe me.

"What? No answer? You aren’t gonna tell me how you’re spending my hard earned money? Fine. If you think you don’t need me …" he trailed off and a dark look crossed his face. "That is the answer. You have some lover out there keeping you. Providing you with money to buy this sort of trash for you to strut around in."

I managed to not make a sound, but a lover? What world did he think I lived in to believe that I would have a lover? Who would keep me? Who did he think I was? Pain laced through me, but I kept my back straight, watching him.

"I refuse to have a promiscuous woman associated with me. If this is how you’re gonna live your life, you can just get out." Every word was snarled at me like a shard of glass aiming for my self-esteem and confidence.

At this point, the servants had gathered, and I felt my face flushing as I stared back at him steadily, though my knees wanted to buckle and the back of my mind was screaming that I should fall to my knees and beg for his forgiveness. I refused. "You really think that some man is paying for this in exchange for me in his bed?" I knew it was a mistake the moment I said it, but my heart was beating so loudly that I could feel my pulse thumping in my ears.

The malicious grin that spread across his face reinforced the fact that I had made a mistake.

"So you admit it," he said, smirking. "You are no daughter of mine. Get out. Get out of my house."

I couldn’t help the gasp that escaped me, but I managed not to react in any other manner. "Very well," I said with a wintry smile. "I will go upstairs, and I will be out of here in an hour." I pivoted towards the stairs only to hear the earl yelling after me.

"Don’t you take anything that belongs to me! You know I want nothing to do with you now. I can't believe that woman gave birth to somebody who is as faithless as you. At least she understood her proper place," he all but yelled. "If I had known what you were, you would have died with her." The last bit came out in a snarl as I reached the top of the stairs.

Rather than respond, I headed to my room, but I froze at my door, struck by the odd phrasing of that comment. I had known he wished I had died for a while and in some ways I wish I had, but the way he said that. I shook my head. There was too much to do to worry about it right now. Mary raced up the backstairs after me, her eyes wide. "What are you going to do?"

I forced a smile and simply said, "I suppose I’m leaving. Will you help me pack up my trunk?" No matter how much I wanted to break down, there was no time. He would rage around his office for at least ten minutes. That was about all the time I really had. More if the staff distracted him.

Mary nodded, her head bouncing up and down like an apple on a string. "Yes, my lady." She didn’t say anything else as she scurried around grabbing stuff and putting it in my trunk rather haphazardly.

During one of the trips she took out of the room to go get something, I raced to my armoire to grab my hidden money. In the rush, I kicked the base of the wooden furniture. To my surprise, a small panel popped out, revealing a hidden space with something tumbling out of it.

"What in the world?" I bent to make sure I hadn't broken anything, but inside was a packet of letters that I knew I'd never put there. Right then, I had no time to deal with this. I grabbed my money from its hiding place, feverishly counting it before I slipped some into my reticule and some into the bottom of the trunk. It was more money than most people had to live off of in a year or two, but it was all I had, and I couldn't guarantee I would get any more. Just because I had been doing books and accounting for my father didn’t mean I knew how to pay for somewhere to live or even how much it cost to rent a room or a house. Though I knew a lot about the estate.

Then I grabbed the packet, barely paying attention to what it was, except to make sure there was nothing more in the hidden space and I threw the packet in the trunk as well. I grabbed pillows, a blanket, my brush, everything I could justify and threw them in there as well. Then I stood there panting as I looked around, running over my options. The first thing would be to find a place to stay. Then I could take the time to figure out my own way in life.

When everything was in the trunk, and it was full to bursting, I ordered the footmen to carry it down. Jontan Luck had gone into his study with a slam of the door reverberated through the house, and I refused to show any emotion whatsoever. I went down the stairs, still dressed in the amazing dress that Diante had made for me.

I nodded at Geoff, the footman. "If you would call me a carriage, please?" I asked, trying very hard not to let my voice shake. The reality of my situation was hitting me hard and fast. I didn’t have a home anymore. Geoff, his face about as grey as I felt, nodded and opened the door just in time to allow Duncan and Silas to come tumbling into the house.

Duncan pulled himself up and looked at all the people in the foyer, and then looked at me. "Emmie, where are you going?" he asked, his eyes bouncing from one person to another.

I looked around and realized there was quite the audience. The yelling of the earl must’ve attracted everybody and right now I couldn’t blame them for not being able to look away.

"I hope you enjoyed the soirée. It looks like I will be leaving you." That I was able to say all that without bursting into tears amazed me. I wanted someone to say it was a joke and that I still had a home, but it was the hope of a foolish girl, and I couldn't afford to be that anymore.

He paled; his eyes wide as he stared at me. "What do you mean, you’ll be leaving us? Emmie, did you get married?"

I managed not to roll my eyes right then. I just wanted to shake Duncan. How could anybody be so dense?

Silas interrupted me before I allowed emotions to take over my actions

"Duncan, look around. Can’t you see what’s happened? Your father kicked her out." He sounded angry, and his lips were in a thin line, but I knew his existence here was as shaky as mine had been.

Duncan whirled, looking at me and then the trunk, his eyes getting bigger and his face going white. "He can’t do that. You belong here. This is your house too!"

I laughed, and I had to fight not to let it turn into hysterical giggles. It came out as if I was in control of myself. Who knew I was such an excellent actress? "Thank you, Duncan, but maybe this is for the best. I will let you know where I end up."

I glanced at the footman, and he nodded. Apparently, he had managed to slip out while we were having our little family freak out and had flagged down a carriage for me. It was but two minutes for the footman to get my trunk into the carriage. Then he assisted me to climb in. "Be safe, miss," he whispered as he stepped back.

The coachman looked at me. "Where to miss?"

I opened my mouth to answer, then snapped it shut. Where was I going to go? Where could I go? I knew what I needed to do, but where was a good question. Finally, in desperation, I gave the address to Rohan's house. If nothing else, I was sure that Anne Carlton could tell me a suitable boarding house to stay at.

He shook the reins, and the carriage took off with the jolt. Taking a deep breath, I settled back, refusing to look out the window, where Duncan and Silas were supposedly still staring after me. I will admit it warmed my heart to see the emotional reaction from Duncan and the bitter anger on Silas's face. I doubted they would be able to change the earl's mind, but it was nice to see as the carriage took me away.

My hands shook as the reality just hit me. With that one move, the earl had removed all his protection from me. While it might take a while for society to find out, it would. And then what? I knew of no one else in my position. A lady, but without money or the protection of a title. There were widows, but they had their husband's fortunes and titles. I had none of that. I might have some money set aside, but it wouldn't be enough.

My mind spun in circles as I alternately wanted to weep or rage. But I allowed neither of those. There was no time for me to devolve into a fit of the vapours. I had not decided on a path forward by the time we arrived at Rohan's house. With my heart in my throat, I climbed out of the coach. The driver reached to grab my trunk and set it down. I pulled a pound note out, looking at him.

"Would you wait for me? I do not know if I will be staying here."

His eyes locked on the note, nodding his head. With a snatch of his fingers, he took the note. "Yes, ma’am. I’ll stay here till you need me."

I nodded and headed up to the front steps. The party was obviously over, but there were still a few servants cleaning and one of them let me in with a funny look. "I’m sorry, ma’am, but the party has finished."

"I am aware. But I need to speak to Miss Carlton, please." I would beg if I had to, but for now, I'd try for serene competence.

He tilted his head up towards the stairs for a minute and glanced at someone. I saw a bob of a head and a flash of skirt, but then he looked back at me. "If you wait, ma’am, I will find out."

I simply nodded. The day had seen a swing of emotions from high to low, and I felt quite worn out and exhausted, as well as strangely hungry and desperately in need of a glass of brandy. But that wasn't something I could have right now. Instead, I stood there quietly waiting. It was two minutes before Miss Carlton came out dressed in the wonderful sheath dress she had been wearing at the party and arched an eyebrow at me as she walked in.

"Emmeline, is there an issue?" Her voice was calm if vaguely curious.

My response was a smile probably grimmer than what I really wanted but there wasn’t much I could do about it. "It seems like I have been kicked out of my house. I was wondering if perhaps you might know of a boarding house or someplace reputable, I could stay?" I purposefully did not ask to stay here. If I was going to be on my own, I needed to start now.

A blink, a tightness of her lips, then the hint of a smile curved one side of her lips, but she nodded before answering. "I cannot say this necessarily surprises me, but I did not think it would happen so soon. But yet you do not ask to stay here?" There was the slightest amount of surprise in her voice.

I shook my head almost before I could think about an answer. "No, I would not impose upon you, but I must admit I do not know where to stay." The naked vulnerability annoyed me, but this was one of the most important things. I had to stay some place respectable immediately. Anything else would soil me permanently.

"That I can help you with," she said with her smile growing. Five minutes later, I was back in the carriage with the coach headed towards a boarding house that was strictly for women of marriageable age who worked in the city but did not live with their employers. No men were allowed in the house, and the house owner acted as the chaperone for the rare events held there. It would do, but already my mind was whirling, and I realized I needed a couple of things. Number one was a man of business, number two was a plan of action and a decision about what I wanted.


Sixteen
[image: ]


Sunday, June 11th

The letter of introduction that Miss Carlton provided me with, along with paying the rent up front for a month, persuaded Mrs. Haversham to give me the last room she had.

"There will be no hanky panky in my house. Breakfast is at eight in the morning. No food is allowed in the rooms. Lunch is your responsibility. Dinners are served at seven sharp. If you are late, you will need to find your own food. The doors are locked at nine p.m. Do not be late."

If she had said any of that with a knowing look or smugness, I would have turned on my heels and left. But it was rattled off like she said it daily, and for all I knew, she might. But I had plans and with luck I would not be here for more than a month or two.

"Thank you, Mrs. Haversham. This is wonderful. I will see you at dinner." My sincerity poured out, and this was wonderful. I had a place to recoup and make plans.

Her eyes raked over my dress one more time, then she sniffed and headed back down the stairs. I was just glad that letting a man in to carry my trunk up the stairs was allowed.

I spent the evening in my room. It was small but had a comfortable bed, washbasin, and there was a privy located down the hall. Mrs. Haversham had put in an indoor privy, for which I was exceedingly grateful. Even our house still had the chamber pots in small closets that the scullery maids emptied daily. It explained the rates that she charged, but the lack of smell and not having to go outside made it almost worth it.

It took me until dinner time with much pacing, muttering, and wondering if I was insane before I had a plan. The amount of terror I felt at what I decided to do was only eclipsed by my rage. And my rage drove me more than fear ever had.

Dinner was pleasant enough, if boring. Mrs. Haversham did not tolerate talking at the table, and other than soft comments for salt or butter, it was silent. There were three other women there besides myself. Two governesses and a for hire companion. They seemed worn and tired by the world, and I saw my future in them.

It was terrifying.

I demurred the evening sherry and tea. I was rapidly becoming antisocial, or maybe I just had zero patience for the acting anymore. All of my attention was fixated on what I needed to do come Monday. Because if I didn't have a plan by then, I was doomed to end up on the streets and I refused to allow that to be my future.

Sunday morning there was a visitor, and I went down to the parlour, surprised as I had not provided the information of where I was to anyone yet. My worry spiked when I saw Mary standing there.

"Mary, how did you find me?" That was worrisome, if it was that easy to find me.

We were in the parlour. The others having already headed out to church, something else I had zero desire to do. What was god to me when everything I was the church condemned? It was yet one more thing for me to consider down the road.

"I figured ye'd have asked Miss Carlton. So I asked her. She directed me here." Her hands were twisting in a knot as she stood there. "Oh, and I grabbed ye mail before he could toss it."

There was no doubt who 'he' was. But I still was unsure why she was here. "Thank you for that. But why did you need to find me?"

She swallowed and looked at her feet, but the words tumbled out like coins from a slit purse. "He's already said he's letting me go. What with not needing a maid, since he has no daughter. I likes working for ye, and I hates the idea of you getting abandoned by him. And yer brothers are mighty upset. But I can still get inta the house and out. It might make yer life a bit easier? I'mma good worker, miss. Ye know that. So maybe I can work for ye?"

I sat back in the chair surprised but that opened up some options. "I can't pay much right now, but I have an idea. Wait here."

Mary bobbed her head and sat down, looking a bit relieved. My mind whirled with possibilities. The advantage of having someone to communicate with others, plus having a maid, all bubbled in my brain, but first, I needed to verify with Mrs. Haversham.

"Mrs. Haversham, do you have a moment?" The woman was in the kitchen, putting on some tea. She glanced at me, but nodded. The woman was stern, but she had none of the airs I read about in the stories. If I had to guess, she wanted a quiet life and was doing this because she needed the money to keep up her house. That gave me one more bit of leverage.

"My maid wishes to stay with me. Would it be possible for her to stay if she was willing to assist in keeping the house for you as well as me?"

Her face lit up for a second, then became wary. "Why is she coming with you rather than staying at home?"

"The earl says since there are no women in the house, he has no need for her. But I could use her. I can pay her wage, but there is only so much that I need done. Perhaps in exchange for the food and a space to stay in my room, she could assist you."

The look of relief in her eyes told me I had a deal, but we still haggled it out. At the end, in exchange for three hours a day of cleaning and assistance with making the evening meals, a Trundle bed would be placed in my room.

I offered this to Mary with the salary of one pound, one shilling a month, including room and board. I could afford that for at least a year with no issue. After that, it might become a bit more troublesome, but by then I planned on owning my own home and having much more money coming in.

She jumped at the offer. With that done, she headed back to the house to grab her belongings as well as pass on a message to my brothers that I was fine and had found a place to stay. I took the time to go through the mail she had grabbed. The footman, Geoff, was sweet on her, and she promised to have him grab anything addressed to me.

The mail contained a newspaper I read, a missive from Diante saying the rest of my gowns would be ready next week, and an invite to a ball in two weeks' time. That one I looked at for a long time. There were options there, but only if I could find a means to establish myself alone.

Mary returned by late afternoon and jumped in to assist with the evening meal, resulting in a much more pleasant Mrs. Haversham. I spared a moment to hope she would not become too dependent on Mary as I planned on having a home to move to in a month or so.

After dinner, Mary and I retired to my room to set up her sleeping area and discuss what I would require tomorrow. She made quick work of the trundle bed, looking overly pleased when she sat on it. For my part, I hoped she did not snore too much.

"Tomorrow, Mary, after you assist Mrs. Haversham, I need you to run to the market. I believe I will need paper like what the earl used in his business dealings. Quills, black ink, and some envelopes. I should return by noon and then our plans will really begin."

Mary gave me a look. "And what you be planning, miss?"

"I am not positive, but I will ensure the earl pays for his disposal of me, not to mention how he has spent the last decade of my life treating me. My magic isn't as showy as some, but I think it might be capable of giving me a life without requiring a man in it." Every word was an echo of my rage and I tried to rein it in.

She pulled back a little, and I waited for the lambasting. "Ye don't want no man, miss?"

I fought not to laugh at that. She had no issue with me hurting the earl, but my not wanting a man confused her. "I don't want to be controlled by one. And with my current station, no one will want me, as I no longer have a dowry. But I think by the time I am done, I will make notables like the Queen or Lady Wellshire proud." Lady Wellshire was the current most important society dame. I would need her approval to remain a force in society. "But if a man worthy of me shows up, I might consider him."

"Ah, a proper bluestocking then. I can help with that, miss. But you don't mind if I find a man?" She looked a bit worried at that.

I snorted. The girl was a looker, and Geoff was already sweet on her. I had no doubts that she could have a man with little effort. "If you must, but remember, no men allowed here and getting with child would be unwise until married."

Her eyes widened in horror. "Oh no, miss. But someday I might like that." The conversation faded off, and I went to bed with that thought in my head. Did I want that someday?

Before I went to sleep, I decided I would not mind, but only to a man worthy of me. And given how many of them lied as easily as they breathed, I doubted I would have much luck. Especially as I didn't have a dowry.
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Monday, June 12th

That morning, my last thoughts rang in my mind. Dowry, I didn't have one. Something about that realization sounded wrong. My dowry should be mine, not the earl’s. I arrived at Rohan's house, via the front door this time, and entered the house, looking at it more closely. The soiree had crystalized the fact that they were a political and social force to be reckoned with, and I had been naïve to think he was a 'simple' teacher. The idea that any man, especially one from India and as beautiful as he was, would be content to teach silly girls magic, had been foolish of me. He was involved in something more.

He was in the solar as usual, Uluka on the back of his chair as he sipped on some tea and a porridge he called congee. It was something I'd have to make sure the cook taught my cook someday, as it was delicious and much more savoury than oatmeal.

"Good morning, Emmeline. I hear you have had some change in fortunes," he commented, waving me to my seat.

I poured tea as I thought about what to say or ask. I knew I could spend a lifetime pulling out information from him, but from what he had said, I was at the point where I needed to play with my magic and see what I could do. And destroying the earl would be an excellent exercise for that intent.

"What exactly is your goal here?" I asked, instead of addressing his question.

"Here in England or with you?" His voice held no surprise at my words, which told me even more. There were days I felt like I was deplorably stupid.

Or conditioned.

That thought was, unfortunately, more accurate than I wished. From birth I had been told what a lady did, how she acted, how she thought, what she should look like. And I tended to fail on all counts. And with the earl's actions, I was no longer a lady. At least in society's eyes.

"Both," I replied, sitting back to enjoy my tea. He had teas that were much better than I had tasted elsewhere.

"There is a change coming with Magic and it was decided the best way to help that change was establish magic users that were educated and willing to take risks. Give them the groundwork to be leaders, not just followers." He fed Uluka a piece of bacon as he spoke.

"With the ultimate goal of what?" The people I had met at the soiree were not who I would have selected as people willing to take risks, so that statement confused me. Though there had been a few. Maybe I wasn't looking deeply enough.

"Discarding the idea that magic is evil. That only the elite can be trusted to use it. To have people in all walks of life that show that magic is a part of everyday life." Everything he said was true, but there was something missing in what he said.

I took another sip of tea, giving myself time to think. "And with me in particular?"

He smiled, sending a shiver through me. Men should not be that breathtaking. And I would never want to be married to someone like him. Not only would every woman throw themselves at him, assuming he was only with me because of an arranged marriage or something similar, but the comparison of our appearances would destroy me eventually. My mind flickered to Diante, and I fought to hide my smile. I suspected that Rohan in a dress would be jaw dropping.

"You are … a possibility," he said every word carefully, his eyes locked on me.

I frowned, not understanding what he meant.

"Spirit is rare and can be powerful. Spirit mages as strong as you are even rarer. Many can never do more than sense lies. You can do so much more. But you are the daughter of an earl. Someone who has no inherent power. You are not beautiful or popular. The odds are you will do nothing more than marry and give birth to a series of useless children." He seemed dispassionate about that eventual ending for me.

The comment was a direct slap in my face, but I let it pass by. His words hurt much less than the earl’s or those I had thought were my friends. And besides, I was no longer the daughter of an earl. Or was I? I drank more tea while getting my emotions under control.

"But everything in me says you are someone that can change everything. My future sense has never been my strongest skill, but yet it is never wrong. And everything about you screams you can be what we hoped. But yet I am not sure what the hope is." His smile was enigmatic and told me nothing.

I bowed my head for a moment, then set the tea down looking at the congee. After a minute I gave up, grabbing one of the extra dishes and served myself some congee. Manners were all good and well, but my mouth demanded some of the food. "Who is we?" That would be a safer question.

"That would be me," Anne Carlton said behind me. She walked around and Rohan rose, offering her his chair. She sat, as always, graceful and beautiful. He fetched another chair and sat down, the three of us creating a triangle. "The question now is, what are you going to do?"

At no point had they lied, but there was something that confused me. "Why am I here? Why are you helping me?" It was a repeat question but one I felt had not actually been addressed.

They glanced at each other and it dawned on me they were lovers. I was an idiot. How had I not noticed it before? They were discrete, but there was a level of comfort between them that implied an intimacy past friendship.

"To see where you go. Already you have changed. The thing I want to see happens with you now? Are you going to run and find a safe space or can you be more than a pampered young lady?" Her voice had less sympathy than Rohan's, but I found I did not mind.

If you had asked me a month ago, I would have told you I was not pampered, but now, looking at everything, especially compared to the life of Mary or Sarah or even Mrs. Haversham, I was pampered.

But if I wanted revenge on the earl, to protect my brothers, and get myself the life I wanted, blabbing about my plans would only put them at risk.

"Everyone at the party is part of your game," I countered, looking at her. "It is a giant game of politics. But I don't understand or see where his place is, much less mine. I can see the shape of what you are doing, but there are two things I do not understand." At this point, Rohan only listened as Anne and I stared at each other. Not a contest of wills, but more a weighing and feeling as to what the other would do.

"And those would be?" Again, she was so calm. She had poured a cup of tea and sipped it as she watched me.

"Who are you playing against or for? And what am I?" It sounded much more plaintive than I would have preferred, but it was said.

A slow smile spread across her face. "You have seen more than I thought. Good. As to whom I am playing against, it is the weight of tradition and the oncoming change. I want to protect Britain, the Empire, and the people. The Crown is giving me the chance to see if I can. If I am lucky, you are part of what will ensure that Britain won't succumb to the wave of magical barbarianism I am expecting.

I swallowed down a gasp. She was doing all of this with support from the English monarchy? Against history? Tradition? The change that magic was enabling? My rage toward the earl seemed small and almost unnoticeable. "To achieve what?"

"I want to guide how the world is going to change. Magic is a force that no one can ignore and I am determined to use it to ensure the Empire comes out for the better." There was a fervour to her voice that repelled and attracted me at the same time.

"Define for the better?" I asked slowly, my mind whirling.

"Well, first ensuring that we don't devolve into pockets of power makes right. How women are seen and treated. I want magic to be an equalizer that cuts across social classes. If we can give the working class more power while making sure magic is a central part of society, I think everyone will see the benefits. I want to make the throne work for the people, not against it. And Victoria agrees. Well, Disraeli and Mary Anne say she does. Victoria still has issues with my existence." Anne leaned forward as she spoke, her eyes shining. Rohan for his part, just sipped his tea, a smile dancing in his eyes.

I choked as she used the Queen's name. Most times I heard people say her name, it was derogatory. Anne said it as if she knew the woman personally. "Why?" I asked, still trying to take in her audacity.

"Because with magic, there is no need to enforce the gender inequality, or the race, or the social class. With magic, maybe we have a chance for equality. If we don't embrace it at some point, someone very powerful will get very mad and then it will be a volcano waiting to erupt."

That was me. I was the volcano and if I could get this mad, what about others? People like Silas with Fire or Duncan with Transform. They could do anything, if they set their minds to it. "And you think the monarchy will assist you with this?" I needed to know. This was expanding my mind on a level it never occurred to me. But all the books I'd read, the earl's law books, the correspondence, the numbers I'd done for him were whirling in my mind. Puzzle pieces changing and altering to fit the information. Law. There was something about what he did that there were laws about.

Anne spoke, and I lost that train of thought.

"The experiment of democracy is not going well in the Americas. This Civil War of theirs. Their president, Lincoln I believe, was just assassinated. And they are fighting over economics and slavery. Britain avoided that mostly, at least here in the isles. But if magic was harnessed to be used, slavery, the need for it, could completely disappear. We still don't know what magic can do, but I believe the possibilities are endless. We could increase food production, make it so no one needed to work to their deaths in factories. Magic could be a greater equalizer than a gun ever was. Or it could create a new war that would ripple across the world, destroying everything."

I sat back, keeping my face still. The ideas she had seemed insane but yet. Was it possible? Did I risk anything by trying? That was the question. Already I was in a precarious position per society. Unmarried, kicked out of my house. I was limited to what I could do without a male. The idea of changing it, changing it all?

A slow, steady exhale escaped. "So, how do I fit into your grand plan? I'm no warlord and even if I have magic, it is subtle compared to others." I finally asked. It was a tacit admission of acceptance, but still gave me the room to forge my own path if needed. Or if I was not comfortable with the things she asked of me.

I had seen cats eating a bowl of cream that did not look as self satisfied as she did. "By letting you run and see if you can become more than what you were. You have a drive and power that has been awakened. So instead, my question is, what do you need?"
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Monday, June 12th

Ileft Rohan's house three hours later, with a letter of introduction, some ideas, and a better idea of the changes that were rippling across the world. I still was unsure how I fit in, but I felt like I'd been let off the leading rein and I was going to take the opportunity it gave me. Today I needed to go talk to Diante. Anne had assured me she would pick up the bill and order some more dresses. I had asked her why she was so willing to pay for me and she shrugged.

"I've purchased clothes for several students. Society judges so much based on what you wear, it helps create a more level playing field. And I enjoy seeing how Diante can change fashion. Of all the things I lack in my life, money is not one of them." Anne smiled serenely at me and I could tell she was laughing at me.

Rohan laughed. "She was rich before I added my wealth to hers. We have more than we could ever need."

I could not argue with his words, so I had nodded and accepted. Arriving back at the lodging house, I found a happy Mrs. Haversham, a satisfied Mary, and a missive for me from Silas, of all people. It said little but asked for me to meet them for chocolate on Sunday. They would be there waiting.

It amused me that Duncan and Silas were becoming such friends, though I wondered if the earl realized yet and what he would do. The amusement of them competing against each other for the title would be more to his liking. Either way, that was their problem at the moment. I had my own.

I sent Mary to run letters for me, not the best use of her skills, but for now, it was what I required. She had everything delivered and took her meal in the kitchen while the other ladies and I had dinner. The mood was more pleasant, mainly because I had not realized how tired Mrs. Haversham must have been each day. I hope she would not resent me leaving and taking Mary when it was time. But that was still a while off. More of my plans needed to come together before that would happen. My first action was to talk to the man of business for whom Anne had provided an introduction.

The next morning I was on the road before the sun had breached the roofs around me. The person I needed to meet most likely started his day at eight a.m. and I planned on being there waiting for him. I reached my destination at ten to eight, and I settled down to wait. I had no idea what he looked like, but I could hope that anyone climbing the stairs to the office door would be him. A young man, though he was a few years older than me with light red hair and a slim build, approached the building and climbed the stairs. I had no clue as to his personality but to my eyes he was slightly built and possessed a quiet look of intelligence.

As he reached the halfway point, I turned at the top of the stairs, on the small stoop, and faced him fully. "Mr. Standing?" I asked.

His eyes narrowed as he looked at me. His sharp eyes raked up and down the dress that I wore, which was one of Diante's new ones. "Yes?" There was a wariness to the tone I liked. This man wouldn't jump into anything. Which meant I had my work cut out to convince him, but if he agreed, he would think everything through.

I reached in and pulled the letter out of my reticule and handed it to him. "Miss Carlton said I should come talk to you."

He took the letter, a sandy eyebrow arching up, but he didn't open it. "Please come in." He unlocked the door, and I followed him inside. Upon stepping into the building, I took it in a glance. It already had a young woman there. I have no idea when she arrived as I had not seen her as I approached or waited. She was already sitting at a desk. She looked at both of us and nodded, her eyes flickering to me with a question. I placed her at the same social level as Sarah and the discussion I had had with Anne Carlton sprang back into my mind. I was doing exactly what she was trying to change, judging somebody based on their clothes, making what she had told me to carry even more weight.

"If you would?"

I turned my head to see Mr. Standing gesturing toward an open door, and I went in. He followed behind but left the door ajar, to ensure that some measure of propriety was kept. The question was, did I care and did it matter? Both were still unknown right now.

I went inside and sat down, crossing my hands in front of me as he set the note down, still unopened.

"How may I help you today?" he asked as he settled into the chair on the other side of the desk. It was a pleasant office with familiar law books on the shelves, a worn but polished desk, and a lamp that gave a warm glow over the entire office.

I nodded at the letter. "Aren't you going to read the letter I brought?"

He shook his head and gave me a matching smile. "I suspect it says something like 'I would like to introduce you to Miss so and so please assist her in any way you can.' Which tells me absolutely nothing about you or why you are here today." He flicked an eyebrow up again, his dark eyes locked on mine. "So, I said, how may I assist you today?"

My smile grew a bit, and I understood why Anne liked this man. If nothing else, my association with Rohan and Anne Carlton were ensuring that I met people who delighted in upsetting my expectations. I was beginning to enjoy the feeling.

"I find myself in need of a man of business. There are multiple things I need assistance with. The priority is getting a long-term lease on a dwelling. Then setting up finances and trying to establish a legitimacy for me. And then discuss if I can sue Earl Luck for support." There might have been a slight snarl on the last words.

"You realize I am not a barrister, correct?" I nodded, and he relaxed a tiny mount. "And why do you want to sue this man?" There was no horror or even shock in his voice, just an assessment. I had to respect the people Anne knew. This man would suit me very well.

"He was my father. Depending on how you look at it, still is. I want to sue him for what would have been my dowry. I've read the law and per Stokes vs. Wedgeforth, any noble is required to support their children until they have taken a spouse. Disinheritance may only be done for conviction of capital crimes. If a female offspring is found dallying with a married man and is with child, then the noble may choose to exile her, but must pay for her upkeep. The earl kicked me out, and I have done neither of those things. As such, I am owed a settlement to support myself." The years of reading the law books because there was little else to read had paid off.

"And do you believe he can be successfully sued?" There was mild curiosity, not anger.

"I owe him nothing. I have paid for his donation of genetic material a hundredfold and there is nothing I can do to bring my mother back. But the eviction of me from his house because I was no longer the obedient daughter begging for his scraps of attention is beyond the pale. I want him to beg me to stop this public display. And public is the key. It will be the scandal of the season, and I suspect he will pay to get me to go away." A snarl came out again, and I closed my eyes, reigning in my temper. Getting upset only clouded my judgement. I wanted to remain calm and logical. Emotions would just muddy the waters.

"And would you settle? If he offered you money to go away. And do you want to keep your title?" He watched me with calm, steady eyes.

I frowned, then the meaning of his question set in, and I leaned back in my chair. "Ah, good question." The ramifications filtered through my mind and I sighed. "I would prefer to remain a lady. It will make future endeavours easier. But much depends on my anger. At the moment, the money is probably the more important aspect tied up with my title. As long as the Crown doesn't rip it away from my family, I would be satisfied with just money."

"And how do you believe you can pull the money from him?" His voice remained that cool, even tone and my smile grew wider.

"The court case is my first preference, but as to how what I know can be leveraged, I would need to discuss that with a barrister." I needed this man to help me get things set up so I could even hire a barrister, but there was much to be gained by ensuring he knew what I would try to do. If he was offended, then he was the last person I wanted to trust with any aspect of my future.

Mr. Standing's smile flickered across his face. "I see. Well then, we should talk about my services and their costs." Mr. Standing reached into a drawer and pulled out a piece of paper, handing it to me. "This is my standard contract and wages, please verify."

I read it carefully. It said he would work on my behalf at the rate of one pound every six hours of work, and his secretary received one shilling for every ten hours. It required a ten-pound deposit. I exhaled quietly and signed it. With a covert glance, I pulled out eight pound notes and eight crowns. It left my purse significantly lighter. "Here is the signed contract and your deposit."

"Very well. First, we need to get you set up with a house and establish an account for you with both the Post Office and a local bank." He was writing notes as he talked, creating a file folder with my name on it.

"Not the Imperial Bank. That is the bank the earl uses," I said swiftly. The last thing I needed was for any of our funds to cross.

"Any objection to the Bank of England?" he asked calmly, making notes.

"No. That would work fine," I said. I knew I needed to get my money some place safe and it would also be how I would pay shop keeps as time went on, though the post office also could be used.

"Then you need a house. As you are here, you have no husband. It would be easiest to set up a company, but to create a company, you will need a man to sign for you. And while I could, I prefer to not have that much power over my clients. Do you have a male relative who would be willing to sign for you? And of age?" He had no innuendo in his voice. It was a question. One more piece of evidence that men controlled too much.

I bit my lip and thought. "I think my brother might be willing." He had better be willing, as I would strangle Duncan if he wasn't.

"Then start with him first. Take the easy way and if that doesn't work, we can look at the other means." He pulled out paper and started writing. "It will take about five pounds to get everything filed. I assume you have some funds that you have access to?"

"Yes, I have about a thousand pounds total right now." That was a lie, but it was one that was necessary. I needed to be seen to have the money, but still have enough of a cushion so that if something went wrong, I would be fine.

He thought about it. "Would your brother be able to get you more if needed?"

I let my breath out slowly. "I believe so." For once in my life, let me have gambled on the right male.

"Then I suggest we set up eight hundred in the bank, and one hundred at the post office. That should cover household expenses for at least four months." He had gone back to writing. "Do you have any requirements for the house?"

We discussed areas of town that I could live in. It had to be respectable, but not outside my price range. Be a full house, not a room at a boarding house. I already had that.

"I believe I have your requirements down. I will get you tomorrow for us to set up the accounts?" He asked, looking up at me.

"That will work. I can be ready. Will it be acceptable for my maid to come with me?" The fact that I didn't have a companion was becoming an issue.

"Of course. I would not want any issue with this." His response was immediate, and that eased my concern.

"Regarding the house, if you can get a better deal by paying up to two years, upfront that would be acceptable." It would hurt much more in the short term, but then I would have two years to figure out how to become who I wanted to be. It was time I desperately needed.

Mr. Standing tilted his hand from side to side. "That would range from anywhere from a hundred to a hundred and fifty pounds."

I winced at the amount, but nodded. "That would hurt. It is still something that I could afford. I believe I can get more funds if needed."

"Very well, that will make my inquiries a bit more fruitful, I believe." We continued to talk, and he took notes. "Let me know what you will need from me to support your court case, once you have a lawyer."

"I will, thank you." Thirty minutes later, I left his office with a document to create a new corporation. I just needed to convince my brother to sign it. Mr. Elias Standing never did read the letter Anne had provided, which made me even more curious. For some reason I could think of nothing else but what she might have said about me. By the time I left, I was still curious and I accepted it might be one of those things that I never received an answer to.

I detested that.
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Tuesday, June 13th

The boarding house loomed up ahead, and I entered with a sense of more lightness than before. Mrs. Haversham positively beamed. The house was spotless, and Mary had graduated to eating with us, though I could tell how uncomfortable it made her. To my delight, the other ladies there barely noticed her presence. This time I joined them in the parlour after supper. Mrs. Haversham had left us with a bottle of sherry, and we all filled our glasses. Mary had disappeared, the meal being all she could handle for the day. Which was fine. I had plans to find my bed soon. There was homework that Mr. Standing had given me, and I would need to do it prior to my meeting with him. Plus, I was to meet Duncan and Silas at the chocolate shop on Sunday. I had much to do before then.

My mouth watered at the idea of chocolate. Even for me it was a treat, and now it did not qualify as something I would waste my money on. So much depended on what I could get out of the earl and then create a continuing source of income. I suspected I needed to own a shop or something similar, but that seemed both boring and highly complex at the same time. And it wasn't what Anne or Rohan implied was in my possible future. Then what was?

The other women sat down, looking at me questioningly. The governesses looked a bit more tired than I felt, though the hired companion had a kind smile. She had at least a decade on me, but seemed softer than I'd ever felt.

"So, your father kicked you out? What did you do?" One of the governesses asked. I was sure her name was Bethany Grangkirk. She had to be in her late forties, and I fought down a shudder at the idea of still living this life as I got old.

"I had the audacity to not look like my mother and be a pretty little thing he could move about like a doll," I said, meeting her gaze.

The other two laughed while Bethany and I had a contest of wills that I would not lose. The ability to know when someone was lying was one thing. It also helped if you had an idea of what they were trying to convey. Bethany just wanted to be seen as valuable. Someone that had value to someone else. The thought saddened me.

Bethany dipped her head in acknowledgement, though of what I wasn't sure. "Men," she said as she picked up her drink. "They are more fragile than spun glass most of the time. All bluster and fury with no ability to take the abuse they dish out."

The others burst into laughter, and I joined them. It had a level of truth to it I had never thought about. It also made me think about how simple men were to control. That had been another aspect of my conversation with Elias today. How to use my brothers to get what I wanted. I was uncomfortable letting them into my plans. Both of them seemed to have a knight complex that I had no time for, mainly because they only saw what was in front of them, not all the aspects around it.

Maybe after our meeting, when they saw I wasn't crying in a corner waiting to be saved, they would be less … male about it.

"What are you going to do? Are you looking for work as a governess or a companion?" This was asked by the companion Ines Murphy. She had dark hair with pale skin that had a touch of rose as an undertone. Her hair was pulled back in a bun at the base of her head, and this dress, like the one she wore yesterday, was a serviceable grey that neither helped nor harmed her complexion.

"I am still figuring that out," I said with a touch of a smile. "For now, I have enough money to get by."

"Don't forget to lean on your relatives," Charlotte Shackley said. She was the other governess, and in her I saw me. She had a raw bone structure, frizzy hair, a strong face, none of the beauty and softness that seemed to be what was expected.

"As far as I know, the only relatives I have would treat me worse than how most would treat a scullery maid," I said in a dark tone. The threat to send me to my cousin's house still sat in the back of my mind like a threat; one I refused to address.

"Ah. Those. Amazing, isn't it how loving and kind families can be," Bethany said with sarcasm dripping off the words to the point the rest of us burst into laughter. We spent the evening talking about what brought us to the place, though I never said more than what I had, and not a word was breathed of magic, good or bad. But as I listened to the gossip, I thought about how much they knew about the homes they were in regularly. When the bells in the local church rang nine, we cleaned up our glasses, and all went our separate ways.

Mary was sitting on her trundle bed, knitting, when I slipped in. "Evenin', miss. Didcha have a good yammer?"

"I did. Are you well?" Her distress at dinner had been noted.

"Och, I'm fine. Mrs. H thought it was a reward she did. Next time, iffen it's all the same to ye, I'll eat in the kitchen. Me manners aren't up to eating with ladies."

The inequalities struck me again, and I had no idea how to fight against them.

"I could teach you, if you wanted."

Mary flicked her eyes up to me, then back down to her knitting. "Nah. I knows who I be." She lifted her eyes to grin at me again. "I'm yer spy. I'll keep you in touch with everyone. And no one notices me ‘cause I'm a servant girl. Me having a touch o’ Fire just helps a bit."

I laughed and began to disrobe. Mary bounced up to help me, and in a few minutes I was back down, brushing out my long hair. Diante's comments about short hair made me think, but for now I would leave it long. It was more flexible that way. The idea of losing aspects I could use as offerings made me sick the more I learned.

"If you don't mind obtaining information for me, that would be useful," I said after a long time.

"Nah. You was always a nice nob. Besides, I saw how ye father treated ye. My pa is loads better, and he drinks all the time. An this is fun." I saw her grin up at me. "Doing stuff for Mrs. H. is more than I ever got to do at your place, and she lets me try new things. I've already learned a bunch of stuff. I might, depending on where you go, come back and work for her occasionally. Iffen the wages be right."

My smile slipped out. "Good. Because I'm thinking I might try to change the world." I kept my worries to myself. I liked how Anne thought, but could the people I'd met change the world? Did I have a place there, or was my usefulness gone with my title? So how did I do both? Change the world and become someone I liked? These were questions I had never asked myself before and the concepts were mind twisting.

I fell asleep to the question: what did I want to do? And how was I going to ensure the earl paid for his treatment of me?

I had no answers when I woke, but Mary and I had a busy week ahead of us. She accompanied Mr. Standing and me to the bank, then the post office to deposit my precious funds. As he couldn't see how much I was depositing, I put a thousand pounds in the bank, then two hundred in the post office. I still had my mother's jewellery I could sell if I needed to, but I would hold on to that for now.

Once we bade goodbye to him, we headed out to do some shopping. There were a few essentials that the house had contained that the boarding house did not, such as the soaps I preferred, and somehow, I had packed no stockings. Mary and I walked, and I watched the world around me. To my chagrin, when I paid attention, I still didn't see enough.

"Do you see people using magic?" I asked Mary quietly as we looked through some second hand gloves. The beginning of summer was the best time to get winter clothes, as people rarely thought about the future.

"Oh, sure, miss. Lordy, there's lots. Makes me wonder why no one's talking about it," she said just as silently as we stopped to peer in the window of a second-hand goods store. They had some nice kitchen pieces in there. I would have to remember after I inspected whatever flat I ended up renting.

"Oh?" I turned a sharp eye on her. "Where?"

She looked up at me with a frown. "You can'ts see?" I just arched a brow at her. She sighed. "T'ere. See the man with the roasting nuts? Flames flash up, and it's been burning, but there's no added fuel. And the tea seller? She is waving that pot everywhere, yet every drop ends up in a cup, even whens it shouldn'ts. And can't you feel it?" The touch of exasperation in her voice had me stepping back against a wall and closing my eyes for a moment to feel for magic.

And there it was. Not loud or flashy, and I'd dismissed it in all the other noise that existed in London, loud and overwhelming. It was like catching a tune just below your hearing, but once you locked on to it, you could follow it. My eyes opened back up, and I could all but see it. The woman with a breeze blowing in her face, though the wind was going the opposite direction. The street cleaner, whistling as the brush pulled everything up with one sweep compared to his companion. Little tiny things, with small offerings, but it was there.

"Oh, magic is going to change everything," I whispered. Mostly to myself, but Mary heard.

"O'course. Isn't that what magic is?" she responded with an expression that implied I was being ridiculous. Maybe I was, but the change that was coming thrummed through my veins in excitement.
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Sunday, June 18th

Islept poorly that night, images of insane magical warlords, women being hurt, me being stoned for the audacity to be a mage. But the one that hurt every time was Jontan Luck staring at me with that look of contempt on his face. By the time I pulled myself out of bed, my rage, frustration, and fear were back in full force. How dare he look at me like that when I did everything to make him proud? Literally, the two things I had failed in, I had little control over. I would never look like my mother, and I had not found a marriage partner to make him proud, but that went back to my looks, or lack thereof.

Mary popped up as soon as I got back from the water closet and helped me get dressed. It was just my brothers today, so I set my hair in a simple but elegant knot at the base of my neck with two braids on either side. I was trying to learn where to offer from, and the braids helped to concentrate my abilities. Breakfast had been cleared by the time I went downstairs and the other women were gone. More and more, the idea Mary had mentioned was mixed up with the women I was meeting, the women I knew. I only took a cup of tea and a cold biscuit for breakfast. My mind was too busy to worry much about my stomach. Besides, chocolate had been promised, and that was always better than most anything.

"Miss, don't forget, I'mma going swing by and get yer mail. The footmen are collecting it for me." Mary's voice reached me as I was headed out the door.

"You mean Geoff is collecting it for you?" She blushed in response. "But thank you for getting that. I will be back here after I have my meeting." I double checked my reticule to ensure I had enough money to hire a carriage. Tomorrow I needed to talk to Anne. The question was before or after Elias Standing. What he had to say might change what I talked to Anne about. So many variables to weigh constantly. It was invigorating.

I laughed as I walked out, enjoying the spring air, smoggy though it was. Here I was a literal outcast, and I was busier and happier than I had been in years. It might all come crashing down around me, but until that point, I planned on enjoying it. With an effort of will, I ignored where I might end up if I wasn't careful. Failure was not what I was aiming for.

I walked into the chocolate shop at 10:30 a.m. sharp, happy to see that my brothers were already there. Together you could see the family resemblance: the same dark hair, the same jawline, the same nose. I wondered if I would ever be happy seeing those reflections in me. With a shake of my head, I brushed off the maudlin meandering of my mind and set the goal firmly in my head as I strolled into the shop, letting everybody else take notice of me.

As I approached their table, their heads jerked up to look at me, and Duncan lurched up from his seat, while Silas rose gracefully.

"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." Duncan babbled at me, moving around the table to get closer.

As he spoke, his hands reached out to grab mine, as if making sure that I was a real person and not a ghost. I smiled, my heart unclenching, and pulled him into a hug. After a minute, I let him go and stepped back, looking at him.

"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." Oddly, I didn't have to pretend too much that I was okay. At least for the moment, I was. I turned my attention to Silas. "Thank you for inviting me."

He hesitated for a second, not wanting to be so loud and obvious, and whispered. "I wanted to make sure you were okay. The servants are keeping track of you."

I sat with a laugh, oddly amused that he would think to talk to the servants, where Duncan, who had known them for years, hadn't. "They would be. Either way, thank you for caring."

I didn’t know this man well enough yet, so it made it hard to figure out how to treat him. Treating him the way I treated Duncan would never work. My brother was self-absorbed and rarely lifted his head up to see the world around him. I knew Silas was vastly different, but he also didn’t owe me anything. And anyway, he would be better off if both of us were disowned and everything passed on down to him.

Silas took my hand and squeezed it slightly and nodded. "Of course, I care. You are my sister, are you not?"

I will admit heat ran up my cheek, but instead of addressing his comment, I took a chance to look around the shop. I had never been to one before, and the rich scent of chocolate filled the air, making my mouth water. They had been popular for a while, but going by myself wasn't considered proper. The earl had no desire to go, and I had few female friends that could have taken me. So this entire experience was a treat.

"We ordered chocolate. Ah, here it comes," Duncan said, nodding toward the waitress.

The woman delivered a pot of chocolate, three cups, and then disappeared, leaving us alone. The shop was relatively empty as most people didn’t come and get chocolate until the afternoon, so there were only a few workers and a couple of ladies in one corner. Either way, I still lowered my voice as I didn’t want to spread this gossip until I was ready.

I let them pour me some chocolate, watching the rich brown liquid pour into my cup. Once I had it in my hand, I smiled, inhaling the scents. They shifted uncomfortably, letting me know they were waiting.

"So you asked how I was doing." I breathed as I looked up at them. "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." I said each word with a hard tone, even as the rich scents of the chocolate reached out to soothe and relax me. Maybe this wasn't the best place. It should have been at a butcher shop where the copper scent would whet my need for justice.

Duncan nodded, his hands wrapped around the cup of chocolate, but his eyes were on me. "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 waited for the stab of pain to slash through me, but there wasn’t anything. In many ways, that was a great relief and made me feel better about my course of action.

"That does not particularly surprise me, but I will tell you I plan on making sure he pays for that choice." Both of their eyes widen as they look at me. "What? Does that surprise you? What surprises you more that I could or that I will?"

Silas and Duncan exchange glances, and part of me was very glad that Duncan had found, if not a kindred soul, at least a friend in our new half-brother. The other part of me was rather sad that when, well, Duncan was being given everything, I had had everything taken away.

Duncan looked at me with his brows furrowed. "What exactly do you mean when you say you’re going to make him pay?"

I shrugged, taking a sip of my chocolate. My eyes closed as the sweet thick drink coated my mouth, the height of luxury. I growled to myself. I would create nicer times if I had to. This would not be the last time I tasted chocolate. But it would be the last time I tasted it on somebody else’s charity. "Exactly what I said. Granted, I guess I need some information from you as well. And I need a favour."

Again, they glanced at each other, then back at me. This time it was Silas who spoke. "What do you mean by ‘make him pay,’ and what could we do to help you?"

I took a deep breath. There was still so much to do before even a whiff of my suit against the earl could come out, but if these two publicly refused me support it would shift the public opinion against me. And at the end of the day, it was the public or the Crown that would force the earl to bow to my demands.

"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 it 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." This was the part I was worried about. If I bankrupted the estate, there would be nothing left to inherit, and it was possible he would not have enough to even pay me what I was asking.

Duncan, for his part, went slightly white while Silas just looked confused. "Taxes? What do you mean by that? And what are you going to sue him for?" asked Silas.

"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." I couldn't stop the sneer in my voice. "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." The words came out strong and sure, but inside I had no idea if they would support me. Trying to hide my nervousness, I twisted the cup of chocolate around, resisting taking another drink. I wanted to savour it.

The men look back-and-forth at each other. "That doesn't explain how we can help you," said Duncan. "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."

"Oh?" I was curious how Duncan might have gotten into the earl's good graces. I had never managed to do that.

He waved me off. "I'll explain in a bit. Tell me what you need from me." He looked over at Silas, who nodded. "From us."

I tilted my head at them, watching their faces as I spoke the next part. "Here’s the problem. If I do what I am planning on doing, 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?"
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Sunday, June 18th

Again that glance between the two of them was almost funny, and I wanted to ask them if they had developed telepathy along with their own magical abilities. That thought side tracked me for a second. I knew that telepathy was supposed to be something I could do, but I had not figured it out yet. It was something else to practice with Mary.

"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."

"I have never cared to be the earl. I just wanted to create things. Now with magic, I just want to explore it more," said Duncan with a half laugh. He picked up his own cup and took a drink, but I could tell there was more coming, so I simply waited. After a moment, he set the cup down, mostly drained, and looked up at me. "I would much rather destroy the man and the earldom. I want to live a life that I’m not ashamed of who I am or who my father is. Because right now I would rather lose the title than be associated with someone who could do that to his own daughter."

I felt a rush of affection as I looked at both of them and nodded.

"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." I saw both of them give me questioning looks, but I just smiled. "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 traveling more, and if I can get one, then the other, I can duplicate the information into another ledger. I know the green one is for the Crown, while the red one is the truth." The grin that crept across my face was extremely unladylike, but I didn’t care. With those ledgers, he'd have to explain it all to the Crown, and it might cost him thousands if not tens of thousands of pounds. It was a potent threat.

Duncan nodded. "I can do that. I know where he keeps the signet ring. 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." A frown flickered across Duncan's face. "I'm not sure what he is working on, but he is keeping large amounts of cash around."

That was interesting. I ran through what I knew, trying to think why he would need cash. "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."

I repressed a shudder just from the memory of his hand at the small of my back. Just thinking about it made me want to be sick.

"That doesn’t address what you were going to do or how you remain safe," he pointed out. "Do you have enough money for now? This scheme will take months to see any movement. How do we find you?"

I avoided the question. "Mary knows where I am, though for right now, I would prefer to keep it from you. Magic is changing everything. I worry that the more people that have information on where I am, the more dangerous it might be. I have no faith in the earl having restraint." More accurately I feared the earl might come after me. He hated losing his possessions.

Duncan narrowed his eyes at me, but before he could speak, Silas asked a question. "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 smiled at him and picked up my cup, finishing the chocolate that remained. It definitely wouldn’t be my last glass of chocolate. "I have a few skills, but they aren't things I want to talk about here. I am safe enough for now. At least as much as any woman on her own is."

Both of them looked at me with narrowed eyes and expectation. I took a deep breath, glancing around, but no one seemed to pay much attention to us, which was good. But still, it wasn't something I wanted to spread around. Putting people to sleep. That was why people were burned alive. They had powers others feared.

Duncan seemed to understand my hesitance. "I can understand that. Just let us know when you start your plan, and I will help as much as possible." Duncan leaned forward as he spoke, looking more serious and here than I normally saw him. He had changed in the week I was gone. Interesting.

"I have a man of business, and I think I know a lawyer. But it will take a bit. I will let you know before we level the suit. But I need your assistance with something else. I need you to be the owner of a business," I said bluntly. Carefully, I pulled out the document that Mr. Standing had created for me and handed it over.

Duncan glanced at it, then back at me. "What for?"

My smile might have been bitter. "Because a woman can't buy or lease a house in her name. As I don't have one that was bequeathed to me, I need to rent one, and I can't as Emmeline Luck. But a business can rent one with no one looking into who is backing it. But I can't form it, and it is unwise to have my man of business be the one creating it." I fought down the shakes coming from a stomach that twisted at the thought of giving another man control over me. "I'm hoping I can trust you to do this so I can get a place to live."

With one more piercing stare, Duncan signed his name with a flourish and passed it back to me. I tried to not sag in relief as I took the precious document and put it away. It disturbed me how much I had been unsure he would do this. I felt bad that I had worried about it, but then the men in my life so far had shown how easy it was to throw me away.

"Now what else?" Duncan said, focused on me again.

The hard part was done. They had agreed to support me. Now I needed to start everything. "I have to get evidence on him prior to filing the lawsuit. If I can't win enough money from him via the entailment suit to set me up for life really …" I trailed off, looking at them, not sure what else I could say.

"You become a casualty of the social structure of England," Silas said, watching me. "I understand. Mother was always nervous when the end of the month came. Now I realize she was always wondering if the money would show up." He acted like he was about to say something, but stopped and shook his head. "Life as a woman without a man is dangerous. Even as a child, I understood that any man that wanted her posed a risk, even if she refused all of them to my knowledge."

I tilted my head, surprised at that. "Your mother wasn't a …" I stumbled over the word. I had no desire to call my brother's mother a prostitute. Rude did not begin to cover it.

Silas laughed. "No. She received money monthly, and it was enough, barely. She took in sewing or watched kids for a bit of extra." He shrugged. "We survived. As a kid I never thought about where the money came from."

I glanced at his dark blonde hair, so like Duncan's. "Your mother was tiny and had blond hair, did she not?" I asked, already knowing the answer to that question.

"No." he said with an odd grimness. "She was the opposite of your mother in almost every way. She was a merchant's daughter and had done most of his trades until …" He trailed off and I couldn't help the frown.

"I see. I would have expected her to look like our mother." My surprise must have been obvious as he pulled back a bit, a pinched look on his face.

"It's complicated," he said with the air of a partial truth.

We fell silent as the waitress came and collected the remnants of our drinks. It had been delicious.

"Either way. It is not a life I desire, and I do not believe I am well suited to it." I waved my fingers at myself with a disparaging smirk. "Hence the need to set myself up with a house and a settlement. I have thoughts on some long-term work, but until then I need a few years' grace."

"How much money do you need now?" Duncan was reaching into his coat as he spoke.

"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 refused to beg for money. I wasn't that desperate yet, and I still had not sold the jewellery. Which, while it would bring me money, it would be a fraction of what it was worth, but there was little I could do about that. And it was the last thing I had to tie me to the woman I'd never known.

"Here," Duncan said with a guilty look as he handed me a folded stack of pound notes. "It should help until the settlement is obtained. I'll see about getting you more. I can give you some of my allowance."

At a glance, there had to be over two hundred pounds there. I almost sagged in relief mixed with shock. It should be enough to cover Mr. Standing’s rate and make a deposit on a house. Plus, hire someone as a companion as well as keep Mary for at least a year.

"Thank you."

"What was the second thing?" Silas enquired gently.

For the briefest moment, the desire to throw myself at their mercy, to beg them to take care of me flashed through my mind. I had that right as the younger sister to the man in line for a title. But he could choose to 'assist' me by sentencing me to the life Jontan had threatened me with. Either marriage or servitude to relatives. I would much rather stand on my own and find a way for me to exist without the charity of a man. Business relationships seemed much safer in the long run.

"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." The words were hard to admit, that I had not known if I could count on my brother. My brothers.

Duncan nodded. "Always. As soon as he leaves again, I'll let the servants know to get word to Mary."

I nodded. For most of my life he had taken trips to Ireland to deal with 'cargo issues'. I had no idea of the truth of this, and at this point, I did not care. If he was gone for a while, that would give me the time I needed. Rushing through this would ensure a mistake was made.

"Thank you. Other than that, no. I need to practice my magic and work on protecting myself."

My voice had dropped when I spoke about my magic. The idea of it being a thing was still spreading through London quietly, and many still associated magic with the witchcraft mentioned in the Christian Bible. Part of me hoped that Albert and Victoria had truly become mages. In the long run that would make our lives easier. It was harder to follow a fundamental god when you were capable of performing miracles.

"Yes, magic." Duncan's entire face lit up. "I got permission to work on a loom at the factory with Miss Higkins. It worked."

To my amusement, and delight if I was honest, Duncan told me about what he was doing at the factory with the looms. Underneath it was the desire to make his father proud. He could have it. All I wanted was my settlement so that I could have a life.

Silas sat back and watched us with a soft smile at the corner of his lips. I just enjoyed having my brother back, babbling about gears and properties and all the things I had never had the opportunity to learn.

It didn't matter. He was still my brother, and now I had another one. Maybe we would make it out of this better than we started.
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Sunday, June 18th

Ileft the meeting with my brothers with a brisk walk and a smile. They would let me know as soon as the earl left. Then I would arrange to swing by. Sunday morning would be the best time, as most of the servants had the morning off. It would give me time to look without risking their jobs. By the time I reached the boarding house, Mary was waiting outside for me. "Miss, finally. Ye needs to see dis." She shoved a card into my hand.

I arched a brow but opened it. There inside was an invitation to a ball. One the Queen and Prince Albert would be at. Which meant all the lords would be there as well. It was in September. If everything worked out, that should be about the perfect amount of time to get all my plans set up.

"Ah. Thank you, Mary. We shall have to ensure we are ready to attend that event. It would be good to prove I am still a member of society."

"Yes'm. But now ye needs to go." She waved at the coach approaching us. "The dresses. Ye needs to pick them up from the seamstress."

"Ah, gods yes, I had forgotten. Come with me, Mary. I'll need the assistance to collect them. And I should mention this ball to Diante today." I put the card into my reticule as I looked at her. The money from Duncan felt heavy, as if the weight of owing him was material. This might need to go to the bank, or for the long-term rental. So many little things to track.

She gave me an exasperated look, but let the coachman help her into the coach. I gave the directions to the store and settled back to look at Mary. "I do have a few questions for you, Mary."

The maid looked up at me with wide eyes. "Yes, miss?" she sat up, crossing her arms as she watched me.

I wanted to laugh at her wary look. "It isn't that bad. You had mentioned spying for me and the other maids. Would you be willing to gather information? I suspect you already do it to some extent for Miss Carlton?"

Mary ducked her head, then shrugged more to herself than me, and looked back up. "Yes, miss."

There wasn't a lie, but then I also couldn't tell what she was saying yes to. It didn't matter in the scheme of things. "I am going to get my own house and I would like you to come with me and run it. But I also want to develop a network of communication between the houses. I have vague thoughts of what I can do, but it isn't there yet. I would pay you housekeeper wages plus an extra ten pounds a year. Are you interested? Of course, it wouldn't start until I had the house. A base of operations is important."

Her eyes grew wide, and she swallowed. Then, to my surprise, shook her head. "Miss, I'd like to stay with ye, but I donna know how to run no house. You needs a real housekeep and a cook. I don't mind learning, but there's no way I can do that. You need a proper house with a footman, cook, maybes even a butler, and another maid. Sides, ye hear me speak and you know I ain't gentry. You needs a housekeeper the merchants'll respect and stuff."

In that moment, my estimation of Mary rose even more. "Ah. Well, that I think we can fix. The rest we'll address as we go?"

"Yes'm." Mary bobbed her head up and down, and I went back to looking at the invite. It was the perfect opportunity, if I could have everything done by then. I needed to get a list of things to do and their proper order figured out.

We pulled up to the shop, and I looked at the coachman. "We will probably need you in an hour. Can you wait?" I offered him a shilling as I spoke. I was getting better at figuring out the right amount for tips, a pound was excessive and my funds finite.

The coin disappeared from my fingers, and he bobbed his head. "Yes'm."

I nodded and headed into the dress shop. The bell jingled overhead as we entered, and a voice called out from the back. "One moment, please."

Mary looked around with wide eyes, and I couldn't blame her. There were still fabrics in here I'd never seen before and even more had no idea where they had come from. The cotton the earl was importing wasn't this fine. Diante even had Dhaka muslin, which was becoming harder and harder to find. I remembered a rant one time from the earl about how it should be possible to replace it with factory created fabric, but he still had not managed.

Diante sailed in from the back room, smiling when she saw me. "Ah, Miss Luck. I have everything finished and Muni Achary has paid for everything, with a bit set aside for future dresses, once you find your path." It took me a moment, but then I remembered that Miss Carlton had addressed Rohan as Muni, which she had said was like Lord or Sir for the British. Interesting that he had paid. Maybe their money was linked, as mine was under a company name my brother had signed for.

"I am unsure if I will ever be able to repay either of their generosity," I said sincerely, following her as she waved us to the back. There, hung on mannequins, were dresses that made me stop and stare. The ballgown, the one I knew I would wear to the ball with the Queen and prince, was off one shoulder, and a twist of red and blue that combined in places to create purple. It was ruffled with twists in the fabric, creating roses of the blending colours.

The next was a dress that reminded me of what Rohan often wore. It was long, elegant, covering me fully, but with a taste of India in blues and greens that would cause gasps of envy and shock.

There was another ball gown that brought in feelings of the Orient, with fabric frogs and flowers that crawled up and down the top of the dress.

There were three simple day dresses in dark blue and red that I knew would look excellent on me. Two sets of dark blue slippers were included.

"Then there is this, because I figured you might need it." Diante gestured to a long dark green skirt with purple vines and flowers, with a purple inset.

I moved over to look at it. "It is pretty." It was, but it looked like a skirt that a nice blouse would go over. But nothing like what her other dresses were.

Diante smirked at me and lifted one side of the skirt and it split cleanly in two, showing the wall of the shop. It took me a full minute of staring to realize what I was looking it. "They are pants?"

"Yes. You can walk or ride without worrying about exposing anything. I even included hidden straps if you wish to try one of those newfangled bicycles. You can strap the fabric together so it won't catch."

I stared, looking at the clothing of the woman I wanted to be and a smile spread across my face. "This is wonderful. Thank you. "

"Nah, it was fun. Come, let us get this tried on, then packed." That took longer than expected, and the red and blue ballgown had to remain behind for a few last-minute changes, but Diante said Mary could come get it in two days. Then Diante spent a good thirty minutes showing us how to take care of them, then another thirty showing all the ways to do subtle alterations to change the look and style of the dresses. The woman was a true magician and Mary's sewing skills must have tripled in the time we spent there. She was glowing as we left.

"What has you so excited?" I asked as we handed the coach driver our multiple boxes.

Her face was all smiles as she climbed in after me. "The t'ings she showed me. I'll be able to show that to future employers and the women will lurve it."

"Oh, leaving me so soon?" I said in mock sorrow, causing her to giggle.

"Oh no, miss, but tink of how pretty I can make you," she replied.

I nodded, but I wondered when me being pretty wouldn't be the first desire for everyone.

We had to fight to get everything into my tiny room, and I made the note to step things up tomorrow. Surely there had to be a house I could rent. I reviewed my savings. Enough for a year, maybe, but Mary was right. Time to start my vengeance.

"Mary, can you run by the Luck's tomorrow and see if there is any information about when the earl might be out of town for a while? I am hoping my disgrace will encourage him to take some time away."

I needed to review the transactions over the last year. Something was niggling at the back of my mind. The earl never trusted me to do anything but write for him, but I had quit telling him things years ago. It wasn't worth the abuse, especially since I was correct. Per him, women had no ability to understand what was going on.

"Yes'm. I'll be doing that tomorrow after I be helping Mrs. H," Mary said with a bob of her head.

"Thank you. I believe I will finalize business arrangements and see what is possible."

"Ye'll be running around by yourself, miss?" Mary looked aghast. It was a good thing she hadn't seen all the running around I've been doing already.

"I will be fine. It is not like I'm headed into the slums. And it is the same path I've been walking anyhow. And my man of business has a secretary, so it will be proper enough."

She looked at me doubtfully, but helped me get ready for bed. I kept thinking about a skirt with pants and wondered if I could try it out tomorrow.
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Monday, June 19th

Iwore the split skirt the next morning. We had practiced walking back and forth to make sure it wasn't obvious. It came across as less full than what might be standard, but nothing that would get more than curious looks from someone who knew fashion. It felt amazing to not have a bustle on, and the skirt, while heavy, seemed feather light without all the petticoats underneath. There was a freedom to move that I relished in, and even Mary seemed a bit jealous.

No one made a comment at breakfast, bolstering my confidence. With my reticule and a plan in mind, I headed out. I wanted to be at Mr. Standing's office by nine. He had a long list of items from me, and I hoped he had accomplished at least a few of my items. My biggest worry was appropriate housing. While I didn't need to hold balls, I would need to receive visitors. I bit back a sigh. Nothing I could afford would be nice enough, but it would manage until I could change more things.

My attention was wholly internal, and I navigated my route without paying much attention. London mornings had so much noise and chaos that I all but disappeared as I moved past the buildings and carts intent on my destination. The hand that grabbed me and pulled me into a narrow gap between buildings shocked and scared me. I was slammed against the stone of the building, the narrow darkness blocking easy visibility. It was the middle of London, and I was completely isolated. My heart racing, I stared at who had grabbed me. Two men, grubby with worn clothing, loomed over me, one with his hand across my mouth, pressing me against the side of the building.

"Why lookie here. We gotsa hoighty lady. Walk like she's got nary a care in t'world. That smells like money t'me. Money we need." The man not holding me leaned in to leer at me and exposed teeth that were black and stained.

My hands were shaking and my mouth went dry as I tried to speak. But the hand over my mouth didn't move.

"Nah. We don't need any words. Just hand over your money."

I managed to nod my head as I fumbled with my reticule. It had been tied inside my skirt, accessible via slits in the skirt, to keep it safe from cutpurses. My hands shook as I felt their bodies pressing up against me. The smell of unwashed bodies and too much drink flooded my senses.

The hand across my mouth squeezed harder, hurting. "Hurry it up, wench. We have places to be and women to enjoy." They both laughed, their tones mocking, and one of them leaned over and placed his hand on my small breast, squeezing. "Ya know, women with something to enjoy."

Rage flashed through me. Echoes of the insults I'd heard whispered over the years and even the way the earl looked at me.

How dare they?

Incandescent fury flashed through me, chasing away the terror, and I remembered I was a mage. I grabbed for my magic recklessly and hit one of them with the Sleep spell without the care I used on Mary. The cost was at least a quarter inch of hair, and I didn't care. He grunted and fell to the ground; his hands trailing down across me. Each inch of clothing his hands dragged over felt soiled, and my anger increased.

"What didcha do to him?" The other man yelled and lunged toward me, his hands reaching for my neck.

Mentally I reached out and yanked at something, some energy inside him. Magic hummed and took little, and I didn't care. He dropped like a rock and the energy slid away from my grasp as if it was oil.

Panting with rage and fear, I glared at the two unconscious men at my feet. "I am not here for you to use. May everything you touch crumble around you. May your manhood fail you, and the booze you use to hide behind leave you sick and wretched." It was the only way I could think of casting Hex. I felt the magic wrap around them, asking me if I would pay the price, double what Sleep had been. My agreement was swift and angry.

I stared at them for another minute, then wiped my face on my sleeve, wanting the feel of his hand to go away. There was blood inside my mouth where my teeth had cut into my lips. It tasted like rage. After another minute of the meditative breathing exercises Rohan recommended, I felt more in control and stepped out of the alley in a smooth move, incorporating myself into the flow of traffic that was picking up.

For the rest of my journey, I paid attention to the surroundings. The attack had shaken me out of my self-absorption, and now I watched and thought about what I saw. There were leers from men when the women went past them. Urchins in the street alternately begging or stealing if something was available. Mostly I saw people trying to live, and I wondered at the magic that was changing things, if this would make people's lives better, easier? Somehow I doubted that. The earl had money, so did the rest of the nobility, and it seemed like the only people whose lives were made better were their own.

I arrived at Mr. Standing’s office still angry, but it had a touch of thought in it now as the idea of what I could do with money and power filtered through me.

"Good morning," I said to the secretary sitting there. "Please let Mr. Standing know I am here."

She nodded and went into his office while I stood there and tried to prepare for what I needed from the man. The first order of business was to see if he had obtained what I needed.

"Miss Luck, come in please," I heard him call. I entered as the young woman left, and I glanced after her with a thoughtful look. Was that a job I could do? It seemed easy? But I suspected it paid little and would make no use of my magical talents. Yet another bit of information for me to file away in my brain.

As I entered the office, I pulled out the document Duncan had signed. "Morning. Here is the signed paperwork for you." I set it down on his desk, then settled into the chair, relishing the comfort. This style had me looking forward to the last of even a minor bustle in the fashion world. The lack of it made sitting in chairs and leaning back possible.

He glanced at it, then nodded. "This is what we needed. I will get the document filed, and that means we will be able to put in an offer on a townhouse."

My eyes lit up. The need to have my own space, control my own actions, were a distraction from what I needed to be doing. "Does that mean you have a lead on some spaces I could lease?"

"Yes. Three of them. One is a year-to-year lease, which personally I would avoid. The other two are five-year leases, which seems safer."

"Why?" I asked, curious. The year to year provided more flexibility.

"Year to year allows them to deny the renewal at any time. You are a bluestocking, to say the least. A woman of marriageable age living by herself will raise numerous eyebrows as it is. And you will need to have a staff that is primarily women unless you have a male relative live with you."

I leaned back and thought about that, then slowly shook my head. "No. But can I have the wages include room and board? Have other women living in the house?"

"Maybe. You should find a companion, or at least another woman, in your same circumstances to live with you. Think of it, it would make you and your reputation much safer. I won't guarantee it won't still cause a minor scandal, but it would make it easier to dismiss the rumours."

An idea flickered in the back of my mind. I let it sit there as I nodded. "I understand. Which means the five-year lease as that has consequences if broken, and in five years I should be at a different place and older." The last bit was tinged with sarcasm. No one cared what a woman in her thirties did. In five years, I would be almost there. It wasn't as good as being a widow, but it was close.

"Exactly. Now let me show you what I found." He pulled out documents and drawings, and I moved over to look at the information with him. It took us an hour, weighing costs, upkeep, staff, and down payment, but finally we agreed on one of the townhomes, and he would put in an offer with the first two years paid upfront. I swallowed at that, as that ate into my dwindling stash. The lease was for twenty-five pounds a month, which was a considerable savings compared to the ten pounds a week it rented for during the season.

"That works. I can have the money tomorrow, but …" I trailed off. The experience of this morning already making me aware that traveling with that much money was unwise.

Mr. Standing must have realized that. "I will rent a carriage and meet you at your lodging? We can inspect the house prior to putting the deposit down."

This time I did sag in relief. "That would be appreciated."

"Excellent. Now, was there anything else?"

"I am still working on obtaining a lawyer to ensure I have a solid case. But that process may take a month or two. For now, I need to focus on maintaining my reputation."

He only nodded. "Of course. Now what else do we need to work on?"

That turned out to be finishing setting up the accounts for the Post Office and bank, and then look at what I needed to do to legally establish myself. At the moment, I was a bit too much of an unknown. But as the earl didn't go out in society, there was a strong possibility that it might be weeks before my status was known.

"Which means attending some parties."

"I am afraid, yes. The best way to establish yourself is to let nothing change. Momentum is key. Also, and this is not meant as an insult, as he is not a very social earl, and you have always been in the background, it might be overtaken by the news of magic coming from the Palace," he said with an understanding nod.

"It is about what I expected. I will attend the ball the Queen is throwing in September, and if she speaks to me at all, I should be fine, but until then I need to be both present and either unremarkable or unmistakable." The amount of parallel there was to what Anne had implied caused a smile. The only way to change things was from the inside. So that was where I needed to be.

We finished up a bit more paperwork with how I would set up accounts once I had a house.

"Is there anything else?" he asked, and I shook my head. Feeling exhausted from the attack and the discussion. "Then I am at your disposal, Miss Luck, as you need me."

I recognized the dismissal and rose. "Thank you. I will see you in the morning." He already knew where I was staying. But now I had a whole new host of challenges ahead of me. Not only did I need to find a staff, but I needed to find a companion. My stomach growled, and it made me think of Mrs. Lauton, the cook that worked for Rohan. And another idea sparked through my mind, coming into sharp clarity.

Magic. It was part of me, and other people as well. I needed to use that to my advantage, not just when my life depended on it. I hailed a carriage and gave directions to Rohan's. It seemed I needed to talk to Anne Carlton again.
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Monday, June 19th

"Emmeline," Anne said with a smile that had a touch of smugness on it. "To what do I owe the pleasure?"

I matched her tone with an arched eyebrow, but sat down across from her. "I was looking for some advice?"

"Regarding?" Again, that layer of smugness that set my back teeth aching. It oddly made me want to bite her, but I fell back on the manners the life of being an unpretty debutante taught me. You learned to smile and act pleasant, even when you wanted to sink your nails into someone's face like they were claws.

"I was wondering if you knew of any staff, preferably mostly female, that might be willing to work for me. It would be a bonus if there was a cook or housekeeper that knew how to make some of the curry dishes Mrs. Lauton has served."

Anne lost her smug look. "I'm sorry. You have a house and are setting up a household?"

Now I was confused. "Yes. I have no information about how to hire staff. I have a maid, but at the very least I think I will need a cook, housekeeper, and another maid. The butler is giving me issues as I would prefer an all-female staff or at least the man being married to one of the others."

"Curse him. Why I think I know better than his hunches, I never know. You just lost me five crowns." She seemed more exasperated than angry.

It took a moment for the information to snap together in a coherent picture. "You bet on me? For what?" I was caught between amusement and offense, not that I thought she would care about either.

"I believed you would come here begging for help, a place to stay, and someone to take care of you." She shrugged. "I figured once you realized what life was like without the earl as your protector, you would seek a protector."

If she had slapped me in the face, I could not have been more surprised and annoyed. "If you believed that, why help me with the dresses and the suggestions of where to stay and the man of business?"

"Because I gave you enough rope to hang yourself." She didn't seem apologetic at all. "If you succeeded, wonderful. Though I never expected you to actually contact Elias. And Mrs. Haversham is a bit overbearing with her rules. I was sure a 'lady' such as yourself would find them horrible."

My brow arched, and I realized the addition of Mary had made more of a difference than I believed. But then it wasn't like I had bothered to test any of the rules. The only men that had been there either were laborers that carried stuff to a room, or I met them away from the lodging.

"I will not deny the change in circumstance has been eye opening, but I refuse to allow the earl to destroy me so easily." I forebear mentioning my plans for the earl. It wasn't anything that affected her.

Anne tilted her head, staring at me. For a moment, she reminded me of Uluka inspecting a tasty morsel. "So I see. Maybe you can live up to what we discussed. I admit I was starting to doubt it." Her eyes raked over me, and she nodded. "But Diante has done an excellent job with you. The dresses are flattering, striking, yet are not so different that the gossips can accuse you of indecent attire. But all of that doesn't matter. You are here asking for advice. Again."

I stiffened. These last words clarified multiple things in my mind. Anne was not and probably would never be a friend. She was someone who collected favours and people the way some people did flowers, pressing them, and saving them until they had some use to her. Everything she had done 'for' me was creating a bond that socially I was uncomfortable walking away from. I could. There was little she could do to me, yet at the same time she had information, experience, and contacts that I needed greatly. But I knew I had exhausted my handouts, as it were.

"Yes, so it seems," I replied calmly, but I settled back, waiting. This much I knew how to deal with. "Though I am only seeking advice and information."

"True, but those are valuable things when you need them." She gave me a wintry smile, and I wondered if this was how she and Rohan worked. I couldn't imagine loving someone as remote as she was. I was pretty sure the only thing she loved was her country. It raised interesting questions about her childhood. But none of that mattered now, though I filed it in the back of my mind that knowing someone's upbringing might be of interest in the future.

"True. The question is, can I afford your assistance?" I did not let my annoyance slip through, mainly because I was learning more in these few lessons than I had in weeks with Rohan. I was learning what I would need to do to survive. Whether my internal moral compass could live with these decisions was yet to be seen.

Her smile was brilliant. "I need some information, and you are the perfect one to get it for me. It should be an excellent test of some of your abilities." She reached into her desk and pulled out a card. "This is Lucy Stormage. She is having a tea on Saturday afternoon. I want you to crash it and see if you can figure out what exactly her father, Viscount Stormage, is doing with the Irish. There is something brewing in Ireland, and he travels there on a weekly basis. Talk to her, the others at the tea, and the servants. They must know something."

I took the card, making sure my sudden fear didn't show. It wasn't done to just show up at a party. Invitations were used as gifts just as often as money. And a viscount was a level lower than an earl. You usually visited up, not down. I went through my memories trying to figure out if I knew her, but nothing came to mind, though the name seemed vaguely familiar. Though that meant nothing. I had always read the morning paper after the earl had completed it. The higher level peers were in the paper much more frequently than earls or viscounts.

"And this will induce you to help me with my requests."

"This is showing you understand how this works. But as I have faith in your abilities, I will work on your requests. It should be a challenge."

I rose. "Very well," I said, the card in my hand. Part of me was proud my nerves were not showing. The rest of me was wondering if I was really going to do this, but already I was figuring out ways to do it and what dress to wear. If nothing else, I would always owe both Anne and Rohan a debt for introducing me to Diante.

"One other question. Have you had a chance to experiment with offerings from your monthlies? I am curious if the book helped." It was an idle question, but it let me know that this was a favour being expected to be lived up to. But this one I had no issue paying. She had earned it for the book, if nothing else.

"Yes, and no. I have had my courses once since I talked to you. The book is … explicit." I had no issues with the uterus and ovaries, but the information on the vaginal canal and the detailed drawings of my nether regions still made me blush. "From experimentation, once the blood has left my body, it is no longer accessible, but if I pay attention to my body, I can use it while it is in the canal." I swallowed; my mouth dry. Talking about these sorts of subjects wasn't done. Normally you never spoke about it, except maybe your mother on your wedding night. Which would never happen to me, even if I did marry. "In theory, I should be able to access it while still attached to the uterus but I'm still figuring out that part. Magic seems to guide a better awareness of my body, but it takes a bit to figure it out."

"Hmmm, I see." She looked thoughtful and the cool conniving woman was gone, instead now was the older woman who I had thought might be a friend. Her ability to become someone else reminded me of Silas. I was unsure if I should be envious of her ability to become a social chameleon or glad my life had never required that from me. "It sounds like I may have to study it more. Have you noticed any power differences?"

"Power difference, no. But the offering required is substantially less. If I had to explain it, I would say that magic likes the taste of blood." I knew that Rohan often would offer a drop of blood for things, though I had yet to try that method. It was an option. I kept a very sharp hat pin in my reticule, just for that necessity.

"Ah, that is fascinating. It might give a woman a hidden source of power that cannot be removed from them. I will have to remember that. Return when you have information." Her tone was a dismissal as she turned to pick up the book and papers that lay on her desk.

What does she do exactly?

"I will," was all I said as I turned and left the room. As I headed to the door, Rohan stepped out of his library, obviously on his way to the solar.

"Ah, Emmeline. How are you doing? Having a pleasant visit with Anne?" His slightly accented voice and stunning features still made me want to act like a damsel in one of the penny romances. But my own intelligence and realization that I would simply make a fool of myself nipped that in the bud yet again.

"It was very educational," I said noncommittally. It was the truth. Though maybe not the sort of education I had been expecting.

"Excellent. I have always found that Anne knows more than you might expect. However, I wanted to let you know I am working on a way to teach both receiving and projection empathy." I turned to face him at those words. He had agreed I had projected to the attendees of the ballroom the day I became a mage, but we had been unsure how to do it on command. "Uluka has been very helpful. Next week, if you come by in the morning, I should be ready to show you."

"That would be wonderful." The learning experience I just had with Anne had me looking at him. "Rohan, why are you doing all this to help me? The teaching, the information, the kindness." It was that last that really threw me off. In many ways, Mary was my best friend, and that was a level of sadness that I refused to examine. Most people ignored me or treated me as furniture. He didn't, and that raised just how dangerous he was.

Rohan turned to look at me, his light hazel eyes looking into mine. "Because I have seen that in the world that is coming, you are important. I am unsure how yet, but without you, there will be more darkness. There is something about your family that matters for this country, this world, so what is a little money and time to ensure that enemies within and without are unable to spread their stain?"

"Me? But England turned your homeland into a conquered country. Should you not want them to be destroyed?" I had read some stories from India and had few illusions as to what my countrymen had done over there. But that was nothing I could change at this point.

"There will always be personal resentment. But while I might hate the bee for stinging me, I am not willing to destroy the hive in rage. I would deprive myself not only of honey, but of all the fruits they leave in their wake." He smiled again. "I am always here if you have questions."

With that, he headed into the solar, and I left. My head spun with more information, and I felt another piece of how I wanted to be fit into place. I was someone who could do things, and I might change the future of my home.


Twenty-Five
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Tuesday, June 20th

Elias Standing met me outside my lodgings at nine a.m. with a carriage. I spent the night tossing and turning with all the thoughts racing through my mind like rabid squirrels, but at the end of the night, I wanted to see what I was capable of. The idea of going into a tea party and being someone who could get the information fascinated me. As far as I could see, the worst that would happen was being blacklisted. But even now, I was putting plans in place for that. If this house worked out, I could say I was living at a place owned by my brother's company and it was appropriately staffed. While it might be unusual, how I acted would affect how others reacted. Many young women only had a brother, cousin, or uncle left, so as long as I had a companion living with me, I should be fine.

Until then, I would have to avoid discussing it. But even that was something that was niggling at the back of my mind.

"Good morning, Miss Luck. Are you ready?" Elias asked as the coachman handed me up into the carriage. Mary stood behind him, ready to climb up with us.

"Yes. What should I expect?" I settled down and fluffed out the simple skirts. The day dresses that Diante had created were in dark blues, which looked much better than the pale blue my mother had favoured. With no bustle and a bit of strategic padding in the front, it gave me a bit more of a curvy figure than normal. Mary bounced in, much more flexible than I was, which meant I needed to walk more.

Mr. Standing, as per usual, seemed to only notice I was human. It made me admire him and wonder what made him tick. Even his secretary, though much prettier than I, never got more than a professional reaction from what I had seen. Much to her annoyance, I realized. I cast a glance at him, analysing all of our previous interactions.

Is that the person I want to become? Someone that figures out why people act the way they do? Who learns how to control them? The coach jerked into movement as I mulled that question over. The answer was yes. I wanted to know why people ticked and even better how to make them do what I wanted. Did that make me evil? That was a completely different question to consider. Or just selfish?

Mr. Standings cleared his throat as he pulled out some paper, pulling back the curtain to let in enough light to read by. He read from the piece of paper. "This is a standard three-story townhouse. It comes fully furnished, though of course, you are free to add or remove furniture as needed. It has a servant's quarters in the attic and has the privy outside in the back." He turned to look at me with an arch eyebrow. "Does that sound acceptable?"

"Oooh," Mary whispered. "That sounds nice." She said it thoughtfully, as if trying to see if she could take care of it all.

I nodded. It sounded wonderful. Given what I was paying for it, fully furnished was a given. Besides, if I had to furnish it on top of the rent, my safety net of savings would vanish. "Yes, though I would still like to see it."

"But of course. There’s no way I would ever allow a client of mine to rent a house sight unseen. Just because it says it is suitable for a lady does not mean it is." He had a rather firm line to his mouth that I found amusing. While there was little I wanted quite as much as freedom, allowing my reputation to be destroyed was not a wise choice. It would make things much more difficult.

"I appreciate your attention to social necessity." He gave me an arch look, and I simply smiled in return.

We rode in silence for the remainder of the trip, my mind occupied with the moving parts and what I needed to accomplish. Mary, for her part, was busy looking out the window, a smile on her face. The jerk of the carriage coming to a halt brought me back to current matters. The coachman jumped down and together they assisted me out of the carriage. Not that I really needed the help, but it was a gesture of respect. At least someone thought I was a lady. They also assisted Mary down, which implied manners.

Slowly, I turned to look at the area. It was quiet, but the fronts of the houses were well taken care of, and I saw no laundry hanging out the front windows. In front of me stood a decent size brownstone in a nicer area of town. It definitely wasn’t anything close to Hyde Park, but at the same time, I could probably walk there in 15 minutes. That meant it was in an excellent location for everything I might need. It was a half and half, so I would have one side of the wall, and someone else the other side. That could prove nice or problematic. Part of me longed for the mansion I'd grown up in, but that wasn't mine anymore.

"Shall we go in?" Mr. Standing asked.

I nodded and followed him up the small set of stairs, where he unlocked the door. There did not seem to be a full sub-basement as many of these townhouses did, but that was acceptable. I didn’t see any need to require extra space above what I already was going to be responsible for maintaining.

He opened the door, and we walked into the foyer with a parlour to one side and stairs leading up directly in front. We travelled down the hall, and it was followed by a living room, dining room, then the kitchen, washroom, and pantry. I could see that it was clean, if not freshly dusted. The furniture and style weren't new or even to my taste, but that wasn’t something I was going to worry about right now. Besides, it was easy enough to update the look of furniture with some new doilies and an appropriate pillow or two. Mr. Standing took me up the stairs to find five large bedrooms, closets, and a set of stairs that led up to the attic. I actually spent more time looking at the attic area than I did the bedrooms where I would reside. The attic contained two rooms plus a large sewing room all with decent windows, allowing a good amount of light into the room. This would be perfect for a decent staff. It would let my maid have her own room and another for the second maid. And if I offered the rooms as part of the wage, it was likely I could get a higher calibre of employee.

One more turn around the house, and I was mostly sold. But it was a townhouse, which meant I had neighbours on the other side. "Who are the neighbours next to me?" If they were a bunch of bachelors, the risk might be too great. Too many penny dreadful novels with secret passages between buildings for night time assignations floated through my mind.

He smiled a smug look that told me I would like the answer. "The owners of this building, actually. A pair of widowed sisters in their late sixties. They would be happy to have a woman taking over this half of the house."

I almost sagged in relief, but I managed a smile at him instead. "Mary, do you have any thoughts?" I turned to her, who had been going through everything with a different aim.

"Nah. The rooms in the attic be awful nice. Can I choose mine? Iffen you give the far chamber to a married couple, you'll gets some good people. That's awful rare. The wash is in a nice place too. Has a window to the outside for pulling in laundry." She said with a smile. "It's a nice layout."

Her words helped cement my feelings. It wasn't home, but it would do. "This is excellent. I will absolutely take it. You said that you could get a cleaning crew in here for me to get the place spotless prior to move in?"

He nodded. "Yes. I have some firms that I use. They will come in to fully stock it for you and at least get it ready so that you have time to transition with your new staff. You will need to get new linens and pay for the provisioning." He gave me a look and seemed to hesitate before he spoke. "I was wondering if you might need any assistance finding the right employees?"

I paused, trying to figure out the right answer. Given that I had already approached Anne about this, I felt like I shouldn’t go around her, given that I needed to prove to her I could be useful. Or maybe she was going to prove to me she could be useful. I suspected it was a bit of a tossup.

"Thank you, but I think at the moment I might have that under control. I will definitely let you know if something arises." I still wasn't sure about men in the house, but there were times having a man around made some of the heavier chores much easier.

Mr. Standing gave me a smile. "Very well. The house should be ready for you in about a week. Is that soon enough?"

I thought about that, and it would be easier for me to do my mission for Anne first and give Mary some time to decide where everything should go and verify what we might need, prior to move in. "Yes, that will be fine. I will most likely send Mary for the keys when the house is ready for me to move in."

"Excellent. Then I will return you to your lodgings, and I will continue on with my day. Please let me know how the other aspects of your plan are going." There wasn’t much to say after that, so we rode back not saying more than idle comments regarding the rumours in the paper about some of the royals having magic. While I had read those articles carefully, little was said about the magic itself nor was anyone named. I had honestly expected something about the type of mages they were or training or something, but there was none of it. I was not sure if that qualified as a good or a bad thing.


Twenty-Six
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Saturday, June 24th

Saturday came much too fast for my own personal taste, but then that probably had more to do with my nerves than anything with the days of the week. I sat in the carriage that took me to the address that I needed to access, my hands clenching and unclenching as I reminded myself not to crumple the skirts of my gown. It was another one of the new ones Diante had created. This one in a striking green with dark blue embroidery all over it. It was not as shocking as some of my gowns, and I found the plain lines of it almost comforting. I still was unsure if I needed to be larger than life to do this or almost invisible, and the confusion simply added to my nerves.

The stopping of the coach alerted me that the time for nerves was over, and now I needed to figure out how to make this work. I had practiced a little with Mary, but the problem was she knew what I was doing and didn’t fight me. Meaning she couldn't tell if I was persuading somebody to do something or convince them they needed to talk to me. I wasn’t sure it would work with somebody else; that worried me a lot. This would prove a trial by fire I wasn't sure I was ready for.

I dismissed the coach and headed up the stairs, removing any possible escape plan. It wasn’t like I couldn’t come back out and flag down another hansom if I needed it. I knocked on the door and waited a moment. The butler opened the door and looked down at me with a superior air.

"Yes?" Confusion wove into his tone, and I suspected he knew most of the people who had been invited and I'd never been here before. It would have made my life easier if the earl had encouraged me to go to more parties instead of staying home.

I gave him my best smile and pushed with Persuade. Persuade was odd. It wasn’t something like what playing with Fire or Water was, where you controlled the actions of elements, or even Sleep where I wanted something specific to occur. Persuade was more of making yourself into what that person expected or wanted to see. The problem was, I had never been good at being what other people wanted. In this case, I needed to be the type of young lady his employers would want to have here.

"I'm Miss Luck, I'm here for Miss Stormage's tea." I smiled sweetly as I spoke.

The butler frowned at me, and I could see him shake his head so I offered a bit more magic. A touch of a fingernail here or a whisper of hair were offerings I could afford easily right at the moment. It must have worked, as he smiled at me.

"Oh yes, may I have your card, please?”

"I do apologize. My invite was misplaced. But I am sure that Miss Stormage would love to have an earl's daughter at her tea. So many people have gushed about the sweetness of her nature. I felt it was time I met her myself." I kept a smile on the entire time.

The earl's daughter was probably the point that tipped him over. He gave me a smile and stepped back. "Of course, Miss Luck, please come in." With that, the butler ushered me in and pointed towards the parlour. "The ladies are in there. Please join them."

I nodded at him and sailed in, holding my head up high, as if I had every right to be there, which, as I should know half of the women there, wasn't really a lie. I just didn't normally have the opportunity to come, or I felt too awkward to associate with them. The one that never looked fashionable or graceful. Now I entered as if I was the most beautiful woman there. Part of it was the gown, something they would all be envious of, part of it was my lack of caring. Either I would succeed or fail, and confidence was half the battle when it came to politics.

I looked around as I entered, and I realized I didn’t recognize anybody here yet. Acting as if I still lived at home was the wisest thing to do, as anyone who knew would have a hard time proving it unless the earl declared it. And shortly I would take that ability away from him, while ensuring I was still the right kind of people.

The hostess was obvious with the number of people gathered around her. I went over and picked up a small nibble to give my hands something to do. It tasted so good that I stopped to take a second one. Mrs. Haversham's cooking was decent, but not as good as whomever the Stormage's had as a cook.

I looked around, gauging who was here. Mostly, it seemed to be those with lower ranks than me. Miss Stormage was the daughter of a viscount and at least three of the other women here were daughters of barons. It made my presence more powerful as unless someone higher than me appeared, my attendance gave her gathering a level of social cachet she would not have had otherwise. I reviewed what Anne had wanted me to get information on. Mostly to find out if there was any communication between the Irish and Viscount Stormage.

I moved around saying hello to various young ladies, and acting like I was better than them and they should be honoured by my presence. To my astonishment it worked, and I had other girls giving me slight curtseys where previously I was happy if I wasn't snubbed. My progress through the room toward the hostess was interrupted by an older woman who could only be her mother, Lady Stormage.

"Miss Luck. I am so honoured. I had no idea you had been invited," she gushed. She was a woman of middle years, maybe early forties, with greying blonde hair, brown eyes, and a wealth of extra flesh not even her corset could keep in, though it tried. She also had a kind smile, and I could tell she was a bit giddy at my appearance.

"Yes. An acquaintance in common passed off her invitation, as she was not feeling well. I had heard so much about Miss Lucy that I wanted to meet her. Please tell me you don't mind my showing up." I took the hand she held out as I talked, squeezing it gently.

Mrs. Stormage inhaled, then let it out slowly, wincing as the corset restricted her expanding her lungs. Her corset was so tight I swore I could span her waist with my hands. I blessed Diante mentally, as she had only employed the smallest number of stays and no corset in this dress or bustle. Being avant-garde was much more comfortable.

"No, of course not," she wheezed. "We are so honoured. Please come meet Lucy." Her smile was warm, and I was thinking I should have been meeting the women socially below me. They seemed much nicer.

Lady Stormage ushered me toward her daughter, and the girls gathered around her spread out a bit, with only a few glances, but I didn't have time to consider what the glances meant. "Lucy, this is Miss Luck."

She waved toward me, and I smiled. "Miss Stormage, it is nice to meet you. As I was telling your mother, I hope you don't mind that I came."

Lucy Stormage was a brighter version of her mother. Brighter hair, eyes, skin, and a smile that had more ice than warmth. How such a warm mother had raised a child that was so calculating pointed toward the father, which was why I was here.

"Miss Luck, of course not. I'm honoured you would attend my little gathering. What brings you here?" Her voice was polite but her eyes assessed me. Part of me felt sorry for her. For the past few years, dealing with the earl made dealing with her simple. She wanted to feel she was in charge of the game, not understanding that she was merely one of the pieces.

A game I was determined to learn to play.

"I had heard of your success, and the earl has mentioned your father's business dealings so I thought it might be a good idea to meet you." I gambled no one was a spirit mage here, which might be what got me in trouble, but the earl had mentioned her father, though I paid little attention at the time. And I had never thought about meeting her, I was told to. But then, life was a gamble, wasn't it?

Her smile sharpened. "I am sure my father will be pleased to know Earl Luck has spoken of him."

Not as much as the earl would.

I kept that thought to myself. The other women had drifted away, encouraged by Lady Stormage. She knew I could help her daughter, though hopefully she was unaware of my current issues. I shrugged that off mentally. I was here and had a job to do. Her father owned a series of warehouse storage for the docks, and the earl had used them once or twice, though I couldn't remember what else he might have said.

"It is always nice to have someone you can trust running a business. What with the Irish sticking their nose into everything lately, you never know who to rely on when you need things done the right way." I affected a casual air, enticing her to bite at the bait. While it was unlikely she had anything to do with her father's business, he probably talked about it, if for no other reason than to hear himself speak, the way the earl did.

Miss Stormage smirked. "Oh, I don't know. It is amazing what you can get desperate people to do, especially the lower classes, if you know how to present things."

"Oh?" I said with a raised eyebrow, then gestured to the table with nibbles. "Would you like me to get you something?" As I planned, she flushed a bit with pleasure. With my rank, she should have been serving me. I just hoped I wasn't laying it on too heavy.

"A glass of lemonade?" she said with a slight quaver, then shook herself, her arrogance coming back. Lucy Stormage was prettier than her mother or I, with a figure that was much more in vogue.

I smiled but said nothing else, staying silent and seeing if she would fill the space. The lemonade was in a bowl, and I filled a cup for her then myself. Just waiting.

Lucy swallowed nervously and took a sip of her lemonade. Then babbled. "We have them working for us for almost free. Father took one of his damaged warehouses—part of the roof collapsed—and they can stay there if they unload ships for free. He didn't have the business to make it worth repairing, but free unloading makes it so he gets paid multiple times, yet it costs him nothing." Miss Stormage smirked, obviously proud of her father's use of people.

"That sounds interesting," I said mildly. "But really, they are disposable, aren't they?" I would need to bathe when I got home. Just saying this was making me feel like I had grease coating me.

"Most of them are," she agreed, handing me a plate with some nibbles on it. "I just wish the Queen would put them in their proper place once and for all."

"Yes, but where?" I would never criticize the Queen, but I was curious where she thought they deserved to live.

"Oh, back to Ireland. They can be our new colonies. Here they are close enough that rebelling would bring instant response, unlike America," she said, then popped a bite into her mouth. "It would be nice though, if we forced them to learn English."

"Mmm," I said noncommittally, not pointing out it was their country. Just where did Rohan and Anne stand with all this? Rather than continuing the conversation, I turned to a young lady that had just walked up and smiled at her. "That is a lovely colour on you."

With that, the private tête-à-tête was over. I spent the next hour talking to girls, eating some of the delicious snacks, and listening to lies. What I found interesting was Lucy Stormage hadn't lied. That didn't mean everything she said was true, just that she believed it. I wasn't sure if that was the information Anne was looking for, but either way, it was the best I was going to get. Most of the lies were compliments. It didn't surprise me.

I left after an hour, thanking the hostess before slipping out. I have other things I needed to do today.


Twenty-Seven
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Monday, June 26th

The first weekday morning was spent signing the paperwork to acquire the house and spending a sizeable chunk of the money Duncan had provided. But by lunchtime, I had a house that would keep me safe for at least the next few years. I still needed a companion, a cook, and some sort of footman or butler. Which would be something Anne might be able to help with. And I owed her information.

I grabbed a hackney, spending yet another of my dwindling hoard, even if that was more than most workers would see in a lifetime, and headed to her house. The footman pulled open the door before I could even knock.

"Miss Carlton is teaching a class for another hour. Rohan said he would talk to you while you wait." It was an offer and an order mixed in one.

"Thank you," I said, not bothering to argue. Besides, some chai would almost satisfy my craving for chocolate. I was escorted to the sunroom and settled down in a chair. A minute later Mrs. Lauton came bustling in, the scent of chai proceeding her. The summer was getting muggy in London, the air thick with pollution and other things, but the hot chai still sounded delicious.

"Here you go miss, Muni will be here shortly," she said in that English accent mixed with something else.

"Muni. What exactly does that mean?" I asked, reaching for a cup of the fragrant brew. Cinnamon, anise, and cardamon hit my nose with a welcoming warmth. I didn't hide the small smile as I inhaled.

"Ah. Think of it like a title in a church? So priest, bishop, but nothing religious. More of a nod to his training and learning. A wise man, you would say." She smiled as she talked, the smile growing bigger as I inhaled the scent with satisfaction.

"Thank you, I was wondering."

"What was that?" Rohan's voice came from behind us as Uluka sailed above him to land on a stand nestled into some of the tall Ficus trees in the corner.

"Telling her about your honorific," Srimati Lauton said as she sailed out. "Snacks will be in shortly."

My mouth watered at that thought. The cooking of India really hadn't seeped into available restaurants and definitely not the cooking of any boarding houses. I froze and listened to Srimati Lauton's footsteps fade. I could ask Mrs. Lauton about servants, then maybe Anne would owe me.

Rohan had settled down in the chair, pouring and fixing his own cup of chai. "Are you using your magic?" he asked idly as he focused on adding sugar and cream.

"Yes, but not enough. Though I have multiple ideas for that." I sipped the chai, thinking. "Do you support the … inquiries that Miss Carlton is making?"

Rohan gave me a slow smile. "Who do you think directed her thoughts in that direction?"

I blinked at him. Why had I not thought he would think like this?

"So you support the Crown? England? Aren't they your oppressors? We?" I added that last part with a bit of guilt, not that I had any control over what England did or didn't do.

"Yes," he said simply.

I waited, sure there was more.

"The issue is magic. My India right now is full of castes, hate, turmoil, and I fear that once truly powerful mages arise, there will be nothing left but ashes. While England is often a stain on my land, it is a consistent force that, if the Crown accepts and regulates magic, it will be a stabilizing influence until the world adjusts to this change." He spoke as if it was something he had said many times before.

I sat back and looked at him, my eyes narrowed. "And Miss Carlton works for the government?"

His full lips twitched up in a smile. "In a manner of speaking." He fell silent as Srimati Lauton came in with a tray. "Thank you, Milly."

"Pfft," she said. "Eat. You have been working too much." With a mock glare at both of us, she sailed out, oddly regal.

He grabbed a samosa from the plate. "Now. What is the skill you need to get better at the most?"

It was a clear sign that aspect of the conversation was over, and I went with it. "Persuasion, and I did something a few days ago that I don't understand. It felt like I pulled the energy out of a man. He dropped in his tracks like he'd been hit with a hammer. It wasn't the Sleep, but something else. I also need a way to influence people to talk to me more, but only speak the truth."

He nodded in a slow nod, his eyes tilted up as he spoke to Uluka. "She says there is a way to kill, by yanking the life out of a body. Though pulling it and releasing it can act like a shock that is almost overpowering. It won't always knock them unconscious, but the sensation is terrifying. Persuasion and Truth can be combined to pull the truth out. But the only way to get there is practice."

I blanched. "I would prefer to not practice killing people."

He grinned, a flash of white teeth. "I was thinking practice Persuasion and Truth. Have your maid practice lying to you."

"We have tried. But she has little she would not tell me, so I never know if she decided to tell me or I made her. I'll figure it out, but trying to find someone to practice on is harder than you might think."

I ate one of the snacks Milly Lauton had brought in. It was yellow rice in balls, seared crispy and full of a sweet paste that tasted like chai. So very good.

A click of heels echoed through the room, and a moment later Miss Carlton swept in and sat down in the spare chair. "Rohan, Miss Luck." She poured a cup of chai, handing it to Rohan for a moment. He smiled and handed it back to her, now with steam coming out of the top. I blinked. He had Fire powers also? How?

"How was the little errand I sent you on?" Anne asked as she sipped at her chai. How could she take it straight? The sugar and cream brought out the flavours?

"As I am unsure what you were looking for, I do not know if the information I have is useful." I hated admitting that, but short of having the man in front of me so I could interrogate him, there was little more I could do.

"Mmm, so what did you learn?" She watched me with her cold eyes and I resisted shivering.

Instead, I clenched my teeth and forced a smile. Two could play at this game, and I would learn it well. My life depended on it now. "She was willing to talk to me, though I will need to drop in on another gathering of that level at some point. People were honoured that I deigned to crash their party." I saw her eyebrow twitch up as I admitted I had gone as me. "But she bragged her father turned one of his damaged warehouses into free lodging for the Irish, as long as they unload and load the warehouses when needed. She said nothing to imply anything other than greed and using people."

"Huh," Anne said, taking another sip of tea. "That would explain it. It both lessens and raises my concerns. But no matter. I believe you wanted information from me?"

My eyes darted to the hall and then back to the food. "Would you give me a few minutes? I want to try another option first."

She arched a brow, and the corners of her lips turned up a bit. "Feel free." At that point, she closed her eyes and sat there, looking very much like a cat enjoying a spot of sun.

"Excuse me please," I said to both of them, then rose and moved out of the sunroom toward the kitchens. A lady talking to staff like I was about to was not the norm, but I was tired of society's rules. They seemed overly restricting of late.

A minute later I was in the kitchen, the smells of unfamiliar but delicious spices filling the air. Srimati Lauton was directing another maid and a young boy, who stood stirring something on the stove.

"Excuse me, Srimati Lauton?" I stumbled over the pronunciation, but she turned to look at me, a smile on her face as well as furrowed brows.

"Yes, Miss Luck? How may I help you?" Even as she spoke to me, she flicked a hand at the girl. "Ami, get to washing." The girl swung her attention back to the pots she was scrubbing on.

I just plunged into my request, even if the words weren't as polished as I would have hoped. "I'm setting up a household, and I need a cook or housekeeper. But I really love the food you've been serving. Do you know someone that might be interested?"

She tilted her head, looking at me, her face unreadable. "Would room and board be included?"

"Yes. There are attic rooms for maids, or a room available for a married couple." There were five rooms on the second floor. Two would be for me and my companion, which I still needed, but there was a room that I would gladly give up to lure a married servant couple. "I need a butler or capable footman, but unless he was married to one of the other servants, I would be uncomfortable."

She nodded, understanding that a single man in a household of women was a recipe for either molested servants, compromised women, or a scandal. "Do you care if they are not English?"

That gave me a pause. With the Irish troubles going on right now, I did not want to get in the middle of that—especially given the questions Anne was asking, but otherwise, I had no issues. "I would prefer not Irish, given the issues going on right now that might be asking for more trouble at my doorstep than I need. But if you are talking about Indian, then no."

She made a humming noise, her head turning to look behind her. "Ami, those pots should be clean by now, quit dawdling. Jamie, I know those potatoes are done. Why aren't you draining them?" Then Srimati Lauton turned her attention back to me. "When would you need them?"

"Technically, I move into the house at the end of this week, but I can live for a week or two."

"Are you willing to take a chance on this being someone's first time as a household cook?" she asked with a thoughtful expression.

I knew what she was asking. Often maids would work as undercooks and then, when they were thought to be skilled enough, would move on to other employment, but that first job was sometimes difficult to get, as no one wanted to have a cook that boiled everything until mushy. But it also meant you might get a gem in the rough. And I was absolutely in no position to be choosy.

"That would be just fine. It's my first time running a house. We could learn together," I offered. It was the truth. I already cringed at the mistakes I was sure to make.

She nodded slowly. Turning, she grabbed a towel to reach into the oven and pull out two pies. Once was obviously fruit, but the other had rich brown juices seeping out of it. Once that was set on the resting board, she turned back to me. "I have a cousin that just came to England. Her husband was trained in one of the East India Trading commander's houses. He is right between a footman and a butler. They are young, but I know her mother, who is an amazing cook, and she has spent the last two years serving in the same household as her husband, so she at least would know the basics."

I thought that over. It guaranteed me food and someone who had been trained at my level, or at least that was my understanding of the houses run in India by high ranking East India people. "I have no issues with that. If needed, would you be willing to teach her something I need cooked that she doesn't know? With compensation, of course," I hurried to add. I was learning that nothing in the world was free.

Srimati Lauton laughed. "If I know how to make it, yes. Otherwise, we will both learn. Then yes, I will send Minnie and Sandy to you."

I blinked at the names, and my confusion must have been obvious. "Many employers have issues saying our names correctly." I felt my face heat as I was struggling with their equivalent of Mr. and Mrs. "So they have anglicized names. Mrinmoyee or Minnie and Satyendra or Sandy Chowdhury." The last name I could say without issue, but I promised myself to work on saying their names properly. It was the least I could do.

"That sounds wonderful. I will leave the address with Rohan?"

"Then I will send them over next weekend with their belongings. You can discuss the rates then."

I headed back up to the sunroom, bouncing. Another thing I'd solved myself, and now Anne owed me a favour. It felt good.
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Ileft Rohan's after getting a laugh out of him and a minuscule nod of approval from Anne. I had sailed back into the solar, feeling like I had a bit more control over my life. With a smile, I let her know I would bank that piece of advice from her, as for now I had a way to solve my own issue.

As the hackney pulled up, I thought about my next issue. A companion. While servants were all well and good, they weren't regarded as a valid defence for my virtue. The very idea made me roll my eyes. Right now, the marital bed and anything of that ilk wasn't even on my mind. Silas had mentioned a governess that was at risk of being aged out. That might be a valid option. Governesses by definition had to be above reproach and intelligent. If I was to live with someone, I would need them capable of carrying on a conversation. And having magic made it easier. While I knew she wouldn't have the same type of magic I did, at least we could talk about it, I hoped.

The earl had left yesterday. Mary kept good tabs on him for me. Which meant Silas should be home about now. With that decision made, I ordered the cab to the Luck mansion. Settled in the back, I thought. My funds were fine, but the entailment I would pry from the earl was essential to long-term survival. For that, I needed a lawyer. I could ask Mr. Standing to find me one, but my desire to keep it to people that knew about magic, and knew about me, helped force me toward certain decisions.

My plan was coming together as I discarded options that put me at risk or weren't viable in the long run. My mood rose as I had yet another piece in place for my plan. I was ready when the driver opened the door at the Luck mansion. I stood there for a moment feeling odd because I didn't live here anymore. And I would never be happy about losing the place that was my home, at least in my heart and mind. But I would eventually own my residence. For now, the house I rented would suffice until I had some place I could make mine.

The head footman opened the door. "Miss Luck, it is nice to see you." The tone of voice was warm, and I smiled.

"Thank you, Richard. I hope it hasn't been too bad here lately." I smiled at him, missing the familiar feeling of people I knew around me.

He flushed a bit as he let me in. "No, miss. He has been gone a lot, and the two masters are not difficult to deal with."

"Good." The door shut behind me as I pulled off my gloves. Already I felt like I needed a bath. The smog in London of late was horrid. A good rainstorm would help cleanse the air. "Is Silas available? I need to speak with him."

"I will check," Richard said, waving me to the parlour.

I settled, looking around. While I was here, checking for the ledger would be wise. Though I would not have the copies until I had my own place. I would do the copying in the house, not the boarding house. I couldn't take the risk of someone finding it and getting curious. For my new place, either I trusted my staff or I would already fail at everything I tried to do. That sparked another random thought that the entire house might be too much for Mary to keep up, but we would figure it out.

The creak of the floor had me turning as Silas walked into the room. This time, I looked at him with a critical eye. He was a handsome man, with the earl's eyes and chin. But he was kinder than the earl had ever been. When he started going to balls, he would be a magnet for every young woman. What the earl decided to settle him with would decide if their mothers were after him as well.

"Good afternoon, Emmeline. What brings you here?" His smile was warm and implied welcome, even if the words didn't.

For a moment I thought about being coy, then realized I had no energy for that, and Silas wasn't the person I needed to waste what little wiles I had on.

"You had mentioned that you met another mage that might be looking for a new position?" I made myself comfortable on the chair, watching him as he walked over to the couch across from me.

"I did?" He looked at me blankly.

"A governess I believe?" I prompted, wondering if I was the one that had misunderstood.

His face lightened, and he sank on to the couch, realizing what I was speaking of. "Miss Jerritts. Yes, I think she said her situation was getting untenable." A frown flickered across his brow. "Why? What are you thinking?" His eyes dropped to my midsection.

"Really? No, I am not looking for that reason." The desire to throw something at him was only restrained because alienating him would serve no purpose. "I need a companion and thought if her charges were older, then this might be something she would enjoy transitioning to. I would also prefer a mage as a companion so this hits both marks."

"Oh. I would think so." He relaxed a bit and sat down.

I looked at him expectantly. We sat there in silence, Silas looking more and more confused by the second.

"Silas. What is her address? Or which family does she work for?"

"Oh." A bit of a flush hit his cheeks. "I don't know," he admitted. "And oddly, she wasn't there yesterday for training. It is the only day she comes, and normally I see her. But not this time. Mr. Barclan said she had sent a note saying she would not be attending any longer." His cadence had slowed down as he spoke.

"Who knows where she lives? I would like to get this done as soon as possible. I still need to let my landlady know and see what else needs to be arranged for moving into my lease." The number of things I needed to deal with in a short amount of time kept rising.

He shook his head. "Mr. Carlyle Barclan would know. I can provide the driver with his address. You found a house?" He leaned forward, interested.

"Yes. It is a nice townhouse over in Arlington. I'll invite both of you over when I finish moving in and getting it suitable for visitors." I smiled. That part I was looking forward to, being able to have at least a few people over. The house was not big enough for much more than that.

"I would enjoy that." He made as if to rise, then sank back down. "Remember when we were speaking about the ledger?"

I nodded. "Yes. I had hoped to inspect it and verify what I needed to purchase." I remembered it well, and was ninety percent certain I knew what to purchase, but a bit of double checking would not be amiss. Though worse case, I could get it the same day I received the ledger.

"The earl deposited it in the safety room at the East India Club," he said, and I felt my heart sink. There was almost no way for me to get in there. Even with Persuasion, a woman would not be welcome in the clubs.

"That will make it difficult," I said slowly, my mind already racing at the complications of this.

He wiggled his hands. "Maybe. I stopped his box from locking. I believe I can get to it. But it would need to be placed back in the box at least a day or so before he returned. It would probably be safer if it was back as soon as possible, just in case he returns earlier." A slight grimace passed over his face, but then he shrugged.

"Hmmm …" I said, thinking furiously. "If I can get it, it would take me about three or more days of writing, but I can get it copied." As long as in the time I had not been updating it, a huge amount of information had not been added to either ledger.

"Then I would need to grab it the first day he left. At this point, we need to wait until his next trip, and I'll have to get it then." He spoke with assurance and any doubts seemed to have fled.

That Silas would help me made my heart leap. But there were still complications. "Do you know which ledger he locked up?"

"The red one," he replied instantly.

I sighed. "That is one with the real numbers. The green is the one he hands to the Crown. Very well, the next time he leaves on at least a four day trip, can you get it for me?"

Silas took a deep breath, his eyes never leaving mine. "Yes. I can run it to your house. Then get it back there as soon as possible to replace it."

"What are you risking?" I asked, worried about him.

He shrugged. "That is my concern. I choose what I do, but I'm sure I'll be fine."

I heard the lie ring through me, and guilt twisted my insides. It was one thing to risk myself, but to put others in the way of danger did not sit well with me. But this was something I could not do, so it would lie in his hands. I understood the lie, and I wouldn't call him out on it.

"Thank you." I rose. "Now, if you would give the driver the address?"

He followed me outside, where the hackney had waited as I asked and provided the address. A few minutes later, I was on my way to see a Mr. Carlyle Barclan. I needed a chaperone. The main reason I'd been safe so far, is I wasn't going where people knew me. And besides, who needed a chaperone to go home? But if my running around continued, I risked my reputation too much. And dragging Mary with me was complicated. She was a servant and had other duties that I needed as well.

The hackney took me to an older part of London, just outside the fashionable confines of Regent's Park. The driver helped me down as I examined the building. Obviously regency era bones, but it had been recently repaired and painted.

"Wait for me, please. I should only be a few minutes."

"Very well, miss." I am sure the crown I slipped him helped with his willingness to wait, even if the cost felt like a dagger in my heart. The door opened as I approached, but I didn't see anyone standing there. Instantly suspicious, I did read penny dreadful novels after all, I called out. "Mr. Barclan?"

"One moment, girl, I don't move as fast as I once did." The voice came from deeper in the house.

If he wasn't there, who opened the door?

A movement in the shadowy confines of the foyer caught my eyes, and I bit down on a squeak of alarm. A creature, I knew it wasn't a dog, stared out at me. It was as tall as my waist and had dark fur, but looked deformed somehow. I knew if I ran, it would chase me and kill me without a second thought.

"Rogaire, quit terrorizing the young lady." The voice had me jerking my head up from the creature to an older man I recognized from the soiree. He smiled at me from the door. "I assume since Rogaire answered the door, you must be a mage?"

"Yes," I whispered through a throat so tight I wasn't sure I could continue to breathe.

"Hmm, from your looks, I'd say you are Silas's half-sister?" He leaned against the door, but it was more for comfort than need. Mr. Barclan looked as fit as Silas, if older.

"Yes, sir." My eyes kept flipping to the creature that he petted as if it was a dog.

"Ignore Rogaire. He's my familiar. So how may I help you, Miss Luck?" The amusement in his voice made my face flush, and I forced my attention to him.

"Ah, yes. I was looking for Miss Jerritts. I had a business proposition for her."

His eyes darkened. "Yes, she missed class this Sunday, and that is most unlike her, especially without a note to let me know." Mr. Barclan stared at me for another moment, then nodded. "Yes. Please do check on her. One moment."

He stepped back, leaving Rogaire and I to stare at each other. But the longer I stared, the less scary that creature became. To the point that when Mr. Barclan came back, I was almost ready to give it a pet.

"Here you go. I wrote her address down for you. Let me know if anything is wrong, please? She is a remarkable young woman." He handed me the slip of paper, his brows creased in worry.

"I will. Thank you." With one last look at Rogaire, I headed back to the cab and gave him the next address. It was a part of town not too far from where my new house would be, though a significant walk from the lodging house at this point. When we arrived, I dismounted and asked again for him to wait, but admitted it would probably be fifteen minutes or more.

"No problem, miss. I'll jest go an get meself a drink and a nosh, be back here in about twenty?" He asked, probably figuring there would be another crown in it for him at least. And he would be right.

"That would be perfect, thank you."

I headed up the steps and knocked on the front door. A foreboding man opened the door, but after Rogaire, he just looked human. "Good afternoon. I'm calling on Miss Jerritts?"

Something crossed his face, something that set me on guard and I dumped all my ideas.

"I'm afraid she is unwell at the moment."

It wasn't a lie, but it wasn't the truth, either. He glanced behind him twice, but I could see no one else.

I summoned up my brightest smile and pulled on Persuade, offering my hair in a decidedly reckless manner. "I'm not worried about getting sick. I'm awfully hardy. And I just need to talk to her for a few minutes."

He gave, as if he'd been looking for a reason to let me in. "Very well," he said, stepping back. "Georgette, show this lady to Miss Jerritts." He said to a maid that was working nearby, listening if I had to guess.

She went white, then clenched her jaw. "This way, miss."

To my surprise, she led me to the servants' stairs, but I said nothing as my alarm bells were going off like crazy. I kept my movements as silent as I could.

"Get her out of here." The words were so soft I almost missed them. "Elsen, he'll kill her cause she'll fight."

I was still deciphering the sounds into words when she pushed open a door on the third floor to reveal Miss Jerritts.
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The low light in the room delayed my ability to make sense of what I saw. A crumpled figure near a small bed suitable for a child, not an adult. The room was almost barren, with a trunk at the foot of the bed and a basin on a dresser at the other side. There was no mirror, no chairs to sit on, just a bed that would have made me sleep with my knees almost to my chest.

The person on the ground looked up as we entered, flinching back as I stepped in. She had dark hair that was pulled out of a bun and her dress gaped across her bosom. The left side of her face was red and welling and, from the marks under her eyes, I had no doubt that black eyes were forming. From the way she held her arm, I suspected it was broken or badly sprained.

In a gentlewoman's life, when you lived in a household like this, there was only one reason an employee would end up in this position—one of the men in the house had taken advantage of her. Or tried to.

Rage flickered through me, this time more visceral than even my reaction to the earl. Here was a woman who, because of her gender, had no rights. This could not go on.

All of this flickered through me in the few moments it took for me to scan the room. I made my decision, without caring if she agreed. I turned to the maid. "Pack all her stuff. She is leaving with me."

The maid paled. "The master will be back soon. He will not be happy."

"I will deal with him," I replied, my voice ice. This sounded like a perfect opportunity for me to practice almost killing someone. Or I could just kill him. The scary part, or the part that terrified a part of me way back in the recesses of my mind, was the willingness to do just that. Rage could push me to be unwise. I knew that. I didn't care.

"Miss Jerritts," I said, moving over to her. "You don't know me, but my name is Miss Emmeline Luck. I believe you know my brother Silas?"

Her eyes, reddened and swollen, stared at me. "Did he send you?" She sounded confused, and I looked closer, seeing the abrasions on her forehead and the trickle of blood on her neck from the back of her head. It only fed the rage in my being, and I accepted it willingly.

"No. I came to offer you a job. But now you are coming with me. You can decide about the job later." Unless she fought me, I was removing her from this house.

The maid had moved through the room, putting things in the trunk. There wasn't much. She handed me a shawl as I lifted Miss Jerritts to her feet. It took effort but in a moment she was standing, swaying slightly. She still seemed confused, and I hoped the blow to her head was only causing temporary confusion.

"Please get a footman up here to help me and there should be a cab nearby waiting for me." It was an order, something I was learning how to do.

The pale maid nodded and scurried out. I focused on Miss Jerritts, walking her to the door.

"Where am I going?" Her voice was shaky, but she held the shawl wrapped around her and her arm next her torso, keeping it isolated.

"With me. How long ago did this happen?" I asked as we made it into the hallway.

"This morning, he attacked me again, worse than last time. Said I wanted it and my refusal Sunday proved I wanted him to prove it. Besides, he had paid for me." The words came out stilted and lifeless. It was like I could see the hope draining from her. "Not sure why I fought. I don't have any other options. Might as well let him and avoid this." She went to wave at her body, but stifled a moan of pain as she used the wounded arm unintentionally.

"No. You are getting out of here now. I'll take care of everything." The idea that she would let that happen to keep a roof over her head fuelled my rage to levels I'd never felt before.

Miss Jerritts gave me a fuzzy look, blinking at me, but didn't argue. A young man came bounding up the stairs, his eyes on the woman and a look of anger and regret mixed together.

"We need to hurry, miss. He'll be back soon."

I nodded and together we helped her down the stairs, while another servant brought the trunk down. It told me a lot that the servants were willing to help her flee, and I would have to make sure none of them suffered for helping her.

We made it to the front entry, when the door flew open and a man strode in. Light brown hair pulled back in a queue at the back of his neck framed a face that was carved of arrogance and contempt. He had cold brown eyes, flushed cheeks from drink, and a sneer on his face. His outfit was well made, but didn't suit him at all, being too tight in all the wrong places, making him look a bit like a puppet from a Punch and Judy show.

"What is this?" His voice was a snarl of rage, though it had the whine of a child being denied a sweet. "Who are you and what are you doing with my servant?"

The word servant told me what he thought of Miss Jerritts. Governesses were well-paid employees, not servants. But dealing with the earl had taught me well how to deal with men like him. Now I just needed to make sure none of the servants paid for my actions.

"I have hired Miss Jerritts. She now works for me and will be leaving with me," I said, letting the footman steady Miss Jerritts to walk toward him. This placed her and the servants behind me.

He, I still didn't know his name, sneered down at me. "She is mine. And I am not releasing her." The possessiveness in his voice made my skin crawl.

"No, she isn't. She belongs only to herself, and she is leaving with me." I put every inch of persuasion I had in that, but it bounced as if it never occurred to him to let her go. The scary part was he believed his statement that she belonged to him. He honestly thought he owned her.

A door to the side of us creaked, and I saw three sets of eyes staring out at us, but not moving any further than that.

"No bloody way," he snarled and moved forward, his hand wrapped around his cane. He lifted it up, obviously planning on beating me or at the least knocking me out of the way.

I didn't hesitate. I grabbed the life force that slunk around his body and yanked, hard.

He screamed, hand clutching his chest as he staggered back. I released what I'd grabbed with a mental flick. I could see the energy that slammed back into him. Oddly, the price had not been as high as I expected, not that I would have cared.

He was leaning against a wall, and I strode toward him, my skirts swirling around me. I leaned close to him, he wasn't much taller than me, and hissed, "You will never hurt her again. You can't stop me from taking her. Your servants never had a chance against me. If you try anything, you'll die. Because I'll rip the life right out of your body." I used Persuade and Empathy to push at him hard. My rage and contempt mixed with the magic enough to slam into him like a hammer. His knees buckled, and he slid to the floor, looking at me with wide, terrified eyes.

I might have enjoyed that look a bit more than I should have. "Remember this any time you think about abusing someone." With a bit of contempt, I flicked Hex at him, hoping it wrapped around him for a nice long time. As I turned, I cast Blessing on everyone else, hoping it would help defray any vengeance from him.

With my back straight, I turned to look at the wide-eyed audience. "Well? Get her outside and to the cab. Now!" I'd seen the carriage pulling up as the door broke open. The maid had done well. The snap of command in my voice had all the servants springing into action. I did not even deign to look at the man lying on the floor as I stepped to the door. The servants were helping her into the cab, making sure the shawl prevented any exposure, and hefting her trunk up. I knew she'd never get the rest of her pay out of the man, but that was fine. Ideas for extra income on my part had been trickling through my mind.

Glancing at the front door to make sure it was shut, I pulled out a handful of shillings and a few crowns, looking at the servants. "I am grateful for your help, and I am sure Miss Jerritts is as well. Here, spread this among the others. If anyone is dismissed, you can find me at this address starting next week." I gave them the address and turned to get into the hackney.

"Thank ye, miss. She's a good lady. What he did t'weren't right," the maid said with a shy voice. "Take care of her."

I turned to give them a smile as I settled into my seat. "I will. I promise."

They shut the door, and the driver started off toward the lodging house. Finally, I turned my attention to Miss Jerritts. She still looked pale and abused, which was accurate, but it seemed like she was tracking better than she had been in the bedroom.

"You rescued me?" She sounded bewildered and searched my face as if I might not be real.

"Well, I absolutely wasn't leaving you there. The question now is, do you want to work for me?" I leaned back and watched her. I hoped Mrs. Haversham had an extra room, otherwise she'd be sleeping with me.

"Doing what?" She leaned back and looked at me, her eyes sharper, though with pain or awareness I couldn't tell.

"I need a companion. Preferably someone with magic, as it would mean not having to hide things. The ability to have intelligent conversations and enjoy reading are also of primary importance." I watched her as she moved. From the way she held her arm and what she could do, I suspected it was badly wrenched, not broken, which was a relief.

"I can do all of those. But how did you end up here, now?" The confusion in her voice made me smile.

To that question, I shrugged. "Magic? I have no other answer. I was following up on an idle comment Silas made and figured today was as good as any to talk to you, then …" I waved back behind us, incorporating everything.

"Ah. Well, if you will have me, I am more than willing to work for you and see if it works out. Not that I have many options at this point." Her mouth twisted up in a wry smile. In the shadowed interior of the cab, it was as visible on her face as the darkening skin where she'd been hit.

"Oddly, the fact that you fought tells me a lot," I said quietly.

She gave me a long look then nodded, both of us understanding that many would have just given in. It was easier sometimes.

The hackney pulled to a stop, and I glanced out. "Ah, now for the second challenge. Seeing if there is room for you, otherwise you'll be rooming with me."

"I can live with either, though I feel there is much you have yet to explain," she commented as the driver helped her out of the carriage.

"You have no idea," I murmured and went up the stairs to deal with the indomitable Mrs. Haversham. To my relief, she had a room, though she gave Miss Jerritts a long look before reluctantly allowing her to stay. I took the time to let her know we would be leaving next weekend as well. I think the only reason she was upset was because she'd be losing Mary as well.

I pushed off my discussion with Miss Jerritts until the morrow. We gave her some laudanum and sent her to bed. It could wait until then. I did remember to send a note via a runner to Mr. Barclan just telling him she was with me and was now safe. How he would interpret that, I had no idea.
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The next morning I waited until after breakfast to speak with Miss Jerritts. The other women were sympathetic as we ate, though she looked worse than she had yesterday. She looked like she had been beaten, which she had. Both eyes were black and blue, the knot on the back of her head large and tender to the touch, and her arm ached whenever she used it, so it was in a sling. But her charm and intelligence were obvious, letting me know I'd made a good choice.

While Mary and Mrs. Haversham cleaned up, I ushered Miss Jerritts into the parlour.

"Now that I am less confused," she said, looking at me. "Can you explain just what happened and what this job is?"

I ran her through the sequence of events that ended up with her being here. At this point, I was glad she could stay here as being in public looking like that would do nothing but garner questions. Questions I doubted she wanted to answer.

"That all makes sense," she said, considering everything I had told her. "But the job?"

Here I smiled. At least she could process information, which was a bonus. "I am moving into my leased house this weekend, and I require a companion to keep scandal away from me." Mostly so I could still move in polite society more than any fear for my virtue.

"Ah. Well, I doubt I will get a reference from them," she muttered, the distaste strong in her voice. "So I am more than happy to accept the offer, but don't you want to know about me?"

"Yes, though I would be happy to start with your name?"

A peal of laughter broke through, and she introduced herself. Laura Jerritts, twenty-nine, from a family whose father had an issue with gambling and as such could not afford a season, so she went into service when he died, leaving nothing but debts. She had been educated at Cheltenham Ladies’ College by virtue of her mother paying the tuition when she was a child. It allowed her to escape the worst of her father's stupidity

It also meant she was better educated than I was, as I had only had tutors until I turned sixteen, at which time I worked for the earl as an unpaid secretary. Though I had read all of his law books, as well as any other book in the house. The best benefit I had was my memory. I could even remember page numbers of the books I'd read. It was one of the reasons I was sure I could copy the ledgers quickly, but mine was not the only hand in them, and I could not recall what I had never seen, or what might have been changed.

By the end of the conversation, covering only general topics, I was sure she would be a delightful companion, but she was exhausted and went upstairs to nap. I, in turn, sought out Mary.

"Will you make sure we are packed by Friday morning? I wish to head over there as soon as possible. Mr. Standing believed they would be done with the house by Thursday evening."

"Yes, miss. Didcha get any more staff?" her brows were drawn down in a frown. "I don't be minding working hard, miss, but an entire house to meself is a bit much."

"Partially. I have a cook and butler or footman type for us. But I don't have another maid or footman. Nor a housekeeper," I admitted. It felt like there were so many things I didn't know that I kept stumbling over.

"I suspects that iffen you ask the Miss Jerritts she can run the house. Not like being your companion is going to be all that challenging. Though …" She trailed off uncertainly.

"Though what?" I prompted. Mary had turned out to be an amazing asset, and I was not about to discount anything she might know.

"I went through her trunk, miss, as it was all just tossed in and to pull out things to clean. She doesn't have much, and what she has is worn to threads. She'll need new clothes to go with you anyplace. And, iffen you don't mind, she needs to eat. I think those employers of hers were starving her." Mary's distaste matched my own, and I nodded with a sigh.

"So we need to take her to Diante's, especially if I want her to attend the ball with me in a month."

"Yes'm," Mary said with a quick bow.

I winced internally at the rapidly dwindling funds, but I would not have her walking around in rags. It would be embarrassing for her and me.

"Very well. Will you run a message to Diante and find out when she has time? I will also need another dress for that ball, so might as well combine that errand."

"Yes'm," she said and then headed out to do her chores for Mrs. Haversham.

That brought me back to the lack of funds and my idea. It was a bit outré but it might prove lucrative, and if it worked, it would also set up the first move in getting my settlement from the earl. I put on my most invisible walking dress and pulled the name I needed to find from my memory. Being in public, I could hopefully blend and no one would notice. Laura was going to get a lot of walking done with me, so we needed to get some weight on her.

The courts had lists of barristers that could present cases in front of them, and there were only two courts that would even hear my case: the Court of Pleas or the Court of Chancery. Hopefully William O. Stricklen, Esquire could practice at them.

I got a few strange looks as I entered the court house, but the clerk was more than willing to search the rolls for the name I provided. Twenty minutes later, I had an address for the barrister. It wasn't in a part of London that I normally went. His office was in Southwark, on the other side of the Thames. With the Luck Mansion being near Cavendish Square, and my new house being Bloomsbury, it felt weird to go to the other side of the river.

As the hackney stopped there, I looked at the area for a long time, but it was quiet, with offices and a few retailers. From the looks of the buildings, I suspected many of them lived above, which seemed wise. With a sigh, I dismounted from the cab and climbed the stairs. There was a small sign that signalled I was at the correct place. With a bit of trepidation, and reminding myself of my magic, I knocked.

A minute later, the door was pulled open by a young woman with a look of curiosity on her face. "Yes, miss?"

"Good morning," I said with a forced smile, keeping my magic on the tip of my fingers. I needed to practice the Sleep spell and my life force spell. If anything, untoward happened, I would be applying it with great prejudice. "I would like to talk to Mr. Stricklen."

An eyebrow flicked up, but she stood back, letting me enter. The layout was similar to the first floor of my soon to be place, but instead of a parlour, it was an office filled with bookshelves and books.

"Please wait here. May I tell him who is calling?" she asked.

"Miss Emmeline Luck." I said, still scanning the office.

She waved at the chairs, then went and knocked on the door at the other end of the room.

I ignored her implication that I should sit and perused the collection of books. Many were ones the earl owned, and I knew he had studied law, but decided to not take the bar as it was too menial for him. It was something I would need to remember that he wasn't ignorant of the laws, just that he never practiced.

"Miss Luck?" the young woman said from the door. "Mr. Stricklen will see you now."

I pivoted on a heel and inwardly reminded myself I could handle anything. With a firm stride, I entered and saw the same man I had met at the Soiree coming around the desk with a confused, if polite, smile.

"Miss Luck, to what do I owe this pleasure?" He said with a nod to me.

The secretary left the office, but the door was left ajar. Yet another reason I needed Miss Jerritts as soon as she was up to being out in public. It made matters of propriety less problematic.

I settled down in the chair as he went back to his desk, and I inspected him and the room. There were three large filing cases on either side of the door to what I assumed was the hallway. His desk was obviously second or even third hand, and he had piles of paper and books on it as well as an ink and pen set, with multiple ink splotches staining the desk. The chairs were old, but comfortable. At least the one I sat in was. While there were electric lamps giving light to the room, as there were no windows, it was still gloomy. The far wall had a fireplace, unlit at the moment.

As for Mr. Stricklen, he was as I remembered him. His skin was that of the dust that coated my dresses after a day in London, but richer in colour. With rich brown eyes, hair that was close to his head with tight curls that no iron could have created, matched with a generous smile, and clothes that had seen better days, I recognized a man who was working, but hadn't made it yet. Maybe I could help with that.

"I am here to talk to you about both hiring you and working for you," I said, keeping my face calm and unruffled.

He pulled back a bit, blinking. "Work for me? I am afraid I can barely afford to pay my secretary, much less a lady." The barrister waved around. "As you can see, I am not rolling in money, though I would be more than happy to press a case for you."

I let a smile slip through. Reminding myself the point was to act confident and people will believe you are. "I think you might find that I can help you greatly. But first for my case. I wish to use Stokes vs Wedgeforth as leverage to obtain a settlement or entailment from my father. "

Mr. Stricklen pulled back, his eyes blinking at me in surprise. Then he rose. "One moment please," he said, getting up and going into the other room. A minute later, he came back with a large volume I recognized. He sat down at his desk and flipped it open.

"I believe you will find the specific case on page 213, with references to disinheritance in a challenge in 1789," I said smiling as I pulled up the information in my mind, even to the barristers that had argued that in the King's Court, resulting in this case.

"You are a lawyer?" He asked, a bit confused.

"No. I have simply read a lot, and my memory is phenomenal," I said with a smile.

He took a minute to read the case and then looked up at me. "Please explain the exact situation that has you wishing to seek this?"

With a sigh, I laid it out, the forced marriage, my magic snapping awake, my challenging my father, and then him kicking me out.

"And you have been staying where?"

As much as I hated the question, I understood it. If I had moved in with an unmarried man, I could never prove I wasn't having sex. It was the reason the door was left open, so the secretary could vouch for our conduct.

"In a women's only boarding house run by Mrs. Haversham," I said coolly.

Mr. Stricklen leaned back in his chair. "Why me? You know my skin colour will have a negative effect on the courts. Usually I am arguing for people of a slightly darker tone than yours or lower social status."

It could have been insulting, but I nodded. "Because you are a mage, like I am. Which brings me to the work I wish to do for you." Rather than reply, he folded his hands and waited, intelligent eyes on me. "I am a Spirit mage and, per Rohan, my strength is in the area he calls Mind. I can hear people tell lies. It requires very little offering and most of the time I can even tell if it is a partial truth. Mind you, if they believe it, I won't be able to know the difference. I am willing to work for you by either being present in interviews or in the courtroom to tell you who is lying."

We sat there for a long time, his expression of shock fading to thoughtfulness, then to a sharp predatory look that told me my offer was just what he needed.

"I can do that. Though if we can run a few tests, I would prefer it. But I will take on your case." He tapped his fingers, doing some quick mental calculations. "It will take me at least two weeks to get all the paperwork filed. You said you will have proof of his income?"

"And tax evasion, though not for another week or more."

"That will work. Though I would like to have you at a case next week, to give a trial run of your abilities."

My eyes lit up. That sounded amazing, not to mention I'd never seen a trial before. Hopefully, Miss Jerritts would be ready then.

I had a job.


Thirty-One
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Friday, June 30th

We unloaded our belongings into the house on Friday afternoon. With just two trunks and a small number of belongings for Mary, it didn't take long. Then the three of us went through the house, with Laura taking a list of everything we would need. Mary had been right, and Laura made an excellent housekeeper as well, especially as it really was just the two of us. More staff to run the house would have been too much.

The big thing was ordering four extra mattresses. There were ones for Laura and me, but Mary and the Chowdhury's would need them as well as the other maid we still needed to hire. We had arranged those deliveries for this evening, therefore the knocking at the back door grabbed my attention. The three of us, excited about what we could do with the place, headed to the back door by the kitchen. I had not even seen the yard yet. We would share it with the owners, but per Mr. Standing, they were only here during the season, so they had left in early May. That being said, they were happy to have tenants, especially women. Which meant we had it to ourselves until Christmas.

Mary pulled open the door to reveal a man and woman in bright-coloured clothes similar to what I saw Rohan and a few of his servant's wear.

"Hello. I assume you are the Chowdhury's?" I asked, looking at them. The woman was young, but then I reminded myself, so was I. How could I feel so old at twenty-three? She had a nervous look, a large valise in one hand, and another bag in the other. Her hair was so black it looked inky on her head, twisted into a bun on the back, and she was tiny, both in height and frame. Her husband towered over her, though he was shorter than I was. He had clean lines, hair cut short, a friendly smile, with dark eyes, and was wearing an outfit similar to Rohan's. I realized I would need to get him a suit for the household. Or, I thought rebelliously, let them all wear the prettier outfits like what he wore. I would think about it.

"Yes, kumari," he said with a bow, though he kept his eyes on me.

"Kumari?" I asked, confused. I hoped they spoke English or this would be complicated.

He flashed a smile, and I was relieved that while handsome, he wasn't gorgeous like Rohan. That might have been a bit much. "I am sorry. Kumari is Bengali for Miss. I can use miss instead. Nerves I'm afraid."

His English was excellent and that frisson of tension vanished. "That is fine. I was just confused. Please come in. How did you want me to address you?"

Twenty minutes later, we had decided that they would go by Minnie or Mrs. Chowdhury and Sandy or Mr. Chowdhury. Both of them made clear they were used to more informal households, but would be fine either way. It was nice to just have them call me Miss Em and Miss Laura. Already Mary and Minnie were creating a friendship. They were shown their rooms, unpacked, and then I saw how Minnie would rule the kitchen. She set her husband and Mary to work and promised me to have a list of what was missing she would need. The small bundle she had carried proved to be full of spices that made my nose twitch and mouth water.

"Have you had Indian cooking, Laura?" I asked as we finalized the orders we needed from the shopkeepers.

"No," she said with a shake of her head. "But whatever she is cooking smells amazing."

It did. The house filled with the smells of curry and cinnamon. Already my stomach wanted to taste what she was cooking.

"It does, and I suspect it will taste even better. Monday we will order you some dresses, and then I have a test with the lawyer." I had already explained everything to her, and she was almost as excited as I was. We needed to talk more magic, as our two areas were completely different. Laura had something that seemed mostly useless. Mr. Barclan had called it Entropy. She could use Fire a bit and Time, but even Barclan hadn't figured out how to use that magic much.

I looked at my room. I had the room facing the front with a door to the shared balcony with the other side of the townhouse. Laura was next to me. We needed to use chamber pots still, which was annoying, but someday I swore I'd get one of those fancy indoor toilets.

"I think I will work on my room. There are a few personal items at the bottom of the trunk that Mary left." I needed something to occupy me, or I would just be down here drooling at the kitchen door.

"That sounds good. I think I'm going to do the same. Maybe make the room appear like a home, not a vacant room." She had a light look on her face, and already the food was helping to cancel out the gauntness.

We both disappeared into our rooms, and I started pulling out the things at the bottom of the trunk. One was a small painting of my mother. That I put above the fireplace. My brush and comb already were on the small vanity. There were a few books, those I put in the small bookcase in my room. Some hair pieces that I shoved in the drawer in the vanity. The jewels I had taken were already placed in the bottom drawer of the vanity. Maybe someday I would wear them or sell them if it came to that. At the bottom was a pile of white. I pulled it out, frowning at the packet. Ah. Now I remembered. They had been in a corner of the armoire that I had kicked. Amused, wondering if it was going to be secret love letters from a young woman long past, I settled down at the vanity to open them up. They all had dates at the top, starting a year before I was born. I started with the oldest. They were written like letters, but no envelopes. It was more like someone had written them then folded as if they might be mailed someday. There was no signature, nor were they addressed to anyone. Curious, I sat down and started to read.

April 3, 1841

My son is so strong. Already he is walking and talking. Small words, but still, they are words. Yet there is a look of distaste every time he looks at him. I know not what to do. I try to be a good wife, but nothing is good enough. Hopefully, the dinner I arranged for tonight will make him happy. And he won't visit me tonight.

Jan 10, 1842

I'm expecting again. I don't know if I should be happy or sad. I told him this morning and the look on his face wasn't one I can explain. Joy, contempt, rage, regret? I don't know; it was like all of them at once. Soon there will be another child. All I can hope is this one makes him happy. I hate being pregnant. I would give much for him to have a mistress, one that can make him smile.

July 12, 1842

I'm so ready for this child to be born. He rages he might kill me if it isn't a son. Isn't one son enough? My poor baby boy. I still don't know why he hates the child. He is bright and interested in everything. He's been speaking for a year in full sentences. Nothing makes him happy. Oh, child, that kick was hard. I hope you are strong enough to stand up to your father. I know I never was.

August 17, 1842

I have a daughter. I nurse her here in the quiet of the room. His rage was insane, but he would never leave bruises that might be seen. He has left, and if I am lucky, he won't be back for a day. If he got drunk, maybe I would learn why he hates me so. It wasn't like I had any choice in any of this.

Istared at the date and then at the letter. It couldn't be. With shaking hands, I picked up the last two.

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 about 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.

There were water stains blurring the last letter and nausea bubbled at the back of my throat, but I didn't move. I just stared at it. The words and dates coalesced in my mind. All my life the earl had shoved down my throat that my coming into the world had deprived him of his Angeline. The odd tones when he said her name, I had always thought were a mix of grief and anger. Now I wondered if it was contempt and guilt. She had been fine after my birth. She nursed me. She loved me.

I had always known my furniture had been hers, but thought nothing of it. Solid pieces were passed down through the family for years. All this time, I thought I had deserved his anger, but I had done nothing.

Bile filled my mouth. I struggled to swallow it down. I needed something else in my mouth. The house cleaners and stocking service had left a bottle of brandy downstairs. My head spun as I rose, going downstairs in a daze to the brandy. I poured a large glass of it and took a gulp. The burn seared through me, and I dropped onto an ottoman, my knees refusing to hold me any longer.

Earl Jontan Luck had murdered his wife, Angeline.

My world spun as everything I thought I knew crumbled into ashes at my feet.

"Emmeline? Is everything okay?" Laura's voice came from the entry to the parlour, her face a mask of confusion as she looked at me holding the brandy, looking like a hoyden with my legs splayed out and dress akimbo.

I managed to look at her, and for a moment I could only see the violence men did against women in the still healing bruises on her, the gauntness that was just beginning to fade. My shock ebbed, and in its place was rage. Rage against the system, against men, but most explicitly rage against the man who was central to all the trauma in my life. Jontan Luck

"No. Nothing is okay. But I'm going to change that. I'll make him pay." Each word was a vow, and I felt my magic tremble as I spoke.
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Friday, June 30th

After finishing the brandy, I went back upstairs. As I came up, Laura followed me, worry drawing her face tight. "Emmeline? What is going on?"

I just looked at her and shrugged. "I am going to believe I can trust you, but you must never speak of this, I can't do it without your assistance." Going into my room, I picked up the letters and handed them to her. She sat in the wing chair in the corner of my bedroom, while I remained on the ladder-back chair at the vanity, my mind racing.

It wasn't signed and while the handwriting might be matched up, that wasn't enough to create a court case on. And as she had never named him, there was no way to prove Angeline Luck had written those missives. All the servants had been hired when we moved permanently into town after Grandfather Luck died. Until then, we had lived in the mansion on the Luck estate until I was about six or seven. Currently, it was rented out to another minor lord who wanted to live the country life with no responsibilities. The estate steward took care of everything or contacted the earl.

But that meant all of them had only been with us for a decade at the most. None of them knew my mother, only the story the earl had spread. At this point, I was unaware if I even had living grandparents. What had my mother's maiden name been? I actually had no idea.

So the only way to do that was to have him admit it. But telling me or Duncan wasn't enough, that would be hearsay. I needed him to admit it in front of people who could act on it. I fought through ideas, but one kept at the back of my head. Rohan had mentioned once that strong Truth tellers could force someone to tell the truth. Could I do that? Was I strong enough? Could I get strong enough?

Laura set the papers down, her face as white as it had been the day I met her. "I take it you believe these are from your mother?"

"Yes. The mother I have been told all my life died in childbirth," I said in a distant voice.

"I see." Laura folded her hands in her lap. "What do you intend to do?"

I turned to look at her. "Why do you ask that?" Everything in the world seemed frozen and distant as I tried to figure out a plan to destroy the man. My magic would help, but only if I used it correctly.

"Because though I have only known you a week, you do what you want regardless of societal rules or what should be done." She didn't look away from me, just watched.

I nodded slowly. "I have an idea, but I might need your help with it, and I will need my brother's help."

I realized I would have to show these to Duncan. But I did not dare let them out of my sight. That meant inviting him over.

Laura took a deep breath, trying to steady the shaking that I could see in her lips. "It is the least I can do."

A snort escaped my lips, and I felt part of me relax. "I did not tell you much about what is going on. Let me rectify that." I quickly went over the soiree, being kicked out, getting a business set up, talking to Silas about a companion, getting her, this house, and talking with a lawyer for suing the earl for a settlement.

"That all sounds intimidating, and I'm not sure I'd have the courage to do all that," she said after I laid it all out.

"You fought," I countered. "Hard enough that he hurt you badly, but was unable to …" I trailed off, not sure how to phrase my question. Or was it a statement?

"He didn't," Laura confirmed grimly. "But it was close and next time?" She shrugged and I let it go. It no longer mattered, but I would remember that man. I had no issue being vindictive.

"Well, I might need to take these to my lawyer and talk to him, but not until I speak to my brothers." I stumbled over the word a bit. Technically Angeline had not been Silas's mother, but I wasn't sure if he should know what the earl was capable of. Right now, I mostly planned to keep the information to myself, but Duncan had to be informed.

"Then it sounds like we are going to have guests at some point. When we do, I'll take care of the social niceties. You do what you do best," Laura said with a gentle smile.

"And what would that be?" I asked, a bit confused.

"Change lives, of course," she said with a smile.

I laughed, waving away her comment. "No. I just do what needs to be done."

She arched a brow at me but said nothing else on the matter. "Put these away until you are ready to show them to people. You said you had some money put away for household purchases."

"Yes. A hundred pounds. It was what I saved by paying two years upfront. I would prefer not to purchase furniture, but other things should be fine."

Laura nodded. "We have already ordered the mattresses and linens. A new washtub is needed as well as another maid. Mary will not be able to do all this herself. Short term yes, especially if I help, but over months, no."

Already we were back to practicalities. It made me feel like my world had stabilized. "I know. But I would prefer one that is comfortable with magic, if not a mage herself. I'll think about it."

"Good. I, uh, did have a request though?" She seemed uncertain and shaky for a moment. I just looked at her, waiting. "Would you mind if I continue my lessons with Mr. Barclan? There are still some things to learn, and he said Rogaire mentioned there was another aspect to my magic. One that is hard to learn."

I frowned at her. "Of course not. I might even attend occasionally. I have questions about that aspect of magic. Knowledge is never a bad thing."

Her face sagged with relief, and I spoke before I could think. "Laura, I need a friend. Not a servant. Yes, I am paying you, because it costs money to live. But you have the right to ask for things. Literally, unless it is an appointment or dance or something that I need your presence at, I am always going to say yes. This is your home as well. Or at least I want it to be."

Laura looked pensive as she looked around. "I would like that, but it might take me a while to believe it. "

"I can be patient," I replied, then rose. "But we had better look at what is needed and I will start my plans." A chime at the door stopped my next words. There was a bell that rang outside, and I walked to my window to look down. A carriage stood outside my door, but because of the angle, I could not see who was there.

With a glance at Laura, we both headed to the stairs, only to find Mary about to come up them. "Miss, Miss Carlton is here to speak with you."

"Ah, thank you. Please show her to the parlour, and if Minnie can, we would love some tea and maybe a snack. All the excitement has made me hungry." Not to mention the brandy had gone into an empty stomach and was churning up a bit.

"I take it you know her?" Laura asked as I stood on the landing trying to compose myself. Rage, sorrow, and frustration flickered through me. I could kill him. I knew it was possible. But did I really want to be a murder? Murderess? Laura's question pulled me out of my swirl of thoughts.

"You haven't met? How did you start training with Mr. Barclan?" For some reason, I had Anne down as the person with her finger on the pulse of all magical stuff.

"Ah. One of the servants found me after my magic exploded. She said her sister had a touch of Fire magic and her employer was very strong in it. After she heard him talking about an old friend that was training him, she got her sister to go talk to him for me. As you can guess, it was difficult for me to get any free time." Laura shrugged a shadow crossing her face, and I wanted to go back and rip the life out of the man yet again. My tendency toward violence didn't disturb me as much as it should have.

She continued. "It was convoluted, but eventually he came over as a distant uncle. We talked, and he agreed to teach me, though my magic isn't as easy to manage as most. But the ability to use Fire is nice. The entropy part is just … odd?" She seemed abstracted, as if remembering the past.

"That makes sense, I guess. Miss Antoinette Carlton is a mage and is the one that got me my training. She and Rohan run most of the magical education that I'm aware of. It was them that hosted the party my siblings and I went to."

"Ah," she said, understanding lightening her face. "Mr. Barclan just refers to her as Lady C. I wasn't sure."

"I don't even know if she is a lady, at least by how the Crown determines it. But she is a powerhouse." I glanced down the stairs and hoped I was ready for the constant battle of wits that Miss Carlton engendered. Everything was a game or a challenge, and I refused to fail. But she owed me at this point. I hoped.

"You are still hesitating," Laura pointed out as I stood at the top of the stairs.

"I know. I'm just trying to make sure my temper is under control, and I really want another shot of brandy. It is all I can do to not charge out of the house and go strangle the earl. He is lucky he isn't in town at the moment." Letting my emotions rule my actions was dangerous, so I forced myself to calm down.

Laura grinned. "If you ever challenge him, I want to watch. I wish I had been in less pain to enjoy watching you take out my former employer."

I smiled at her, a grin of teeth and the thrill of the hunt. "That might have given me a bit of a taste for power. At least against men like him. However did you handle it?" I was still stalling, but I hoped Minnie would have a nice tray of nibbles. Food and something hot would be settling.

Her face darkened and instead of immediately answering, she started down the stairs. Surprised, but not willing to force her to answer, I started down the stairs as well. She paused at the base, her eyes on the front door. "It wasn't that bad until recently. His wife took sick, and I think he was being denied bedroom privileges. So he thought to get them from the people under his roof and his power."

My gut churned as I finished the last few steps. "Then it is a good thing you are out of there. Do his children need to worry?"

"I think not. The few female servants, maybe. With luck, he'll find a mistress and have to pay for what he wants." Her voice was dark, but I barked out a laugh as we turned to the parlour.

"Hopefully, he has to pay a sizeable amount for anyone to put up with him." I led the way into the parlour, where Miss Carlton sat on a chair. The parlour wasn't to my style, but it would do. With soft rose wallpaper, a large carpet from who knew, and two loveseats and two chairs all done in an overly ornate French style with a matching coffee table, it came across as fussy and much older than I was. But until I had the money to purchase a home and furnish it myself, it would do. Though I might get a new rug and put the existing monstrosity with its red roses, orange tulips, and green vines in the attic.

She watched us as we walked in. "Good afternoon, Miss Carlton. May I introduce my companion, Miss Laura Jerritts?" I nodded at Laura as I took a seat.

"Ah, yes. It is nice to meet you. Mr. Barclan has only had good things to say about you," Anne said with a nod and a sharp look as she scanned the woman, seeing everything.

I saw the flicker of surprise cross Laura's face as she settled into the loveseat, while I took the other armchair. It was as uncomfortable as it looked. I would have to do something about them. If I hosted too much, these chairs would be impossible.

"Thank you," Laura murmured.

"What brings you here, Miss Carlton? I must admit we are still in a bit of a disarray, having only moved in today."

"Yes. I wanted to ensure you were set up in a manner that would keep your reputation intact. Which Miss Jerritts here will assist with. But I also had a … job for you."
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Before I could say anything, Minnie came in with a tray. "Here you go, Miss Luck. Miss Carlton, nice to see you again."

A genuine smile blossomed across Anne's face. "Ah, this is how you solved your problem." Anne shot me a glance with the humour still there. "Believe me, you will love Minnie. I've had the pleasure of sampling some of her specialties. Did you hire her husband as well?"

I nodded as Minnie set down the tray. "Yes, Satyendra will be serving as my butler and footman until I can decide what else I need. It isn't like I will be hosting large parties. So the only need I have at the moment is another maid, but we will limp by for a while until we decide what to do." There was no way I was going to ask for more from her. I was already uncomfortably aware of the odd debt between us, something that mattered more than I would have thought.

Anne nodded. "That makes sense." I could tell something else flickered across her face, but she didn't speak until Minnie left and I poured us all tea. There were some biscuits, fried rice coated with honey and nuts, and some tiny things that I had no idea what they were. Crackers with toppers of a pink substance.

Miss Carlton settled back with her tea, watching me. "Having Miss Jerritts as your companion actually works very well. There is a garden party tomorrow that will have a number of people at it. Including some men that I need to get some information from."

I stiffened, as did Miss Jerritts. But all Anne did was sigh. "It is a respectable party, and I am not asking either of you to seduce anyone. Frankly, Miss Luck, you are not well suited to that. And given the marks that Miss Jerritts wears, I feel it would do more damage to her than gain information for me."

She made the disclaimer, but part of me felt that if it was necessary—and who knew what constituted as necessary to her—she would ask just that. While I was curious as to what she wanted, there were limits to what I would do. In the debt column, given that I knew she could and would collect for what I owed Rohan, the balance was on her side.

"And what exactly would you like me to do?" I asked instead of voicing my concerns, reaching for the cracker. I almost missed her words as a mix of fish, savoury spices, salt, and a touch of cream exploded in my mouth. It was one of the more amazing things I'd ever tried.

"I have a series of questions I would like you to ask a few young lords that are going to be at the party. I suspect in the future, as magic becomes more widely known, doing this won't be possible, but for now I am going to leverage your ability to sense lies to its utmost." Her smile was sharp and predatory, and again, I wanted to have her power. Though I would never be pretty enough to wield it like she did.

"And what would be in it for me?" I asked, watching her. I might owe her, but that didn't mean she owed me. Though I suspected setting my boundaries now was the wisest course.

Miss Jerritts choked slightly as she set down the biscuit and took a sip of her tea. Miss Carlton did the same, but I believed she was hiding a smile. I followed the trend and paid attention to the tea for the first time. The rich scent of bergamot and raspberries hit my nose. I had only added a touch of sugar to my tea, preferring the pure flavours, unlike Duncan, who drowned it in sugar and cream. If I wanted that, I would get chocolate. My eyes flicked to Anne at that thought, and I waited.

"You are learning," she said as she sat her teacup down, glancing at her plate that held the rice ball on it. "While I won't lie and say you are still well in the red, I also understand the odd burden this is going to place on you, as more people realize you are living alone. Right now, there are only a few people talking about your expulsion, as your father has been out of town and neither of your siblings are all that social."

Rage flashed through me as she called that man my father and the words burst out before I could lock them back down. "He is not anyone I will ever call father. Regardless of his involvement in my existence, he is not my father." I bit my lip, furious at my own lack of self-control. If he realized the depths of my rage, it would give him a weapon against me.

She arched a brow at me, obviously sensing there was more there than his simply kicking me out. But to my relief, she did not follow up on that. "I am seeding the active gossip mill with rumours of you being entailed, but it will not hold up for long, especially if you hide."

"The entailment is being worked on, though it might be more than that." I needed to think more about how to proceed, but I had not had time. Trying to pull my temper in, I set the tea down, my thoughts back to raging. I grabbed the honey ball, figuring if nothing else, the faux pas of me licking my fingers might be enough to distract me.

"Ah," she said, still watching me. I let her until I knew for sure I would be able to not mention my father's other crimes. After a point where Laura had cleared her throat uncomfortable in the silence, I was still licking my fingers to keep from talking, Anne continued. "As I would like to continue to use you to pry information out of people at parties, I am providing Diante with a budget for dresses for both you and Miss Jerritts." She turned her attention to the woman in question, who looked confused at the change in direction.

In the last week, Laura and I had talked, but it hadn't been enough with her recovering from her injuries, and I had been distracted trying to get everything finished up for moving here, including keeping Mrs. Haversham happy. So there were many things I had not talked to her about. All I could do was hope both Silas's and my feelings about her ability to adapt, survive, and be a good person were not wrong. If they were … well, she could easily destroy my reputation with a few misplaced words.

"Dresses for me?" Laura asked with understandable confusion. For me, I was relieved. I knew I would need more clothes to attend parties, and Diante's dresses were not cheap. A single gown could run twenty pounds, while a ball gown could be close to a hundred. Even though I would wear her gowns multiple times with detail oriented changes, additions, or subtractions, I still could not afford to get both of us full wardrobes. Which were almost required to counteract any rumours of me being destitute.

"Of course. Diante is creating a name, and both of you need to be someone people are paying attention to. In the right ways, of course. Miss Luck is uniquely suited to ferret out information and manage people. Her magic is exactly what …" she suddenly trailed off and shook her head, giving me a sharp glance, but I had not been using any magic on her. Though both Laura and I had Bless on us. It only made sense. I would need all the good luck in the universe to continue this path.

After clearing her throat, she continued. "Let's just say I am more than willing to spend on dresses in exchange for you attending parties. With luck, by the time the season starts at Christmas, your new role as a woman living by herself with her companion will be cemented into the common consciousness."

I nodded a bit. There was a lot I could gain by working for her, though if she knew about the earl, it might change. But that was in the future. My plans could not affect hers until I actually had plans. Those were all things I needed to figure out.

Laura cast me a quick look, and I nodded. "You haven't seen my gowns. Diante is a miracle worker."

She picked up another cup of tea, then shrugged. "Why not? My life seems to be in full upheaval at the moment. Why not work as what? A spy?"

Anne wrinkled her nose at that, though an expression of bliss appeared as she put one of the crackers in her mouth. Whatever this pink stuff was, it needed to be made again. Preferably soon.

"Spy? No. Maybe just an information gatherer. I am not asking you to take any more risks than just asking questions that might not be socially acceptable and listen to the answers. Tell me if they are truth or lies. If you can convince them to tell you the truth, that would be of immeasurable value." She reached for another snack, eyeing the delectables with a hunger of the mouth, not the stomach.

"Immeasurable value for whom? You have to be doing something with this information, and as much as I like Rohan, I do not believe he is the one using the information." I resisted eating any more. If I kept snacking, I would not be hungry for dinner, and I suspected Sandy was out obtaining the things needed for Minnie to cook.

Anne set down her teacup and smiled. "At the moment, that will remain my information. I suspect you will be fully informed at some point, but today is not it. I must set up a new line of credit for Miss Jerritts and update the invitation for tomorrow. There are others that help me spread information, but you are one of the few that can help me collect it." She rose and nodded to both of us. "Thank you for a wonderful tea," she said, handing me a folded piece of paper.

Written on it were three names and five questions that she needed asked of each of them. None of them seemed to mean much, but I simply nodded after reviewing them.

Pleasantries were exchanged, but soon she was gone, leaving me feeling unsure about what my next step was. To my relief, the mattresses, linens, and other basics that were needed for the rooms were delivered, distracting me. I would need to go to the Luck mansion to do some ransacking and see if there were a few blankets I had helped to make as a girl I could get, as well as information about when we lived on the estate, not in London. I needed to find witnesses that would come forward about how my mother died.

Just the thought sent rage spiking back through me, but I tamped it down in the back of my mind.


Thirty-Four
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Saturday, July 1st

Iawoke Saturday morning, staring at the unfamiliar soft green and gold wallpaper. It took me a moment before I sat up with a jerk, smiling at the walls. This was where I lived now, at least for the next two years, and I had a garden party this afternoon. It would have been one of the last ones. A large portion of society had already retired to the country as the season wound down. I understood now why we had never done that. As a child, it had struck me as slightly odd, but since I had no close friends, it never impacted me that much.

My morning routine was light as I would have to get dressed in a few hours, and I knew Mary was busy. She seemed happy, but I needed to keep as much off of her as possible until we found someone else. I would have preferred another mage of some level, but for now I would just wait. I had the strange feeling the correct person would show up given a bit of time.

Minnie was there when I made it into the dining room, setting up tea on the buffet. "Morning, Miss Luck. What is your preference today?"

I blinked. That was not a question or an option I ever had before. Breakfasts at home were whatever the earl and cook had agreed on and at the boarding house, Mrs. Haversham determined the menus. Clearing my throat, I found an answer. "Anything is fine. I am not a huge morning eater. If I have tea and a kipper or something, I would be fine."

She gave me a long look that I assumed contained disapproval. "Indian breakfast it is, then. Get your tea and sit."

I did. One of the many things I had learned under my father was don't mess with the cook. This just happened to be a wise lesson. An unhappy cook made sure your meals were tolerable, but not much else. A few minutes later, Laura showed up. That she was an early riser like I was, made me unreasonably happy. It was nice to have someone else to talk to in the morning. She was dressed in a simple dress like I was. We had gone over her clothes yesterday and found one that would suit today, but we were headed to Diante's after the garden party. Mary promised to have the dress pressed and ready for her before luncheon.

"Emmie," she said, getting her own tea and settling down. "You nervous about today?"

I tilted my head at that. "Not really. All I am going to do is ask questions. I went over what she wanted me to seek out, and it isn't like I will ask anything that couldn't be passed off as casual questions. A little magic and hopefully they will spill themselves to me. The problem will be doing it somewhere isolated so they can talk, but not so remote that anything untoward could be inferred on either of us."

She nodded thoughtfully, sipping her tea. This morning it was lavender with a touch of orange. If nothing else, having Minnie made the tea immeasurably better. "It will depend a lot on the layout of the party, but if I am nearby I can always provide an alibi either way."

"True, but I'm learning to be very careful about lying. You never know who can tell that you are," I warned. It was becoming easier to just tell the truth or deflect. Lying, and someone knowing I was lying, opened up too many questions. As a matter of fact, I had figured out the perfect answer if anyone asked. 'The earl and I decided I should live elsewhere for a while. As such, I have my companion, the estimable Miss Laura Jerritts, and a house in Arlington.' It was the truth lacking the scandal aspects. And while it was unusual for a woman to live alone, more than one young woman was either left without male relatives or had been widowed young. The Crimean War created enough of them who had no male relatives to step up that common opinion had been forced to be adjusted.

"Ah. True. Well, there are ways around that," she said with a soft smile, and I matched that. Maybe it was the experience of being a woman. You learned very young to lie without lying.

Before we could say anything else, Minnie came in with two plates and Sandy followed with a bowl of chutney and another bowl of fresh cheese. "Thepla for you," she said, setting the food down in front of us.

I stared at it, not sure what it was. It looked like a large griddle cake, but it had bits of onions, herbs, the pork from last night, and a few other things I could not identify. I glanced up at her, uncertain what I was looking at.

Minnie laughed. "Is good. Tear into bits, eat with cheese or chutney. Try it." With that they both left, presumably to their own meals, and I just stared at my plate.

Finally, I lifted my eyes to see Laura laughing silently. "You said you wanted more food from India. Now you have that."

Unable to refute her comment, I cut out a wedge and put some of the chutney on it, then cut it into a smaller piece and cautiously took a bite. It was a moist bread with the vegetables and meat in it. The spicy sweetness of the chutney added to the flavour. With more enthusiasm, I tried another bite with the cheese. This time, the creamy sharpness of the cheese added to the savoury flavour of the food. Before I knew it, the plate was gone, and I was full.

"At this rate I am definitely going to put the weight back on. That was different but delicious," Laura said, softly laughing. She'd been eating with as much enthusiasm as I had.

I nodded my agreement to her statement. I decided I would just trust Minnie to feed us. Unless I needed to host something, her opinions were good enough for me. And I told her so, to her blushing appreciation. But then it was time for us to get ready to go. Two hours later, our hair, gowns, and minds as ready as they could be, we had Mary get us a cab, and we headed to the garden party. This time we had invitations, so there was little issue as we showed up. It was being held on one of the Duke of Grafton's London estates. How she had gotten an invitation for me I had no idea, but I would not pass up the opportunity. This was not a house I'd even been in.

Walking in made my comfortable little home look shabby in the extreme, but at least I didn't need an army of servants to maintain it. We were ushered into the solar, which was open to the gardens behind it. The fresh smell of the flowers in full riotous bloom almost overwhelmed the stink of the Thames. I carried a sachet of strong violets like most women did in my cuff, just to help clear yourself of the stink. So the aroma of flowers was a welcome change. Already people were mingling, though I saw neither of my brothers, which vaguely surprised me, but it made it easier to be honest.

I had known the three people Anne listed for me, though the questions made little sense. But it would take me a bit to get over to them and in a manner that I could speak without a crowd.

With a smile, I swept into the garden area, Laura right behind me. My dress this time was a creation of dark purple, with white stitching across it in the design of lilies of the valley. I thought it was stunning; and from the looks I got from other women, I thought they agreed. The next fifteen minutes were spent greeting and socializing with the people I knew. There was the occasional whisper, but no one said anything to my face, so I let it go. I saw my first quarry coming out with a glass of lemonade and heading toward where there were large umbrellas providing shade from the summer sun.

"Feel free to socialize. I'm going to work," I said in a soft voice to Laura. She nodded at me with a smile and an arched brow.

"Be careful."

"I'm just going to talk. Nothing else," I assured her. We had talked while getting ready, and I had explained how my magic worked. Though I didn't tell her I was pretty sure I could kill someone, that I would keep to myself.

"Uh huh," she said with a smile. I just smiled at her and headed toward the Countess Sevelia Worthchester. She was an older woman in her late fifties, with silver hair, and a body with actually fewer curves than mine, but she carried it off with an elegance and grace that I could only hope to mimic. I mentally added her to my list of women to imitate.

With a little dip around a group of women, I intercepted her as she stepped into the shade. "Good afternoon, Countess Worthchester," I said with a smile.

Startled, she looked at me. "And you are?"

I bobbed a quick curtesy as she was a higher rank than me. "Lady Luck, daughter of Earl Jontan Luck."

A look of understanding and a sharpened look at me as she nodded back. "I see. Good afternoon." She gave me a questioning smile, as if waiting for an explanation as to why I was there talking to her.

The joy of social conventions. I thought furiously about how to approach, then decided to use the fact that I was a bit both unknown and uncultured to my advantage. "I was wondering how things stood between you and your son."

Rage flashed in her eyes for a bit, but she forced a smile. "Fine. Why do you ask?"

The lie chimed loud and hard in my head. "Ah, just talk my brother overheard. Something about him being involved with this Irish nonsense."

At that, she looked surprised. "Norman? I would be astonished if he could even identify who the Irish were, much less the Fenians. The boy seems like he can barely read most days." All of that was true, at least as far as she knew, though the tone of contempt coated every word.

"Ah. That might make it hard for him to do his job as a noble of the realm. Do you think he is loyal to the Crown?" I let my eyes dance over the garden, and not make her feel like I was paying close attention.

By this point, her annoyance at her son, not me, had grabbed her tongue. I might have also been dumping some Persuade into her. My monthlies had started, and I had found it was an excellent source of offering, though it had taken a while to convince the magic to feel around my body. That had been an unnerving experience, but the book Anne had loaned me was proving an immense help.

"Loyal? Yes, though he could easily be swayed into voting for the worst possible things for England by anyone with a swift tongue. He has zero common sense. The other day he asked at breakfast why we didn't just move India closer to England so it wouldn't take as long to get supplies. He truly thought India was a storehouse or city, not an entire country."

Even I blinked at that. "Really?" The word had not been planned, but she had not lied.

"Yes really. Then he said we should put our farmers to work growing tea instead of raising sheep as tea was worth more. It took twenty minutes to convince him it was a terrible idea as the plants tea is made from don't grow in this climate." Aggrieved frustration was plain now, and I had no issue commiserating.

"I am so sorry. How could he be so …" I trailed off, trying to find a politic way to describe him.

"Stupid?" the countess said dryly. "I don't know. What is so frustrating is he is brilliant with anything involving numbers or distances, but has no idea of anything involving reality. And I don't know how to cure that."

"You could send him on a trip to India to investigate what crops could be grown here, with only a single intelligent servant and a budget?" I suggested, thinking of how competent Silas seemed.

She pulled back as if I had slapped her, but rather than affronted, she had a thoughtful look on her face. "That is not a bad idea. Make it a true trip, as we have some assets there. A little deprivation, some struggles, it might make him a bit more …"

"Aware of the world around him," I said softly, with a little smile.

"Exactly. Thank you, Lady Luck. I'll keep that idea in mind."

I nodded and drifted off, already looking for my next target. If nothing else, my day would not be boring.


Thirty-Five
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Sunday, July 2nd

Laura and I had pulled out all the new linens that had been washed and were placing initials on them. This was done primarily so we could send out the laundry and they would know it was ours. Even for my less than wonderful handwork skills, embroidering EML on them was well within my skills. The sound of a knock at the door had me lifting my head, curious. Most deliveries came to the back unless it was a letter. But the steps of Mary racing up the stairs had me setting down my work.

"Miss Luck, it's Mr. Luck. He's here to see you."

For a split second, I thought it was the earl, and my heart started to race. Then her words registered along with her flushed face. She had nurtured a small crush on Duncan for years.

"I see, Duncan is here?" I said with an amused look as I stood.

"Yes, miss," she said, bobbing her head.

"Thank you. I'll meet him. Can you ask Minnie for some tea and snacks?"

Mary nodded and headed back down as Laura rose as well. "I'll come meet him as well," she said neutrally, and I could understand her worry. She knew about my father and his behaviour. But my brother was nothing like my father.

I made my way downstairs and walked into the parlour, with Duncan rising to look at me. As he took my hands, his gazing was searching, and I allowed a soft smile to slip through as I squeezed his hand, oddly warmed that he cared. "Duncan, please sit. This is my companion, Miss Laura Jerritts." I layered a warning on that, as her bruises still showed, especially in the lower cut gown than what she had worn at the garden party. It was hot on the upper floors and fewer clothes were more comfortable.

He heeded my warning and simply bowed over her hand. "Miss Jerritts, it is wonderful to meet you."

"You too, Mr. Luck." She gave me a quick glance, and I nodded my head, letting her know it was fine. "Emmeline, as this is your brother, I think I will go back to working on the linens."

"Yes, thank you. I'll join you when we are done." She left, and I turned back to Duncan and shrugged. "We are putting initials on linens and refreshing what is needed. 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."

"You seem well." He sank down and pulled pound notes out of his pocket, offering them to me. "I brought this. While not as much as I would prefer, it should help." I hated taking it, but I reassured myself that at least it was actually from the earl, and that made me feel better.

"Thank you. So what brings you here?" I was curious how he had gotten here so fast. I would have preferred another week to finish getting the place up to my style. There were many things I needed to change as they just made me question the fashion sense of the previous tenant. We were focused on updating the simple things that cost little. Mr. Standing had assured me that minor changes like recovering furniture, new stains, or wallpapers were permissible. They just asked that nothing be thrown away, simply stored in the attic. That much was easy enough to do.

"Mostly to check on you, and I'm starting to realize how oblivious I've been." He smiled at me, more direct and approving than I expected.

"I am better. Life is interesting, that is for sure." Then it struck me. He didn't know. I knew I had to tell him. But now? Should I do it now? I wavered for a moment, then realized he needed to know, he deserved to. "But I have some information I need to share with you."

"What's wrong?"

I shook my head, rising to my feet. "One moment." I headed up the stairs and to my room. My heart thudded loud enough I could hear it in my ears. How would he take this? Would he understand? I pulled the letters out of the drawer I had placed them in and looked at them. Was this the right thing? It didn't matter, hiding it from him wasn't fair. Not telling Silas immediately wasn't as big an issue. Angeline had not been his mother. Stealing myself, I headed back downstairs to find Minnie had delivered tea.

"Oh wonderful. I think we will need this. Maybe with a bit extra." We would need brandy to help with this. "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." I fled, not wanting to be there when he realized. When he learned the earl was worse than he knew. Part of me wished I still didn't know.

I couldn't find the brandy anywhere and finally asked Minnie. She pointed to it, where it was sitting, nice and obvious in the kitchen. With a sigh, I grabbed it and headed back, hoping I'd moved slowly enough. I waved the bottle as I walked in. "It took me a bit. I needed to find it, and Minnie had it in the kitchen for making some desserts." Duncan looked up at me, his face white, and a stab of guilt and sorrow slammed into me. "So now you know."

"He killed her? She didn't die in childbirth?" Pain laced his words, and I wanted to apologize for breaking what illusions he had left.

"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." Somehow, I thought she'd have died regardless. I served us tea and added a generous heft of brandy to each.

"What are you going to do?"

His words crystallized everything. I realized I stood on a precipice. My fingers tapped restlessly on the table as I tried to think. Did I trust my brother? Would he help or hinder? With a frustrated sigh, I leaned back in the chair, taking the brandy laced tea with me. "Duncan, how much do you know about how my magic works?"

He blinked at me, obviously confused by the conversation change. "Not much. I know it is Spirit, but other than that, I haven't learned much about it."

I sipped my tea, the burn helping to steel myself. If it all fell apart, maybe I could support myself just by working for lawyers. Which reminded me I needed to be at court tomorrow. So much to do and here I was worrying about the feelings of a grown man. Either he backed me or he didn't. I set down the teacup done with my indecision. "There are lots of aspects to it, just like yours, but the most common and powerful aspect is, I can tell when people lie.”

"And?"

"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?" I waited. The answer would tell me everything.

Without hesitation, he replied, "All the way. What do you need from me?" Absolute truth in every word, and I felt the last doubts flee.

"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," I paused, and my smile was fierce. "Now I'm going to make him admit in court he beat Angeline Luck to death."

He paled. "How?" A gulp of brandy laden tea followed that question.

"If I focus, I can force you to tell the truth. It's complicated, but I think I can make him spill everything on the stand and get him convicted of murder." I had faith I could persuade or force, either would work.

"Which means the estate will automatically pass to either Silas or myself."

I had been aware of that, but him jumping there helped. "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."

"Don't you want to get married or have children?"

Mary had asked me that, and while I didn't reject the notion out of hand, there weren't any men waiting with flowers for me. Until now, I'd always assumed I would. It hadn't been a question if I wanted to be married. But now, maybe for the first time, I had some choices. "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." Though I suspected my life would not be all that quiet if I kept running 'errands' for Anne.

"Then just tell me what you need."

Again, it was the truth, and I replied in kind as I thought. "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."

"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."

"That would work. But Duncan, don't get caught. I don't want you in the same situation as I am." It was odd that I worried more about him getting kicked out than me. What did that say about me and how I thought about him?

"This time I have him over the barrel. And he has agreed to my terms about the mill." He spent the next twenty minutes telling me about the changes in the mill, the money it was making, and the protections he had in place as well as what he would do, destroy all the looms, if the earl didn't do it.

It made my heart swell with joy thinking how much that must be annoying the man. "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," Duncan said, reaching for a biscuit.

"You know he'll fight every step of the way." I at least was going to enjoy his struggles to get out of my net.

He shrugged. "And I'll resist. I have faith in the Luck siblings. The earl will lose as long as we stand together."

I grinned. "Good. I'll keep you updated, but I might not tell you everything, just in case he has realized what I did."

"Oh!" The word burst out of him, and he stared at me with wide eyes. My heart seized. These sorts of reveals were exhausting. I waited for the bomb to drop. "He knows I'm a mage. He asked if you were." I pulled back a bit, letting him finish. "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."

Part of me felt insulted that the earl would buy it, but it was the best way to distract him. In the long run, it didn't matter all that much. I reached for an egg bite. Minnie's egg bites had bacon crumbs and cheese to them, making them well worth pausing to enjoy. My mouth savoured the flavours, while I thought through all the ramifications of the earl realizing I had magic.

"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."

Duncan smiled back at me, and we turned to discussing friends, and he said he'd ask about the blankets. He left, and I was about to go back to working on the linens when there was another knock at the door. Thinking Duncan had forgotten something, I pulled it open myself. Instead of Duncan, a messenger stood there with a letter in his hand.

"For Miss Luck," he said, handing it to me.

I took it, and he raced off. Closing the door, I opened the message.

Miss Luck, please be at the King's court at nine a.m. for your first trial. Wear something muted and quiet. You will not be allowed in the courtroom proper, but will be able to attend in the gallery areas. Please bring a white and a coloured handkerchief. The coloured is for lies, the white is for truth. I am sure you can figure out how to use them. The case is embezzling, and I know someone is lying. The question is who.

Yours, William O. Stricklen, Esquire.

The game was on. I had to do this right, and then get my father on trial. If I could guide the questions, I could get him to admit murder. A smile pulled at the corner of my lips. Justice for my mother and vengeance for me.


Thirty-Six
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Monday, July 3rd

The courts started at nine in the morning, and the galleries opened at half-past eight. Laura and I were there early, though the cases for this court were not spectator heavy. For murder or theft trials, the galleries were a bit more packed. An embezzling case wasn't as interesting as they tended to be dry and involve lots of numbers which almost no one, outside of accountants, found interesting.

We were both dressed in quiet grey gowns and wore matching caps. Except for my height, we blended in with the sea of other muted colours. We were allowed up to the gallery area, and I made my way to the front rail where either table should be able to see me easily. I had a white handkerchief tucked in one sleeve and a bright green in the other. Against my dark clothing, they should both be easy to see.

Laura and I spoke quietly about simple things, what other household supplies we wanted, if re-staining the chairs in the parlour was worth the effort, and how to utilize the small backyard. She wanted a garden, for herbs, if nothing else. I thought a nice tree and a place to sit would be better. I was positive Minnie would have some input, and I valued food over pretty plants or shade. Her meals were amazing, and Laura was gaining weight quickly. She had needed it. But there was a huge reluctance to make changes to a place that would never be truly mine.

Below, the officers of the court came in, and then Mr. Stricklen entered the courtroom. He glanced up at me with an odd look that I couldn't decide if it meant he was surprised I was there or glad. Either way, I would prove my value to him. I needed this to work. The idea of having the earl on the stand and blurting out his crimes for all to hear was a play that lived in my head, and I wanted it to become reality.

The entrance of the judge, the defendants, all the rigamarole that surrounded court cases and involved lots of standing, bowing, and sitting, moved on through as I listened to the lies around me. I had learned to not listen, otherwise the chiming of 'lie', 'lie' in my head was enough to drive me crazy. But now I tried to pay attention. The problem was it felt like everything everyone said was a lie, even the lawyers.

They introduced themselves. Standing against Stricklen was a barrister named T. Maurison, an older man with a belly proving he ate more than he needed. The judge asked for the charges to be read, and this is where I started to really pay attention. Embezzlement charges in the sum of eight hundred pounds were laid against the man Mr. Stricklen was defending, a Mr. Walter Jamison. The crowd murmured at the sum and I couldn't blame them. That was easily a decade of wages for more than most in the courtroom.

Mr. Jamison was a small man, with glasses, and a prominent Adam's Apple that bobbed as he stuttered out his plea of not guilty. That was the truth, and I played with my white cloth on the railing. The glare Mr. Stricklen gave me was amusing, but I didn't react. At least he now knew his client was innocent.

I had never witnessed a court case before and found it oddly full of pageantry and formality. It made the movements of the social dance in public almost seem free form. Asking for opening statements, the accusing barrister Mr. Maurison stood, his belly protruding several inches over the table with his robes draping over it.

"Mr. Nicholas Burton, owner of Burton's Tea Trading Corporation, charges Mr. Walter Jamison of embezzling £835 and 9 shillings over the course of two years from his company. At that time Mr. Jamison was the accountant and was responsible for paying invoices. Mr. Burton alleges that Mr. Jamison paid bogus invoices and pocketed the money himself."

There was nothing of a lie in that, but that made sense as those were the charges.

Then it was Mr. Stricklen's turn. He stood, forming a much more elegant figure than the other man. "Mr. Jamison is innocent of these charges and only paid the invoices he was presented with."

A bit more legal theatre and the first witness was called. Mr. Burton, an older man, with the smug attitude of someone too well off to ever be held to task for their actions, approached the stand. His clothes screamed more money than taste, and I laughed at my own snobbery.

After stating his name, Mr. Maurison asked him to affirm to tell the truth. "I, Nicholas Burton, affirm to tell the truth and nothing but the truth."

I pulled out the green cloth as the chime rang in my head, loud and clear. Apparently, if I paid attention, the sound got louder. It was disconcerting.

Mr. Stricklen's eyebrows lifted, but he had no other reaction that I could see. It started with the barrister asking questions.

"Mr. Burton," said Mr. Maurison, "how long had Mr. Jamison worked for you and in what capacity?"

This part had obviously been scripted, as the store owner replied immediately. "I hired Mr. Jamison on January 23, 1863. He has worked for me since then. First as an assistant accountant and then as the head accountant as of February 18, 1865."

All of that was true, and I played with the white cloth, my hands dangling over the railing in a horrible posture, but I did not want to risk my signals not being visible. There was the risk that it would distract others, but given the jostling and the garish colours some of the other gallery viewers sported, I figured I would not be noticeable.

Laura and I were in the corner, with Laura between me and a portly woman with a bag of knitting and another bag of nuts. She chomped on them and knitted as she watched, keeping up a low stream of subaudible comments. This must have been her daily entertainment as she made what looked like rather pretty blankets. I guessed it was better than sitting at home and looking at the walls.

"How did you become aware of the missing funds?" Mr. Maurison had the oiliest voice I'd ever heard. It just slimed into your ears, making you want to clean them out.

"I was reviewing the accounts and found a new invoice from a company I didn't recognize. At first I didn't think much of it. Sometimes we use other suppliers or parse out minor jobs to new businesses. But when it appeared again and again over the months, I tracked it down and no one could find anything besides the invoices for that company. All marked paid."

Lie, lie, lie, truth.

I played with the green as I tried to decide what had been the truth. The part where all that was there were invoices was true. I had no way to tell Mr. Stricklen that, so I just stuck with lies. Though now I wondered what was the truth.

"And how did you find Mr. Jamison was the one responsible?"

The questions were leading, but then, no one else was on trial here, so the means of discovery didn't matter, at least not from the accuser's point of view. Laura was working on a new lace collar. Tatting was something she enjoyed, and it was small enough to slip into her reticule. Her little silver shuttle moved back and forth in her hands faster than I could follow as the lace grew. I didn't recognize the pattern, but her movements were almost hypnotic, and I made myself focus on the drama below.

"He had stamped all the invoices as paid, and he was the last check in ensuring the assistants had done the work properly."

All true.

"How did you know he had the money?"

"When I checked into the business, it was to a bank that only had an account number, no name. But the teller I spoke to recognized a description of Mr. Jamison. He had deposited the money that matched the amounts of the invoices. Small at first, but the last few deposits and invoices were for over thirty pounds!"

Lie, lie, lie, truth. This was more complicated than I expected. It was much easier to follow up and clarify a statement when I could ask questions, but I flashed the green, then on the last section the white. So someone had been depositing the money. Just the part about Mr. Jamison was a lie.

"And how did you feel about that?"

"I was shocked and hurt. That someone I had trusted for years, whom I had promoted, would steal from me? It shook me and made me doubt myself." His outrage sounded so real that if I hadn't heard the lie in every word, I would have believed him. I just held the green cloth and sighed. Maybe I should become a barrister. It would be amusing to skewer men with their own words. Though I had no idea how to prove that he was lying. That and women weren't allowed to be barristers.

There were a few more questions, but anything that involved the details of the theft was a lie.

"No more questions, your honour," Mr. Maurison said with a smile that matched his voice. He was worse than Reginald Smythe. A bit of laughter bubbled up at that. I hadn't thought of that man in weeks. How much my life had changed. If he dared to lay hands on me now, he would not live to touch another woman.

My bloodthirstiness should have shocked me, but it felt right, and I just settled more into me, at peace with my choices. I pulled my attention back to the drama below me, not my personal evolution. Mr. Stricklen was approaching Mr. Burton, who all but lifted his head and sneered at the man. It struck me how white the courtroom was, with Mr. Stricklen being one of the few with any colour that wasn't a tan or a burnt white. It drew all eyes to him, and he carried the extra attention with the poise of an actor on the stage.

"Mr. Burton. You testified no one had created the invoices?"

"Yes?" If the man had looked anymore more bored, you might have been worried his heart had stopped.

"But aren't you the only one who can create invoices?" Mr. Stricklen seemed completely unconcerned by the questions, as if asking what the temperature was on a sunny day.

"Well, no. Myself and the shop manager, Mrs. Shiftik. She can create invoices for sundries needed for the tea shop that runs at the front of the main facility."

All true.

"Main facility?"

"We have our large building where workers pull the imported tea from the shipping containers and then re-package for sale. I have some of the best tea in England and have a wide variety. We package and ship all over. But the shop is our storefront and our specialties teas or limited types can only be obtained there. But things like sugar, milk, new cups, all of that would come through her as she is the one that would track it. I do the orders for bags, boxes, drying racks, essences to add to the teas, items like that." Mr. Burton provided all of this information with a bit of wariness, but yet all of it was true.

"Are these the invoices in question?" Mr. Stricklen had a stack of invoices and held them up.

"From here I can't tell. But if they are for Yessly's Sundries, the answer is yes." He sounded bored and exasperated with the entire proceedings at the same time.

"Hmm. I have here three sets of invoices in two different handwritings. Can you tell me which ones are yours or Mrs. Shiftik?" He handed the invoices to the man on the stand.

Mr. Burton looked at them and set them into three piles. "These are Mrs. Shiftik's, these all look like mine, but I didn't fill out the ones for Yessly's."

"I see. But it looks like your handwriting," he said, an air of confusion in his voice.

"Yes, but it must have been forged," Mr. Burton said with a snort of impatience. "He is obviously a thief." A complete lie, though he sounded genuine.

"When was the date for the most recent one?" Mr. Stricklen still sounded bored, almost, and uninterested in the answers. He only occasionally glanced at me.

"Two weeks ago. It was the amount that made me press charges. A single bill for 34lbs, 7 shillings." That was true, but his outrage rang false, but I had no way to communicate that, so I just stayed with the white handkerchief.

"And that one matches the same handwriting?"

"Yes," Mr. Burton replied with a sigh.

"How well do you know Mr. Jamison?"

"Know? I mean, he is my employee. So I know who he is, but I would never associate with him socially." He had drawn himself up in an affronted manner, and I sighed as that statement was completely true.

"I see." Mr. Stricklen turned to the judge. "Your honour, if I may, I have a few things I'd like to present to the court. While Mr. Burton is still at the stand."

The judge glanced between the two men, then motioned him forward. "It is irregular, but I have no reason to deny it."

"Thank you, your honour. For the court, I would like to point out that Mr. Jamison is left-handed. Here is a sample of his writing up until a month ago." He picked up a piece of paper, and I could vaguely see the long looping script, very different from the neat brick lines I could barely see on the invoices. "This is the doctor's report of the accident that happened early last month on June 18th. You can see his left hand was crushed, resulting in two broken fingers." At this Mr. Jamison lifted his hand and you could see his index and middle finger were taped together. "And this," Mr. Stricklen said, lifting a small rectangle with what looked like shapes cut out in it. "Is the number guide he had created so he could continue to write his numbers neatly, as he can't currently hold a quill in a manner that will allow him to control it accurately." As he talked, Mr. Burton's skin slowly lost colour, and I could see Mr. Maurison lurching up to his feet.

"And finally, here is the depositor card that was attached to the account where the purported stolen funds were placed, which matches the handwriting of Mr. Burton, and I have in the courtroom the bank manager who opened it for him. He returned early from his trip to Scotland on Friday."

"Your Honour, I protest!" Mr. Maurison roared.

Mr. Stricklen turned to look at the now pale man on the stand. "Would you like to answer the questions again?"

The galleries erupted in chatter and gasps, but I sat back, watching the man below. It had been a test. He hadn't needed me. The question was, how offended was I?

"You didn't need me." It was the next day, and I was in his office while Laura talked to the secretary outside.

"No. But it was interesting learning what he was lying about," he said, looking at me. "That is an interesting ability, and one I could wish I had, but most liars are not as smart as they think they are. I agree that there are some cases and some interviews where your assistance would be invaluable. So I will work with you. The question is, what exactly are we going to charge your father with?"

I settled into my chair. My memory of all the law books was almost perfect, but I also knew what the law said and what was enforced by the courts were not the same thing. "As I said prior, I believe Stokes vs Wedgeforth is the best chance for me to receive an entailment from the earl. I am seeking either a yearly entailment of 15% of the income for the Luck family, or a lump sum of twenty-five thousand pounds."

He blinked in surprise. "That is a lot of money."

It was, but my main reason to ask for that amount was more to force the earl into a courtroom. If I had asked for a thousand a year or a lump of five thousand, he might have given it to me. This ensured he would show up. I needed him in front of people if I wanted a chance to pull his crimes into the light.

"I believe I was instrumental in how the fortunes have soared while Earl Luck has been at the helm. The allowance provided to my brothers is the sum of two hundred pounds per month, so I do not believe this is extreme."

Mr. Stricklen shook his head, and I felt ashamed. The amount of money my brothers received in allowances was close to a third of what he made a year. I shook myself. Apologizing for where I was born served no value. All I could do was prove myself. I suspected as much as I was doing for Anne, there was a life there as well.

"Then I will start the case. Will you be the claimant?"

"Yes. I am working on retrieving the ledgers, which will prove the income and that he has been shorting taxes to the Crown as well."

He hummed thoughtfully as he made notes, his fountain making scratching noises across the parchment. "I can make that work, tie it into the charges and notify the Crown."

"Good. I want to make him pay, not destroy the Luck name. I don't believe the tax owed will be ruinous, just annoying to pay." At least I hoped the tax amount wouldn't be ruinous. Of all the things I knew, understanding the tax code was not one of them. They were almost Byzantine in their complexity.

"And if he offers to settle, what are your terms?" He paused in his writing to look up at me.

I kept my face still as I thought furiously. I had no idea what I would do if he refused to show up to court and instead settled out of court. All I could do would be to hope that his refusal to make a useless woman's life easier might be the prod that drove him to court.

"None. It is everything or nothing. If at trial the court decrees a lower amount, then I will accept that." I would hate every second, but I would accept it.

With luck, the title would pass to Duncan, and all of this would be a moot point upon him being found guilty of murder by his own words.

I needed to see if there were any former servants of the Luck family in London. Just for my own sanity, if nothing else.

"Very well," he seemed doubtful, but from the sharp look in his eyes, I think he suspected something else was going on. That was fine, as long as I could get the earl to court.

He collected the details he needed from me and then dismissed me to work on the paperwork. We decided on a barter of seventy-five hours of interview time with me sitting in over the next six months. Then, depending on how the trial went, we would renegotiate. He would let me know when he needed my presence at the law firm.


Thirty-Seven
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Tuesday, July 11th

The next week was spent helping Mr. Stricklen with the occasional case, getting into a flow with my household staff, and trying to figure out how to run it with only Mary. She was getting a bit overworked, even with Minnie taking care of the kitchen and dining room. Laura and I would help, but on the days either of us were gone, we couldn't keep up. Over the days Laura and I grew closer and she started to lose her wary attitude. It made me feel like I'd found a friend.

One morning a knock on the door had me answering it as Mary was outside putting laundry on the line to dry. I opened the door to see Silas standing there, looking a bit tired, with lines around his mouth I hadn't seen before.

"Silas, how nice to see you. Please come in," I said, pulling him in. The house still wasn't where I wanted it for having guests over, though I would never have more than one or two people over. It would never be a home that fit me, but it was morphing into a house that wasn't offensive to my tastes and was becoming comfortable. The freedom to change things to suit me as there was no earl to dictate how everything would go helped immensely.

Silas came in as Laura came down the stairs. She stopped and smiled at him, and I filed that bit of information away in the back of my mind.

A matching smile crossed Silas' face. "Miss Jerritts, it is good to see you," he said, scanning her. She flushed a bit. While still skinny, the bruises weren't visible and she moved without pain. I still wanted to go back and make her abuser pay more, but that was dangerous. A danger I couldn't afford to court.

Mary stuck her head in from the dining room door, a blouse still in her hand. I waved at her, she nodded and darted back to deal with laundry. I ushered him into the parlour and took a seat. Overall, I’d been happy lately. The knowledge that steps were being taken to deal with the earl made it possible to have a bit more patience.

"It is nice to see you, Mr. Luck. How is Mr. Barclan?"

"He is good, but I'm sure he'd love a visit from you. He was worried."

Laura smiled again. "I'll see what I can do. I'll let you two talk." With a nod at us she headed upstairs.

"Silas, not that I'm upset you came to visit, but to what do we owe your presence? Honestly, I was surprised Duncan visited as soon as he did." I watched him carefully, listening for the lie.

Silas cleared his throat, and his face darkened. I suddenly didn't want him to talk or answer the question, but it was too late.

"Did you hear about the mill fire yesterday?"

I frowned, then nodded. It had been in the chatter, but it wasn't something I'd paid a lot of attention to. As horrible as it sounded, there were often small fires wiping out buildings or houses. It rarely registered as it was so often. Though the chatter had implied there had been something strange, but Monday afternoon I was still thinking about the trial, and then this morning I'd been more focused on moving forward.

Silas swallowed, and a lump formed in my throat. "Duncan was involved."

I felt the world spin a bit, but I didn't say a word, just watched him and waited for the rest.

"He was not burned, but multiple people died, and he tried to save them. He stripped his hair, nails, and skin trying to stop the fires. He woke up this morning, but I suspect someone he cared about died in the fire. Emmeline, he isn't well." Silas looked graver than I'd ever seen him.

I swallowed. "Is the earl still there?"

"Yes. He is even … almost impressed by Duncan, but he is planning on leaving tomorrow."

"As soon as the earl leaves, I'll dart over and see him. Do you know how long he will be gone?" Duncan hurt and grieving. I ached for him, yet I was glad he was interacting with the rest of the world.

"At least a week, maybe more, as he put off leaving today, which was originally his plan. There are issues with the mill fire. Which brings me to the next question. Are you ready for the ledger?" His eyes were steady as he waited for my answer.

I took a deep breath. "Yes. If you can get it to me, I will need three days at least. After it is returned, I'll need the other ledger." My mind raced. I had purchased the two duplicate ledgers yesterday, just in case. But all of this was perfect. All I needed was to get them both copied and present them to Mr. Stricklen as evidence to the court.

He nodded slowly. "I will see what I can do, but I don't know where that ledger is at the moment."

I gave him a wicked smile. "Duncan thinks he does. If you can get me both at the same time, that would speed it up greatly. But we'll need him conscious and able to think."

Silas nodded. "Right now he is sleeping and healing, which he needs. The servants are keeping him dosed with laudanum, which is helping, I think."

I could tell there was something he wasn't telling me, but I would let it be. When I went to see Duncan, I would find out the worst.

"Very well. Let me know what else you'll need." Mary came in with tea, and we waited until everyone was served.

"Right now, just for Duncan to feel better. I am giving him time. Though I do need to leave relatively soon. I am out running an … errand for my teacher," he said with an odd smile.

It seemed like we all had secrets and things going on. Hopefully, none of them would cost us more than we could pay. We talked a bit. Mostly about the house, magic training, the changing social atmosphere regarding magic. When he left, I excused myself and went to my room, then I sat there and shook.

While I didn't know what happened, the realization that I could have lost my brother and not even been aware of it settled deep in my bones. All because he had to prove something to the earl. While the earl might not be at fault for the fire, it was still his fault Duncan was there. In reality, other than unsafe work conditions, I couldn't see the earl doing anything to purposefully cost himself money. None of that changed the fact that Duncan wouldn't have been there except for that man.

I glanced at the letters, but didn't pick them up. I didn't want to take the risk of damaging them when they might be required for the trial. There was also the aspect of old servants who would know the lie of her dying in childbirth, but that meant heading out to the Luck estate farm. I didn't believe we even had much over fifty or sixty acres and a small house the estate manager lived in. Another thing I needed to figure out and fast.

With my eyes closed, I focused on my plans, but deep down I resented the fact that he had deprived me of any mother, ever. And then had the gall to blame me for her death. The burden of guilt I'd carried all these years, believing I had destroyed someone, ensuring he had no wife, when in reality, he had thrown her away.

Another deep inhale, telling myself that I needed to focus. There was much to do and wasting too much time stewing on the past wrong done to me would do nothing but make me reckless, and that would lead to mistakes.

I had no time for mistakes, but I needed to make a trip to the countryside this weekend. Waiting to gather the information would do no purpose. It also added on to the list of things I needed to talk to Mr. Stricklen about. And I needed to go see Duncan. Hopefully, he wasn't that bad. If he wasn't in the fires, at worst, his hair should just be short and his nails down to the quick.


Thirty-Eight
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Thursday, July 13th

The need to see if there was anyone who could shed more light on the death of my mother gnawed at the back of my mind. Desperate to silence my own guilt for something I could have never prevented, I got it in my head to visit the Luck estate and find people who knew her. Anyone we spoke to would be a former servant, and their words would never be taken over that of a lord, but it would give me an idea of who the woman had been. Laura arched an eyebrow at me, but said nothing as preparations were made.

I had arranged an inn for us to stay with and would talk to the estate manager first, the local innkeeper, and the parish priest if I needed to, to find any former employees. At least over the years, the town had apparently grown enough to actually have an inn. If I had tried this five years ago, there would have been no place to stay. Most small towns still had a church and a recognized spiritual leader. Though people were drifting away after Victoria broke away from the Church of England and refrained from picking any other religion to follow. People took their guidance from her, and in the last few years, most people only went to church for the major holidays or weddings. Worst case, that person might not be old enough to remember events in the household.

But we weren't scheduled to leave until Saturday, which meant I still had days of waiting ahead of me. Doing nothing was no longer my strong suit. Now that I realized I could change something, anything, I hated having to wait. But at least I could go see Duncan. It had been three days, he should be fine by now.

We settled down to an early breakfast. Neither Laura nor I slept much past eight most days. There was too much to do in a day to keep nobility hours.

"Laura, I am going to head over to the Luck mansion this morning. There is no need for you to come. In fact, I'd like to keep you as far from the earl's notice as possible. He should have left yesterday, and the servants are disinclined to share the fact that I was there with him."

Laura nodded. "Very well. We got the stain and new fabric for the upholstery. I would like to start on the furniture in the parlour, if Mary and Sandy can help."

"Oh yes, please. That beige and yellow is not all that attractive," I said with fervour. It might have been fashionable fifty years ago. Now it just looked old and frumpy in the extreme. We had a new blue with dark green to redo all the furniture in. The wood would be stripped and lightened and I already had a new rug ordered. With all of that changed, while it might not be the height of fashion, it would at least be a bit more elegant and less dowdy. The parlour, entry, and dining room were the only rooms that really mattered. No one else would see the other rooms.

She nodded. "Just remember, the furniture will be out of that room for about 2 days and out back, so the stains can sit."

I acknowledged, finished my food, then hurried up to finish getting dressed. I figured Duncan was probably sitting up in bed, enjoying being waited on. At least that was the story I kept telling myself. It was easier to believe that than face the fact he might have seriously hurt himself.

The ride over to my former home didn't take long, but I was so lost in my own thoughts it seemed to take but a mere moment. Soon enough, I was walking up the front steps and ringing the bell. Once more I blessed the fact that the earl had little to do with our neighbours and as such would never hear that I had visited.

Richard opened the door and smiled. "Miss Luck, how nice to see you." His smile faded. "I suppose you are here about Mr. Duncan?"

"Yes, please, Richard. Silas came and told me."

"Come on in, miss. You go on up. But be prepared. It isn't good."

I forced a smile, telling myself they were just exaggerating. They had to be. I climbed the stairs and stopped at the door as one of the maids came out, Sally.

"Oh, Miss Luck. Good timing. I just helped him back into bed. He's groggy and will be asleep soon, but he should be able to talk at least for a moment. He looks much better than he did." Her smile was tight around the edges, and once more I lied to myself, not wanting to believe it was as bad as they said. Everyone had to be exaggerating.

"Thank you, Sally," I said with a bright smile and slipped inside. The room had the curtains open and the windows cracked to flood it with light and what fresh air was possible in London. I moved over to look at Duncan. The gasp that escaped my trembling lips was unplanned, but I had no remorse over it.

Instead of the brash young man with a few scrapes and burns that I expected, a disaster victim lay there. His hair was gone in an uneven manner, with little tufts visible about a half inch long, but that was over skin that still glowed a red like he'd had too much sun. But everything was shiny, not the dull peeling that you would get out of a sunburn, but the skin revealed when you had peeled it all off. His nails were gone. Not gone to the tops of where they grew off the finger, but gone completely, leaving only raw exposed skin currently coated in an unguent that smelled like flowers. There were streaks of tears across his face, and there was just something old about him, as if the experience had aged him a decade.

I sank down in the chair next to him and saw the burns or raw skin went down under this night shirt, and I had the horrible knowledge that there wasn't a bit of skin that didn't glow like a boiled tomato.

"Oh Duncan," I said, my voice soft. I feared touching him as I had no desire to cause more pain.

He stirred at my words, his head tilting toward me, though he didn't open his eyes. "Emm?" he slurred out. "Let me die."

I muffled a sob at those words. With a stern reminder to myself, I sat up straighter and leaned forward. Close up, he actually looked worse, as you could see the burst vessels under his skin and smell the sourness of someone who'd been sweating in his sleep. None of it mattered. "Listen to me Duncan. You are amazing. I read up on what happened, and you saved so many people. What you did was amazing. I know it, if no one else does. You did a good job."

"They're dead," he murmured. I had to lean closer to hear him. "All dead."

"Oh, Duncan." Unable to resist, I leaned over and pulled him into a hug, as gentle as I could. "I researched what you did. I am so proud of you."

He just moaned a bit, and I released him, guilty at causing him more pain. I settled back and watched him for a bit, but I knew he had days to finish healing, and even then it would be months before he had enough left to do offerings for major amounts of magic. My eyes narrowed as I thought about that. I made a mental note about scheduling the trial with Mr. Stricklen.

Shaking my head, I left quietly and went down to talk to Mrs. Parland. She was in the little servant's dining room off the kitchen. "Miss Luck," she said when she noticed me. "Did you see him?"

"I did. Is he truly well? He looks scalded." I stood at the door, not wanting to invade her domain.

"He looks better than he did," she said with flat lips. "I would have thought he had been boiled near dead when he first came home. Standing out in the yard, naked as the day he was born, and his nails. I'm still not sure what happened to them." She shook her head and had a slight green look to her. "I thought he might die from it."

I nodded slowly as I thought through what he had done. "I can see that." She glanced up at me, and I bit my lip as I saw her narrowed eyes, but to my absolute relief, she left it alone.

"So how else can I help you, Miss Luck?" She stood as she spoke, and I backed up a bit.

"I was hoping maybe I could … permanently borrow some of the blankets that I helped to make and the knitted throws?" There wasn't much for a young woman to do when she wasn't old enough to really join society, and while Laura had a much greater patience for tatting, I could knit decently and attach batting and backing to blankets.

A smile crossed her face. "Permanently borrow. I will have to remember that. Yes. I pulled them a few weeks ago. You put in the work to make them. You deserve to use them. The earl will never notice. He only cares that there is a blanket, not what it looks like." She moved around the table, headed out to the hall.

"Excellent. I also had another question."

"Mm?" she glanced over toward me as we headed to the linen closet.

"Did you know any of the servants that were at the Luck estate?"

She laughed. "I'm not that old. I started here when you were about ten, I think. At that time … hmmm. I think the only person who had been at the estate still was a Mrs. Beecher. She was the cook at that time and had to be in her late sixties. I think she died two years after I started."

Frowning, I had vague memories of a woman with grey hair, tall and stern, yet she was never mean.

"Isn't that odd?" I was so new to this house owning thing for all I knew it was common.

"A bit, but lots of nobility have two complete sets of servants, one for the country and the other for town. It isn't that uncommon, though the fact that he spends all year here is unusual, but is becoming more common as more and more business is conducted in London."

I hummed softly to myself, thinking about it.

"May I ask why?" She said cautiously, as if I was the earl likely to blow up when you asked a question.

"I had the desire to talk to someone who knew my mother. We all know the earl never talks about her." It was true and yet had nothing to do with why I wanted to talk to them. There had to be some people who had witnessed his abuse, even suspected he'd killed her.

"Ah. I wish I could help you, but I think I'm the longest servant here." Her voice took on a dark tone. "And even with that, it may be time for me to ask for a pension and leave."

I looked at her in surprise. She was barely in her fifties. Usually servants weren't pensioned off until their sixties or seventies.

"Why?" The surprise showed in my tone and she shook her head.

"It is nothing, Miss Luck. Now let's get you those blankets."

Twenty minutes later, I was back in the cab headed to my house. I didn't have any more answers, but I knew where to ask around, though the chance that most of them had died in the last twenty years was very possible. Best I could hope is one or two of them were still around. I would start with the estate manager. That much I knew for sure from all the letters I wrote for the earl. Mr. Judah Hensle and his wife Charlotte ran the estate. The earl had rented out the house to another family and collected a nice sum of 1200 lbs a year for the house. Mr. Hensle lived in the caretaker's house on the edges and was only responsible for the crofters and harvests collected on our land.

He would be my first stop. I sighed with annoyance, but I needed this information. Either way, I needed to leave Duncan to heal, and I needed to make sure the earl paid. And I had blankets to get home. Having something familiar in my house would help a great deal, but it still wasn't home.


Thirty-Nine
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Friday, July 14th

At seven a.m., a pounding on my front door pulled me from the tea I was about to start. Mary, Minnie, and I all looked at each other with surprise. Laura was still doing her morning toilet, and I had just sat down. I was still in my dressing gown as Sandy had agreed to go shopping first thing in the mornings to give us women some private time before we needed to be properly dressed.

"I'll get it. Who in the world could it be?" There was no way it could be proper company. I tightened my gown around me and marched toward the door, more than ready to give whomever it was a scolding as to the proper way to visit people.

I pulled open the door to see a dishevelled Silas at my door. He shoved an object at me. "Here," he said, shoving a red book into my arms. "I need it back by next week." Then he turned, jumping back into the cab. With a crack of the whip the carriage raced away toward his job.

It took me a full minute to figure out what had happened, then the significance of what was in my arms registered. The ledger. The first step I needed to prove he had the money to provide me with an entailment and that he'd been avoiding paying taxes.

With a gasp, I stepped back in and shut and locked the door, my left arm still holding on to it tightly. Laura was coming down the stairs, in a proper dress, her eyes wide. "What is going on?" she asked. Mary and Minnie had also moved into the hall, and they all stared at me.

The grin that stretched across my face was so wide it hurt. "I've got the proof of his income, the actual books, not the ones he presents to the government."

"Oooh," Laura and Mary both said. They knew what I was trying to do, so they knew the importance of this book. Minnie just looked confused.

"But he needs it back next week, and we leave tomorrow for multiple days," I said slowly as the pressure of what I would have to do settled into me.

"When next week?" Laura asked, worried as she looked at the size of the book.

"I would assume by Thursday or Friday at the latest so he can get it back into the vault with no one knowing," I intoned. "I have to start immediately."

They both nodded, and we moved to make this happen. The first step was to prep where I'd be working. For that we set up the living room as scribe central, creating a decent desk from one of the hallway tables and ensuring I had everything laid out. I'd already obtained the ink and pens I would need, as well as blotters and a stand to hold the ledger I needed to copy. I even had an extra backup ledger if something went horribly wrong.

After I had eaten, food helped steady me, and I put on a working dress that cut the sleeves off at the elbow. This way I ensured there was no trailing frippery to drag in the ink or catch and jostle my hand. Lamps were lit all over the room to make sure I had the best light available. Staring at the book, taking a deep breath. I cast Bless over it and me. The majority of the entries were done by my hand, so I didn't have to worry about those. The ones I needed to worry about were those the earl had entered, but I'd become capable of copying his numbers years ago. He also was a very uncreative penman. Which meant his letters and numbers were straight and blocky, making them much easier to mimic.

"We ready?" I looked around. They knew I needed to focus so the doors to this room would be closed, leaving me alone as I worked as fast as I could. Everything had to be exact. Though I had looked at these so much over the years that I swore I could recite it in my sleep. My memory had always been almost perfect in that I could see the text in my memory and tell you what it said, but the rows of numbers could get mixed up when they didn't change much. This was also a decade of records, starting in 1855. It was the year I had started doing his record keeping. I had been thirteen. My handwriting was scratchier then, but nothing I couldn't mimic.

"I think so. I'll continue preparing for our trip. Mary and I are going to get everything into two valise cases for us to carry with us. And then we are going to Diante's so I can get measured. I believe I am back to a normal weight, though I'll have her leave a bit of room for me." Laura rattled this off as she watched me, a little furrow where her brows were drawn together.

She hadn't met Diante yet, but I was looking forward to the dresses that Miss Carlton was funding. It would be wonderful to start the season in dresses that would inspire envy and being fully entailed and independent. I refused to consider the idea that this might fail.

"Very well. I'll emerge when I need to." With that last comment, I shut the doors, and I took a deep breath as I sat down, then I started to transcribe.

Every line was an exact list of transactions, costs, profits, and withdrawals. The earl kept his funds in the Imperial Bank, so I knew that most of the deposits and withdrawals would match what the bank had in their records. Time blurred as I stopped only to stretch my hand and back, then I went back to work.

The light had changed when my body clamoured for me to take a break, needing to move more than my brief stretches. I stepped out of the room, blinking as I realized the sun was setting.

"Oh good," Minnie said as she spied me. "I was getting worried, but I didn't want to knock and disrupt you."

"How long?" It felt like I had been in a place where time didn't exist, but I had completed three years of entries. Some months only had one or two notations, other months had dozens, so I knew how many pages left to go, too many, and nothing more.

"It is almost seven," she said, watching me. "Are you hungry?"

Seven? I'd been working on it for over nine hours? No wonder I was stiff and sore. The word food made the rest of my senses kick in, and the curry that had drifted out of the kitchen registered.

"Oh, yes," I said, as my stomach rumbled in agreement. "Let me run to the privy, then I'll be ready to eat."

She smiled at me, and I went and dealt with the demands my body was making, now that I wasn't completely focused on the numbers. My hand and back ached, and I had to stretch my hand.

Laura and Mary were in the dining room when I showed up. Laura's face was touched with a glow of embarrassment or something, while Mary just seemed amused. We had decided that we were too small to enforce the separation between the staff and gentry. It struck me as silly to not treat them like the family that I really needed. If I was going to make all this work, I needed them supporting me all the way. As such, all of us had supper together. The breakfast was women only. Sandy usually took something with him to eat as he went to do the day's shopping. Lunches were usually eaten out or just finger food that Minnie had in the kitchen.

But supper was our time to talk and discuss the days to come. Sandy and Minnie both knew of magic. In fact, Minnie was a mage. But she had told me Rohan had spoken to her, and her magic was so small that she could use it to heat food and warm her own bed, but that was it, so for the most part she used her Fire magic for tiny things and didn't worry about it. It seemed to me Fire was the most common for people with only a touch of magic, as Mary was at the same level.

Once we were all settled and served, Laura focused on me. "How is it going?"

I speared a piece of mutton and chewed on it while I thought. "I've done about twenty pages of entries, and that took me most of the day. When I looked, I still have about a hundred plus," I admitted with a worried look. "And we need to leave tomorrow at lunch to catch the carriage." This had been set up before and to make all the deadlines with the case, I couldn't put it off if I found anything that might change the court case.

Laura bit her lip, obviously thinking. "That means you need at least another eight days to pull this off. And he needs it next week? We won't even be back until Tuesday night."

I nodded, letting the savoury flavours of the spicy peppers and the soothing yogurt provide comfort as I thought. "If I work until late tonight, then get up and work first thing in the morning, I should be able to get another ten pages done. But if I push too hard, I'll make mistakes and that will cause issues."

The entire table was quiet as we thought.

"Can't you sleep in the coach tomorrow?" Mary asked? "Iffen ya work all night, you'll be dead tired and just sleep to where you're going. With Laura there and awake, ye'll be safe?"

I thought about it. Right at this moment I wasn't tired, and if I had some strong tea before going back, it might keep me moving. That way I might be able to get more done. As I got into the flow after the first five pages or so, I was able to write faster, but it still took time.

"That sounds doable. But if I get too tired, I'll need to stop so I don't make any errors." That was the hardest part. There was the occasional error that I could make and repair with a knife and a bit of scraping, but too many and it would be glaring.

"I'll make some super strong tea," Minnie volunteered. "And Sandy found a new recipe I can try. It is mixing coffee with chocolate. So it is sweet, rich and has an uplifting effect."

I flashed a smile at her. "I will never say no to chocolate. Adding coffee to it sounds amazing." Coffee had never been my favourite, but its properties to help wake you up were well known.

She smiled, and Sandy winked at me. "We'll make sure it is enough to keep you awake, miss."

"How did getting the dresses go, Laura?" I asked, finishing up my food. My hunger was sated, and I was almost ready to go back in there, but I needed a few more minutes of stretching my hand, which I did as we spoke.

The red blush rushed up her face again and Mary laughed. "Diante thinks she is 'enchanting' and showered her with compliments. She was red as an apple."

My smile flickered at that comparison, my mind flashing back to Duncan, but I pushed it back and focused on her. "Oh?"

"It wasn't that," Laura protested. "She just said my figure was perfect for her designs and went on a spree. I am positive she is going to well surpass the budget Miss Carlton gave her," she said, focused on the plate in front of her.

"That is between her and Miss Carlton. But that is excellent. We will have enough to do as the seasons starts, so I hope you will outshine me." Laura would always have the willowy frame and pure English beauty of pale skin, rose lips, and rich dark hair with hints of red in it. All in all, she would be enough to stop men in their tracks when we got her into clothes that flattered her instead of screaming servant.

A few more minutes talking, and then I dove back into the room, my pen moving as fast as I could, yet making sure the ink didn't splatter anywhere. At some point, Minnie brought in the chocolate coffee. I took a break to drink it and run back out to the privy. It was not the chocolate or coffee I remembered, but it had spices, sugar, and milk; I could have drank it all day. But the energy let me keep writing until a yawn pulled my hand, and I almost erred.

I finished the line I was on and set the pen down. The clock on the mantel said six. Tired, and knowing I would have no problem sleeping in the coach regardless of how much it jounced, I headed up to start my day. Over fifty pages were completed, and I still had at least another seventy to go, but if I could get two full days, I was sure I could finish them. But what I found fascinating is how much I learned about the earl as I copied the transactions and saw the patterns of spending and income over the years.


Forty
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Saturday, July 15th

The carriage ride out to Peterborough was a long day of jouncing, bouncing, crowded seats, and a gentleman who thought it was appropriate to smoke a cigar for the first part of the ride. I slept through the first hour, but the smoke, a thick stinky thing, filtered through my exhaustion. He had ignored all the glares from everyone else in the carriage, puffing away.

I glanced at it, pulled on my magic, hitting him with Hex, then leaned over and whispered to Laura. "Can you do a decay on that stinky thing?"

"Oh," she murmured, a curve to her lips. "Yes." A moment later the thing fell apart in his mouth, covering him with hot ashes and tobacco crumbs. The cursing offended half and amused the other half of the passengers, but he got the message that a carriage wasn't the best place to smoke.

We didn't speak, most of us trying to sleep or lost in our own thoughts as the noise of the horses and the creaking of the carriage and the luggage was more than enough to make it so you had to shout unless you wanted to speak in the person's ear.

Laura woke me up as we approached Peterborough. It was a bustling town central to quite a few estates and farms. We checked into the local inn, and from how busy they were, I was glad I had secured a room prior to being here via telegram and a runner. The money spent hurt, but it was better than trying to find lodging now, which looked like it would have been impossible.

The ride had taken most of the day, and the estate was a good hour long walk from here, so we settled in for a meal and then headed to bed. Even with the naps I had caught during the ride, I still fell asleep easily, though I woke with the sun the next morning.

Sunday morning, we started our path to the estate manager's house. The Luck Estate was a moderate size, and I could see the house from the road. It was a stately mansion with at least fifteen rooms, but I had no memories of it. I knew from the ledgers that the rent on it was twelve hundred pounds a year. But whomever was renting it, the only notes said WTS Estate Rent, were not my focus. Instead, the small house at the other end of the estate was. It was the estate manager's house and was part of his wages for managing the land, rent, and tithes. He sent in his ledger book and payment on a bi-yearly basis. I only knew his name; as far as I was aware I'd never met him.

Laura looked around as she walked, and I revelled in the clean air as we moved. Leaving London behind and breathing in the fresh air made it seem like I'd never had breathable air before. I saw the attraction of living this far out and summers in the country.

"Is it always like this?" she asked, waving at the fields with ripening crops and animals grazing.

"I have no idea. This is the first time I remember being out of London. I know I lived out here as a child, but besides vague images, I remember little prior to being in London," I said, looking around as much as she was. It was so different and while I enjoyed it, I already missed the bustle of London.

We continued up the walk and stopped there at the front door of the small estate house. The directions had helpfully been provided by the innkeeper, even if his curiosity had not been sated as to why we walked to talk to the Luck Estate manager.

A knock at the door and we waited. A minute later, a young woman answered it, looking at us with a puzzled frown. "Yes?"

"Miss Luck and companion, to speak to Mr. Hensle," I said with a firm voice.

"Oh. One moment?" She shut the door, and I could hear a scurry of feet on the other side.

"You did not warn him we were coming?" Laura asked, with a hint of surprise.

"No. I wanted it all to be unexpected, so he didn't have time to prepare any answers. Or let the earl know. Though with him being away, he wouldn't find out in time anyhow." It also gave me a chance to practice some of the skills that were very hard to play with among friends. They had the least resistance to telling you anything.

A moment later, the same rush of feet, the girl pulled open the door; her face more flushed. "Please come in. He will be with you in a moment." She ushered us to a small parlour with exactly four chairs. From my research, I knew he had been hired in 1853, long after my mother had been killed. But he would or at least should know the employees that had worked on the estate prior to that, as it was unlikely, they had all been let go after her death. I hoped that some of them had either been pensioned out or gotten work with another family in the area. I would be unaware of pensions as they were usually set, then dispersed by the bank.

A man came in, also looking a bit flushed, followed on his heels by a woman in a dress that seemed a touch too big for her, but she had a warm smile on her face. She spoke first.

"Miss Luck?" she said, glancing back and forth between Laura and me.

"Yes," I said, standing up. "I am Emmeline Luck."

She gave me a tiny curtsy, and I almost laughed. I was not the Queen to need that. "I am Charlotte Hensle and this is my husband Judah." He reached out to shake my hand. "How can we help you?"

Charlotte was the social one as she and Judah sat down in the chairs, looking at us with both expectation and a bit of puzzlement.

"Did Lord Luck have a question with the information I sent in?" Judah asked, a frown on his face. "When I saw him a few weeks ago, he seemed pleased with what was being collected and the health of the farms."

I had settled back down, arranging my purple and green walking skirt neatly. Laura had kind of faded back into the scenery, and I remembered when I used to do that. If it wasn't so useful right now, I would try to pull her out of that habit. But for now, as my companion, it probably was the best thing she could do for me.

"No, this is research for myself," I said with a smile, turning my focus on him. I had never read the missives from him, only entered the numbers the earl read off, so I had no insight into his personality.

I saw the confusion vanish and his face tighten, though his wife remained as friendly and open.

"I see. So what is it you are researching?" His tone seemed friendly, but I saw the firming of his lips. It made me wonder what he'd been worried about.

"Nothing that involves you or your charming wife," I said, giving them both a smile and pouring on the persuasion. If nothing else, this would be good practice for this skill. "I am looking for any servants that might still be in the area that worked while my mother was here. We have pictures of her, but obviously I have no memories of her. I just wanted to get some recollections about her so she is remembered."

"Oh, you poor dear, she died in childbirth, didn't she?" Charlotte asked, leaning forward to pat my knee.

"That is what I was told, but I was hoping I could talk to some of them," I said, looking up through my lashes. I would never be able to play the 'adorable little girl' but I could at least pull off modest and depressed. I hoped.

"That was over twenty years ago," Mr. Hensle said slowly. "You realize most of them are dead or gone? I didn't work here when your mother passed on. Which means I never knew her."

All of that was true and information I'd known, but surely he had names.

"I understand. Though surely some of them are still here in the area, or maybe were pensioned off?" I pushed Persuade on to him, wanting him to answer.

His eyes narrowed. "Wouldn’t that information better come from your father?"

Talking to that man would happen on the stand, hopefully with him on trial.

"He has never liked to talk about my mother much. I fear causing him stress if I tried to bring up this topic. Besides, I would be surprised if he remembered what servants were here more than twenty years ago. But you, you live here and are part of the community. I am sure many of them stayed to work with the family renting the estate." That was one hundred percent true. The earl's stress would be incredible if I accused him of killing her.

Mr. Hensle pinched his lips together, and I saw his head start to shake.

"Please? It would be so wonderful to have some fond memories of her. Even her parents are gone, so there is only the earl and my brother Duncan. I am just looking for some friendly faces to talk to." I offered up a half-inch of hair as I dumped on Persuade. This information was mandatory. His lips tightened, and I doubled down on the Persuade spell. Rohan hadn't thought I was strong enough to force the truth, but maybe I just wasn't strong enough to force it from him.

I leaned on that, not on hearing the truth, but making him speak it. I felt the magic surge as I pushed it toward him. For a minute I thought I failed as he frowned, looking at me. But when Charlotte leaned forward and touched his knee, he turned to look at her.

"Everyone should remember their mother. I know my memories of my mother are some of my favourites. Do you know anything?" Her voice was so sweet and earnest.

I could have hugged her. It was the tip my magic needed, and he sighed. "Most that I know of are long gone or died. But Lucy Bently was your nursemaid. She stayed when the earl moved to London. She got a small house on the outskirts of Peterborough when she was pensioned off. But don't expect much. She's an old woman at this point."

"Oh, I know Lucy. She's fine. Could talk the ear off a deaf man, but she's a sweetheart. I never knew she worked here," Charlotte said with a smile.

I wanted to hug the woman in relief. My suspicions were raised as to why he wouldn't want to tell me this. This information shouldn't have been so hard to get. But I hoped there was more. Just one name wouldn't be enough.

Mr. Hensle heaved a sigh. "Then there is Francis Utress. He was the butler, but he left in a cloud of rumour. Ranting about the earl to anyone who would listen. Back when I was hired, he worked for someone else, but when he's in his cups, he mentions working here. He rants, but never says why he hates the man, but spits every time someone mentioned the earl," Mr. Hensle acted like each word was pried out, and I wished I could put more practice into what it felt like to use this magic so I would know if it worked or not.

"I didn't know that. He's always been the grumpy sort. Not in town much, to be honest," Charlotte said with a frown. "I wouldn't visit him alone, though." Her eyes flicked to Laura, then back to me.

"I won't, I promise. Would you know where he lives?" Joy spurted through me. Maybe this was what I needed: a bit of proof.

"He raises sheep. Out on the far side. Not the earl's land. If you ask the vicar, he could take you," Judah Hensle said. It was like once the words had been said, it wasn't worth fighting either my magic or his internal reluctance. "But don't expect much from either of them. It was over twenty years ago."

I shrugged. "Some things you always remember, you know that." We took our leave not much later and headed toward Lucy Bently. I needed to talk to her before I would decide about requiring the presence of the vicar. Part of me didn't want there to be a witness to my conversation with Mr. Utress. But depending on how it went, a man to swear there was no impropriety might be needed. Though it also sounded like I needed a bottle of liquor to bring with me when I spoke to the former butler.


Forty-One
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Sunday, July 16th

Lucy sat on her front step, spinning, when we walked up. Her sharp eyes had been following us since we turned the corner of the path. The low stone wall kept in a goat that nibbled away in there, but wouldn't have slowed it down if it really wanted out. The goat lifted its head, peered at us, then went back to work on a weed growing between the stones. We had walked out here from the Hensle's, and I missed readily available hansoms.

I turned and stopped at the gate, Laura a step behind me.

"Miss Lucy Bently?" I asked, though from the directions and the description we'd received when I stopped at the inn to double check, I had no doubt it was her. A large woman whose generous rear over hung the chair she sat on, with long grey white hair in a braid down her back and a bosom that gave her rear competition for fullness. She had an old spinning wheel in front of her and was quickly adding thread to the yarn she made as her foot never stopped its up and down movement.

"Well, surely you didn't walk all this way, not knowing who you were coming to talk to? Come on in, ladies, and tell old Lucy what you're selling, trying to buy, or best of all, the juicy gossip you have to share?" She had a bright, wide smile that showed a gap to one side of her mouth where a tooth was missing, but it didn't affect her warm welcome.

I pushed my way in, smiling as I reapplied Blessing to Laura and myself. Yet another aspect of my magic that wasn't at all black or white. I envied Silas and Duncan some days. At least they could see what their magic did almost always. I simply had to guess and hope. I disliked doing both.

"Why thank you, Mrs. Bently, " I said as we came in. There were no benches or chairs, so I just stood watching her fast spinning.

"Ach, call me Lucy or Miss Bently if ye have to be all proper like. The only misters in my life have been gone longer than I can remember or care to. Why just the other day, I was thinking that the last thing I have the desire to do is break in another husband. I have to say they aren't worth the work it takes to get them trained up properly and I don't have the energy anymore to keep them in line by keeping them busy in bed." She rattled all of that off and never skipped a beat in her pumping of her foot, adding hair to the spinning fibres and watching us.

Laura choked. I just laughed. Part of me was sad I didn't remember this woman, or maybe she was who had nurtured my hoyden-like inner woman.

"Very well, Lucy. I'm Emmeline Luck. I was hoping to talk to you about my mother."

Her foot stopped for a full heartbeat, then she glanced down at her hand and kept spinning. "Well, Miss Emmeline, I ne'er thought I'd see you again. Honestly, part of me wondered if you'd made it out of childhood. How is the earl?" The amount of wariness in her tone conveyed a lot, and I threw manners out the window.

"If you don't mind, I'm gonna sit." And with that, I sat down on the ground, ignoring the hiss of dismay from Laura. Grass stains didn't matter at this point. And I was already someone flouting society. This was just the beginning. "That is rather what I wanted to talk to you about, Lucy," I said, pouring on the Persuade and listening to the truth magic. "I wanted to talk to you about my mother and the earl."

Lucy waved a hand in the air in between adding hair to the yarn and grabbing the next piece. "Don't need none of your mind magic on me, missy. I ain't about to lie. It's why I'm here, cause I wouldn't, and I don't need any encouragement to answer your questions. So ask."

My tongue tied up in my mouth, and rather than the question I had planned on, a different one tumbled out. "You can sense I was using magic?"

"Always had a bit o'sight. I ain't strong in it, but I can see when people are using it ‘round me, and talk to the ghosts. They like having someone to chatter at until they go on. And I tell you, being able to know when your man is lying to you makes your life oh so much easier." She flashed another wicked smile at me.

I giggled, which shocked me, I almost never giggled. "Very well. Do you remember my mother?"

She gave me a look like I'd asked her if the sky was blue. "Of course I remember Miss Angeline. She was as pretty as an angel, I swear, and just as sweet. Which I think was part of the problem. If she'd been a harpy, maybe he wouldn't have been so frustrated with her."

My eyes narrowed. "What do you mean?"

Lucy sighed, though her foot never quit moving or her hands adding to the yarn. The diameter of what she spun was that of a piece of straw, fine and consistent. "She agreed with everything, never said no to him, even when she shoulda, and rather than placate him, it made him madder than a mud-soaked cat. Then when you were born, with a head of hair like his, he raged. Now that I ne'er could figure out. It was obvious you were his daughter, but he blamed her for something. You were a cute wee bairn, but even then, it was obvious you took more after him than yer ma." She cackled for a moment. "You only wanted the right breast, ne'er the left and didn't matter if that one was dry, you wouldn't take a sip from the left."

I felt my face flush, and Laura had her hands over her mouth, trying to muffle giggles.

"That stubbornness could only have come from your da, not her." Lucy nodded her head, her hands and feet, moving, but her eyes gazed up into the sky, as if seeing the past.

A swell of wishing hit me, and I closed my eyes for a minute. "I found letters from her, dated after my birth. He always said she died in childbirth. She didn't." It wasn't really a question, but Lucy nodded.

"Figured. He wouldn't have owned up to it being his fault. Her death, that is." She grinned wide, exposing the gap in her mouth. "I got in 'is face I did. He hit me. I was loopy for a day and lost this tooth. But it didn't change nothing. He hit her two days after your birth." She sighed and shrugged. "I'd seen her hit worse, but you don't hit women in their belly after birth. She started bleeding, and he refused to get a doctor, saying she was exaggerating. To be fair, her monthlies always did look like she was bleeding to death."

My stomach was a hard lump as she talked, still the faraway look in her eyes, like looking at the past with the filter of life over it.

"I think it surprised him when she died. We all were. Looking back, maybe we shouldn't ha'been, but you can't change what is." Her eyes sharpened as she looked at me. "Is that whatcha were looking for?"

I pondered, thinking about it. It wasn't an outright statement of murder, and beating your wife wasn't a crime. "Do you think he meant it?"

"Ta kill her, ya mean? Nah, he was shocked, but I can't say he t'were upset at her not being there, though he wasn't happy when I accused him." She pointed at her face. "He's always had a temper, but you never know what will set it off."

That I knew. Some days you could do something and he would sigh and ask for a correction, other days, he would fly into a rage and throw a book at me. I got very good at dodging books. Luckily, they didn't fly straight or fast.

That meant the real question was, did he feel like he had killed her, enough that he would say it in court?

"Now, the real person you should talk to is Frank. He had a major soft spot for yer ma, and he was liken on to kill him when she died. Fired him on the spot he did, and banned him from ever working for the estate again." She snorted out a laugh. "Me, he couldn't fire quite so quickly. Not and have you live. I was the only wet nurse around and you needed milk, more than Angeline could have given you either way." She bounced her enormous bosom with another laugh. "You couldn't get enough of my teats, though only the right. Your brother was nae as picky. He just wanted that nipple." She laughed more, and I couldn't decide if I'd love to have her in the courtroom or die of embarrassment. It would be entertaining for certain.

"Thank you. Is there anything else you can tell me?" The desire to stay for days and just have her tell me tales was strong, but it wouldn't accomplish anything.

"Och, mmm …" she hummed as she spun. "Not being sure whatcha are actually looking for, hard to say. I take it he'd not transformed into a warm and loving da?"

I snorted.

Lucy shook her head. "Didnae figure. I'll say this. Saw his pa a few times. If I had to choose between them, I'da taken him o'er his pa in a flash. His pa had no softness, no caring. It was his way or else. That else is why his ma left when he was a child and why he had no other siblings. Just know, if it matters, he was a fair sight better than his pa ever coulda been."

That was the last useful info we got, and Laura and I left, with directions on how to find Mr. Utress. It was a fair walk on the other side of town, so we just headed back for the night. It gave me time to think about what I had learned. I doubted there was anything they would say in a court that would be admissible. What it did was give me the information I needed to be able to have the right questions asked. To make him say what he'd done.

The next morning we rose and, after enjoying a hearty country breakfast, set out toward Mr. Utress. "Should we go back and get the vicar?" Laura asked as we approached the house. The innkeeper had warned he had a temper and implied we shouldn't go alone.

"I can knock him out if he threatens us, that much I know. And I suspect that if there is a witness, he won't talk as freely." It would give me practice I needed, and I knew I could yank his life out if I thought we were in danger.

She glanced at me as we stopped at the gate. "I hope you know what you are doing."

I laughed, pushing open the gate. "As do I. But if I don't try, then nothing changes." Maybe that was what I wanted the most, things to change.

As we walked in the gate, the door to the little cottage opened and a man stepped out. Once he might have been a big burly man, but it was like all his muscles had liquefied and slid down, making him look melted and soft, like the face of a bloodhound.

"You the daughter, getting information for the earl?" he called out as we got within in ten feet of him.

News travelled fast in small towns, but even so, the speed surprised me. Their gossip network was faster than London's.

"Yes. My name is Emmeline Luck," I said clearly, stopping as soon as he started talking.

He scanned me up and down. "Well, ya don't take after your ma, which is a shame. What does the murderer want now?"

Hearing the earl called that both thrilled and stunned me. But then I remembered that what a previous servant thought of him really didn't matter to the courts.

"That was what I wanted to talk to you about. I've been told all my life my mother died in childbirth. Recently I found out she didn't. I wanted to get the story of what happened." I waited to see how he would respond before I used my magic.

He looked at me for a long time, his eyes flicking to Laura then away, dismissing her.

"He had an issue with her not being someone else. He hit her after she had you. She begged for him to stop, standing in front of your crib, but he just screamed that he should have never married her, that her children would never be the ones he wanted." His voice had gotten thicker as he spoke. "When he walked away, she was on the floor sobbing, blood running down her legs. He left and got drunk in town. We did everything we could, but she never got better. He stayed drunk until she died—and it took days. I begged him for a doctor, but even by that point, I knew she would never recover, not without magic." His voice was tight and hard. "But you can't prove he did it on purpose, and he was properly grieving during it. So it was an 'accident' that he regrets." The words were all but spat out.

I didn't know what to say. All the words had rolled out so fast that it felt like an emotional tidal wave slamming into me. I could all but feel his pain as it radiated from him. He loved her. He had loved her. I wanted to cry at his pain. Instead, I swallowed hard and found words.

"I'm sorry. I'm going to make him pay. Will you help?" I wasn't sure how to use him yet, but I needed to know someone else was as angry as I was.

He walked toward me, and I held my ground. When he collapsed to his knees in front of me and grabbed my hand, it took everything I had not to shriek.

"Anything, my lady. Just tell me how." The words were a vow, and I knew it from the bottom of my feet to the top of my head. Now to be worthy of that vow.


Forty-Two
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July 17th - 22st

We left on the return carriage the next morning, a day early. This time I didn't sleep, I thought. We had talked with Mr. Utress, and I promised to let him know when the trial would be. He would attend, and I was pretty sure I could get Mr. Stricklen to list him as a witness, but all I really needed was his presence in the courtroom. We arrived late Monday night, and I headed right to bed, but left word for Minnie to wake me when she got up. Sandy was apparently an early riser, so he woke with the sun.

The next morning I ate and went back to copying the ledger. And that is how I spent the next three days. As Silas had not shown up on my doorstep frantic, I figured I still had time.

On Thursday, around two, I finished. My body ached; my hand hurt. I'd had to put cold wraps on it at night. To my delight, Laura had enough Fire to pull heat out, providing me with ice cold rags to wrap around my hand. The worst part was, I'd need to do it again for the green ledger. However, I knew the green ledger was much smaller, as it only showed the transactions that were reported, not everything like the red one.

I received a missive from Mr. Stricklen Thursday afternoon that he needed my services on Friday morning, and that afterwards we could talk about the court case against the earl. There was no need to bring Laura, as his secretary would be there and I would simply listen for lies.

At nine am Friday, I found myself in the office, in the corner next to the secretary, while Mr. Stricklen and his client, Mr. Jenkins talked. Apparently Mr. Jenkins was suing to have a debt collected, saying the person he wanted to sue had not paid what the agreed upon amount. From the quick conference we had before, he told me there was something that sounded off about what the man said, and he wanted to see if he could figure out what was not connecting.

"I don't understand why you can't just collect the money, Kalvin owes me," the man said, his tone aggrieved. He'd dismissed me and the secretary, a young woman named Margaret Eleton, with barely a glance. "We agreed to a repayment of one pound a month and that was two years ago and he has only paid me five pounds."

Lie.

I lifted my left index finger like agreed.

"Do you have any record of the payments?" Mr. Stricklen asked, seeming to pay more attention to his pieces of paper than his client.

"No, I thought this was a gentleman's agreement." Mr. Jenkins puffed out his chest at this point, and I fought to keep a bland face.

Lie. Though I wasn't sure which part was the lie about the records or the agreement.

"And how was he to pay?"

"Monthly on the first Saturday. But he's been showing up with stories of woe."

Lie.

"I see. What would you settle for if he can't pay the remaining amount of fifteen pounds?"

"I'd rather have the money." Lie. "But I will settle for the spinning wheel his wife has." Truth. " It would be worth almost the amount he still owes me." Lie.

I bit back a sigh of exasperation. Most days I had learned to tune out the constant chimes of lies around me, but did this man ever speak the truth? As far as I could tell, he just wanted the spinning wheel, and the rest was an excuse.

"Mr. Jenkins, at this time I am not comfortable taking this case. I am sure you are not being honest with me, and I prefer not to work for people that I don't trust." What followed was ten minutes of bluster, false outrage, with the barrister being calm and logical the entire time. When the man finally stormed out, Mr. Stricklen turned to his secretary. "Miss Eleton, will you please send the man he was trying to sue a note with the details about this so he can prepare himself? I suspect the man will try again. He apparently really wants the spinning wheel."

Margaret had a sour look on her face and nodded. She left the office to start on that letter. I moved up to sit at the chair, noting the door was still open, and she could easily see us. There were days when I didn't care about propriety at all. "I swear it was harder to tell what was the truth from that man than his lies."

"I think that was my issue. I'm normally pretty good at figuring out what is lies, but I don't think he ever told the truth for me to balance it against." He shook his head. "But that saved me a lot of time and research. The interesting part will be the court cases."

"I have to admit the one I did was interesting, but it is a bit more difficult than I realized," I said, thinking back to the issues.

"What do you mean?" He asked, his eyes watching me.

I thought about it. "Let's say someone is on the stand and they say this. 'I am an honest man, and I swear by my wife's name Theresa that I saw Mr. Jones throw a knife at his cat.’"

He arched a brow at me, and I laughed at his expression. "I know, but follow. Assume that he is married, but to a Mary. And he believes he is an honest man. And he saw Mr. Jones throw the knife, but it was at a dog, not a cat. I can tell the pings of: Truth, Lie, Truth, Lie. But how do I tell you? At best, we could come up with something, a different colour, of partial truth and lies, but that was one sentence. How would I tell you when it was a paragraph that was half lies and half-truths?"

"Ah. I had not considered that."

"Honestly, if I can ask the questions, I know where the lies are and can follow them, but that is hard." I settled for a shrug. I would adapt to whatever he wanted, but mostly he would have to figure out how to use the information.

"Hmmm. I'll keep that in mind. Now where are you with your information?" He seemed at least somewhat eager to see what I'd accomplished.

I handed him the red ledger, my copied one. "Here is the real ledger with all transactions. I should have the one that would be presented to the Crown shortly. My thought is that if we present these as evidence for his income, he'll fold fast because the only way to prove anything is to bring forward his copies and, at that point, he has to admit there are two." I didn't mention that Mr. Francis Utress would be in the audience ready to stand up, so the earl would see him. I hoped it would put extra pressure on his decision.

"You realize he'll fight it, right?" Mr. Stricklen glanced at me as he looked at the ledger.

"Oh, I hope so. I want a packed courtroom and drama," I said with a smile. It was the only way I could ensure everyone would hear his confession.

"Will you be okay on the stand? You know his lawyer will need to twist this to show you were a disobedient daughter. Do you have any way to prove you weren't?" He glanced at me as if worried about my ability to be on the stand.

"Well, I will not be subjecting myself to a virginity exam," I said with a furious loathing. "They aren't accurate anyhow." I took a minute to swallow and push down my temper. I'd heard of those, and I'd kill the person first. "Other than my brothers or the staff providing witness and the fact that I was his secretary, knowing almost everything about who he was working with, as well as the pattern of trading. And I didn't reject the match he made. That man had a sudden attack of fear regarding me." My smile was feral on that one.

I had run into the count on an errand last week. He'd blanched when he saw me and crossed to the other side of the street. The joy that washed through me made my day.

"Very well, just this is going to be setting a precedent, so expect lots of attention and libel either way in the papers."

I shrugged. "Miss Jerritts is with me the majority of the time, and while they might try to throw social stigma on her, I have a house of women and one married man. I think even if he knew enough to follow my actions after I was kicked out, there is nothing to imply I was compromised in any way." I held my head up as I talked, but inside I seethed. If he had kicked Duncan out, he could have spent every night in a ditch or with a different woman and no one would have commented.

"And your brothers? They will be called."

"I believe so. But Duncan is still sleeping off his injuries. It will be another week or two before he is back on his feet." I didn't mention the fear that he might never be the same again.

"And your half-brother? That he is a bastard will actually be helpful. It will cast a pattern of him going outside of approved modes at least for the men. Victoria is paying more attention to cases like this, so it might influence the judges." He made another note on his paper.

I nodded. I would need to talk to Anne about this. Maybe tomorrow. It would be nice to go see her. I had sent her a missive with the information she'd asked me to obtain from the garden party. It might be good to actually discuss it.

"I believe he will side with me. The rest of it is handled easily enough," I said with an air of confidence I didn't have.

He nodded, looking at some more information. "Do you have dates on when the earl will be back in town?"

"Not yet, but he is rarely gone for over three weeks at a time. If I can get the ledger, hopefully another two or three days to copy it. After that, we should have everything we need to proceed." At least I hoped I would.

He nodded. "Then I'll file the paperwork the second you get the ledger done and returned. After that, there will be no stopping it." He gave me a warm smile. "The wheels of court are rarely stopped once put in motion."

My heart triple beat in excitement. I could lose, I knew that, then I would need to find a job or a way to have more income, but I’d learn how to deal with that when I needed to.

We exchanged a few more comments before I headed out, wanting to relax. My hands still ached. As soon as I knew the date, I would need to let Mr. Utress know. After that, it would depend on the skill of my lawyer and how the earl reacted.

That I would soon get justice, if not a bit of revenge, sounded like a dessert I'd been waiting for since I was a child. Justice for my mother and for the child I had never had a chance to be.


Forty-Three
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Saturday, July 22nd

Saturday was a delightfully lazy day. I had thought about going to see Miss Carlton, but after all the work and stress of the last week I decided to be lazy. The household had agreed on a sleep in, and did not rise until almost ten a.m. I felt horribly lazy, but it was a delight. At noon, there was a knock on my door, and I went to answer it as Mary was upstairs airing out the rooms while Minnie was getting lunch ready. The smells coming from the kitchen were making me hungrier than I knew I really was. I'd have to make sure to take small portions, as my stomach could not keep up with what my mouth wanted.

I pulled open the door, not sure who it might be, and was startled but not surprised to see Miss Carlton standing there.

"Anne, come in," I said, waving her into the parlour. It looked much better than it had the last time she was there, with more modern fabric and lighter stains on the wood. Even a new carpet to brighten the area. It still felt more like a hotel, but at least one with a style closer to mine.

"Ah, I see you are working on this. It looks nice," she said as she settled. "I had some questions, and I thought I'd deliver some news to you."

"Oh?" I caught Minnie looking at me out of the kitchen. Lunch. I made a rapid decision. "We were about to eat lunch. Would you like to join us?" I wanted those smells in my mouth, and I could sacrifice a bit of proper behaviour for that.

A huge smile spread across her face. "If it means I get to eat what I am smelling, yes." It was one of the rare times I'd seen her act like a genuine person, not a remote, in control, authority figure. I wasn't sure what to do with the change.

Laura came down to join us, while Minnie and Mary didn't even give us the option of dining with us. They only set three plates out. They placed goat curry, rice, naan, piles of samosas, and a bowl of fruit along with a pitcher of tea on the table, and fled into the kitchen. I knew Sandy would join them, and the three of them were eating the same thing, but this made it easier to talk to Anne. Yet I felt vaguely guilty at the same time.

We all served ourselves, and I kept my moans to myself as I got the first few bites down and convinced my stomach and my tongue there would be more coming. Once that was done, I found the mental fortitude to speak.

"You said you had some news?"

I caught her with a spoon halfway to her mouth. She glanced up at me and let the spoon finish its journey, a small look of bliss on her face. "Minnie uses a different spice combination than Mrs. Lauton. Not better or worse, just different. But it makes my mouth sing with delight."

Laura and I laughed. "I must agree. I'm having to make sure I keep busy or none of the clothes Diante designed for me will fit, and that will annoy her more than I would prefer," I said with a smile, eating some of the sliced fruit to cool the sweet burn from the curry.

"So news. I saw your brother, Duncan, today," Anne said casually.

That froze me in my place. It was on my list, but with all the other drama, I hadn't made it over there this week. I waited for the next words, my body tense with worry. Surely, he couldn't have gotten too much worse. Silas had kept me updated, but other than sleeping, Duncan had done little else.

"I gave him a reason to get out of that bed. I hope it worked. Seeing the waste of his potential would be frustrating. It is bad enough that we already lost one bright mind. I don't want to let those idiots rob the world of his mind as well."

I stalled for time, putting curry on the naan. "Do they know who is responsible?"

She sighed. "It is a group called the Fenians. They've been poking around trying to raise the ire of the English. But this was one of their first big incidents. It didn't go the way they wanted as some of the people that died were Irish, but they are delighted with the property damage. Whatever Duncan did, however, created a substance that the merchants around are having conniptions over. It is hard, beautiful, and only brittle at certain angles. The owners of the mill are selling it by the plank and making a fortune."

"You mean the earl and his partner, Lord Augustine Wentworth," I said dryly. But I made a mental note to send that to Mr. Stricklen and see if he could get the total value of it, so I could add it to the total. It would be taxed obviously, but it would count as a windfall, I hoped.

"That would be them," she said with a shrug, getting another naan and sopping up the sauce with it. "But for now, if it gets Duncan up and moving, I'll try to give him something to aim at." For a moment, a look of exhaustion passed over her face. "But that is all there is. I received the missive you sent about the garden party. It was much of what I expected, though what the captain let slip surprised me."

Laura snorted and Anne glanced over at her, a bit surprised. She shook her head. "I ended up asking the questions on that one, while Emmeline listened. He loved hearing the sound of his own voice and was a bit too enamoured of the idea that I might care. I still don't know if he realized I had no land or title or what, but he almost bragged. Not that I know anything about command, but I would get him away from the ship before it sets back off to sea. If he is on it, he'll all but hand it over to the Turks."

I nodded. He had set his sights on Laura moments after going in, and once I realized who he was; I let her ask the questions.

"Yes, I have … passed that information on. If they can move fast enough, he will find himself in the most boring job the Navy has for someone at his rank. And nothing will be shared with him that is any more interesting than how many uniforms the military will order this year." Her lips twitched a bit. "And the Marquess?"

I shrugged. "Young? He has no idea of current events and thought the Irish Rebellion was a new brand of whiskey from Ireland; the Fenians was a new pub. And when asked about investing, he only could stammer out something about his man of business. I hope he has an uncle that can take him under his wing, because right now he is a young man open to manipulation."

Anne sighed. "And I don't even know any single women that could manage him properly. I'll check with Mary Anne."

Laura and I glanced at each other, then back at Anne.

"Mary Anne?" I asked, curious.

"Sorry, a slip. It doesn't matter." She didn't look at us, and I realized it had been a slip of a tongue, which made me even more curious. "I might have an offer for you in a few weeks. Something different. It should pay, but it will involve being Lady Luck and someone else." Anne spoke each word as if she was trying to avoid saying a word that might burn her.

I shrugged. "A lot will depend on what happens after the legal battle. That is where most of my attention is at the moment."

"That makes sense. I, and a few others, will be watching this trial with great interest. It might have more ramifications than you would think." She had a wry smile on, and I could tell she was thinking of something else.

"I can hope it at least makes it so I don't end up on the streets. Everything else is the icing after that." I was trying to not get my hopes up too much. How long it went on would depend on how many hours of service I would owe Mr. Stricklen. I also needed to make sure that the money would go into the business, which while technically Duncan could use it, I had enough faith he wouldn't. A woman couldn't have a bank account, and the money did me no good if I couldn't access it.

"Laura," Anne said, focusing on my companion. "I am glad to see you here. Carlyle was very complimentary about your abilities. Though I am still sad you didn't make it to the soiree. We will have a party to kick off the season in November. I hope you will be there."

Laura nodded. "I am planning on it, depending on how it goes here. But I will tell you it is nice to be able to sleep and not worry if I have my door barricaded enough."

Anne's lips thinned, but she nodded. "I have to ask, why didn't you kill him?"

She asked the question in the same tone of voice as if she was asking why I didn't like the tea she'd served.

"What?" Laura stammered, and I sat back in my chair, thinking. It was a good question. I had considered killing her abuser in the heat of the moment. It was terrifying how easy it was to kill with magic. A worm of fear wiggled through my belly. There would need to be laws about this, and the odds were mages would be treated worse than women, unless we were the majority. And then what?

"You have impressive control over entropy from what Carlyle said, better than his. You can do decay, disease, age. Why not kill him? Have his heart break down, or die of old age, or go blind? Why tolerate it?" Anne watched her curiously, and I just blinked as my world view rewrote itself again. If men knew, if people knew how easily we could kill, would that stop the abuse? Would it make them better?

Laura sat there, her mouth hanging open, then she snapped it shut, her eyes hardening. "Because it never occurred to me. I knew being assaulted was a risk in any service job, but I thought I would avoid it. In all the training I had, it was all academic, and it never occurred to me to use it to protect myself." She swallowed, but I saw a small bit of rage bubbling up in the tightness of her jaw and her clenched hands. "To take the power myself."

"Hmm," Anne said, fiddling with a piece of naan. "That is a good observation. Men extrapolate to violence easier than we do. I'll need to add something to the training to get you to react with your magic, not just use it in a school-like setting."

Laura sat there, emotions rippling across her face as she processed stuff, but Anne had turned her cold blue eyes on me. "And what about you? Can you kill?"

I ran my tongue over my teeth. "Two men attempted to mug me a few weeks ago," I said, the memories flashing up, overly fresh in my mind. "They almost had me down, because I didn't think of my magic. It fled my mind. Then I remembered I was a mage, and I fought back. I yanked the life energy from their bodies and then let it go. I did that again when I recused Laura from her former employer. Looking back, thinking about it, I think I could kill them. If I keep the energy I yank away from their body, I think they die."

I could kill my father.

In the courtroom. In front of everyone. And no one would know.

My world teetered and all the delicious food threatened to exit via my throat as I clenched the table. Could I do that? Kill someone.

Kill him?

"Think about it. Magic might be a great leveller for everyone."


Forty-Four
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July 23rd - July 28th

Silas knocked on the door just before we locked up that night and left the green ledger, taking the red one. He let me know Duncan had left his room and was interacting with people. The relief made me weak. He would be okay. Oddly Silas asked me about Diante making clothes for him. Amused at the idea of him in a dress, I shared her location. Duncan was better but still sleeping most of the time. I worried about him, but would give it a bit longer.

I set the ledger in the living room, and the next morning I started work on it. The difference between the two was almost laughable, but it meant there were at least thirty pages less so I set to it with a will. I lost some time Tuesday to listen to Mr. Stricklen question a man who was accused of stealing from his employer. It was an oddly common thing, but this time he had stolen it, and the lawyer declined the case.

It took me three days, but I completed it Wednesday evening, and I almost sagged with relief. A message sent to Silas saying only I was done, and I took the copied version to Mr. Stricklen Thursday morning.

He pulled out the other ledger and looked at the two of them. "There are some enormous differences between the two," he commented as he kept flipping through. "You want to use this as leverage?"

“I want the suit for entailment for the rest of my life or the sum agreed upon, and tell him we have the ledgers to prove that he can afford it. Just say you have the green one at first. Once he is in court, I want to have the red one sitting on the table, so he can know we have both versions. I think all we need to do is threaten to have the Crown audit him, and that should make him cave." I had spent a lot of time thinking about this as I wrote out line after line of transactions. He could just agree to pay, but I knew him. He hated being told what to do and by a woman, it would get under his skin. Plus, he had both ledgers and would verify he did, should make him more arrogant.

He looked at me for a long time. "This could horribly backfire, you realize."

I tried to appear nonchalant. The money was important, but having him in court and admitting to Angeline's death was just as important. He needed to pay the price. "I will deal with it either way. I have options." My mouth twisted in a wry smile. "Maybe I'll become a lawyer or worse, a reporter, pointing out every lie someone says."

He laughed and shook his head. "I'll file the paperwork. It should be approved by Friday or Monday at the latest?"

"Approve?" I had not heard that term before.

"This is a civil case, and first the judge has to agree it has merit or it can be thrown out without being heard," he explained as he started filling out information. "If nothing else, this will be precedent setting."

The amount of excitement in his voice made me smile. "Enjoy. You have everything you need from me?"

"Yes. I just need to finish filling out the paperwork. I'll let you know when the court case is scheduled."

I smiled and headed out, feeling like I was floating. My brothers had come through for me and now I had a chance. Even if the court decided against me, with luck he would be charged with murder, which changed everything and if he admitted it in court, it would be on record.

The days flew by, and I tried to keep myself busy. The rooms on the bottom floor, via hours of work from all of us, looked like a place I almost wanted to live in. Most of it was done cheaply via secondhand shops and repurposing some of the material from what we recovered. Without the title of 'lady' on repeat, I learned more living here than I had in years. To the point, I almost felt like I could be a responsible adult.

Late Friday evening, there was a knock on the door, and I sprang to answer it. I was worried it would take until Monday before I had an answer, and the suspense of waiting was killing me. A messenger stood there, handing me a sealed envelope. I accepted the letter, tipping him a whole penny. The door barely closed before I ripped it open. Now I would know the date of when the earl's comeuppance would start.

Miss Luck -

The case was filed correctly and reviewed by the Chief Baron of the Exchequer, Charles Pollock. At this time he has declined to try the case with the note that 'The frivolity of this suit proves that women are not capable of running their own lives. A woman who has been removed from her father's house, without having a husband, is proof that they should be disowned. No proper woman would ever have been in a situation where a father would do this. This lawsuit is denied.'

There is a method for appeal, but it has to wait six months and the same judge will review it.

I am deeply sorry, Miss Luck.

Yours,

William Stricklen Esquire

Ijust stood there looking at the letter, unable to believe what I had read. Just like that, all my work and trying to bring someone to justice was gone? Without questions? My lawsuit had simply been denied.

"Well?" Laura's voice came from up the hallway. "When is the court date?" I turned and looked at her, and the smile slid off her face. "What happened?" Rather than reply, I just handed her the letter and climbed the stairs to the next floor. In a haze, I walked into my room and fell onto my bed. Rolling over, I stared up at the ceiling, my eyes not really seeing it.

I could just threaten him. Tell him I had the copies, and I would turn them to the Crown unless he gave me what I wanted. It would be simple blackmail, and he might cave. Or dare me, then deny all the while. But it wasn't just the money it was having how he had treated me, my mother, even Duncan shoved into the public eye. If it wasn't shown to NOT be acceptable, it would continue to happen, right?

Crying seemed like more energy than I had. What should I do? Nothing popped into my mind as to a form of action. I should do something. Yet, I still lay there, my mind completely blank and no ideas sprang into my head as to a solution.

"Emmeline?" Laura's voice came into the room. "How are you feeling?"

She sounded worried and upset.

"Depressed, enraged, frustrated, and vengeful," I said, without taking my eyes from the ceiling. "You?"

"Worried, stressed, and scared," she said with the same frankness as she came and sat down in the small chair in front of my vanity. "This is what you were depending on for money, was it not?"

I inhaled through my mouth and out through my nose before I answered. "Yes. But the next year or so is set. After that …" I trailed off, thinking of what Anne had said. I sat up slowly. The idea of being indebted to that woman scared me, but being out on the streets or working for someone like Laura's former employer sounded much worse. As Anne had mentioned, I wasn't suited for trying to manipulate people via bedroom activities.

Resignation washed through me, and I turned to look at Laura. "We need to go see Miss Carlton tomorrow."

"Are you going to work for her?" She sounded curious, but not worried about it.

"Maybe. I'll let Mr. Stricklen know he can carefully spread word that my services are for hire, as long as they keep quiet about it. Even a pound or two a session will go a long way toward ensuring I am able to afford everything." I swallowed and forced down the lump. "And there are other options. I just need to think about them a bit longer."

The luxury of having the option of blackmail made me feel better, and knowing that I could depend on Silas or Duncan if I found myself in desperate straits. Though I was loath to lean on them, I would.

"Then tomorrow we go to Miss Carlton," she said calmly. I wished I had her matter of fact acceptance about the world. I wanted to rage about everything.

Dinner that night was sombre as everyone knew. Even the normally spicy food added no joy to the evening, and I pled an early bed. My dreams that night were all my worst fears and by the time I rose I wasn't sure which was greater: my rage against the system or my exhaustion. Breakfast was quiet, though I enjoyed the only women atmosphere that morning particularly. My attitude toward men was in the negatives this day.

As soon as it was remotely late enough to justify going over to her house, we were in a cab headed that way.

"What are you going to tell her?" Laura asked, her hands fidgeting. She had not brought her tatting as doing that while specifically visiting someone would be regarded as rude.

"The truth. If Rohan is there, he would know if I lied anyhow, so it is foolish to try." I shrugged.

The ride there was too long, but still relatively quick. The footman arched a brow but took us into the parlour. Anne met us fifteen minutes later.

"This is a surprise. What is going on that would warrant such an early morning call?" Her voice was cool, but the look of curiosity in her eyes let me know she really didn't know. I guess that was a good thing.

"The court case was denied being presented," I said flatly. "Which means I am here to talk about the job you had mentioned. While I have a few ideas for making money, it isn't enough to keep a house." And if I didn't have the house I had, I would lose my status as a lady. I still might, depending on what the earl did.

She went very still. "It was? Do you happen to know why?"

I closed my eyes and recited the letter. I had every word seared into my brain.

Anne sat there for a very long time, silent, and from her gaze, what she was thinking was very complex. Finally, she shook herself. "That is most disappointing. I am sure I will have use for your skills and your rank if you are willing in the future. As I understand it, you are working for a lawyer now with the Truth ability?"

Was there anything she was unaware of? But then I reminded myself that Mr. Stricklen was a mage as well, and he might have mentioned my employment. Before I could say anything, Mrs. Lauton came in with a pot of tea and a pot of chai and a pile of small rice balls. For the first time, none of it smelled appealing. My stomach was both in knots and a rolling boil of emotions. To be polite, I accepted a cup of tea but only sipped it, the dark tea and bergamot not helping at all.

"Yes. I have asked him to let others know, subtly, that I can be of use," I kept it vague, but at least sitting in a room taking notes should be unobjectionable by most.

"That sounds wonderful. I will need to talk to a few people, but I should have information for you in the near future. And there is a party that I will be holding here in a month or so. I will require both your and Laura's presence."

Part of me bristled at the presumption, but it was dealing with this or blackmailing someone. For sure, I needed to make sure my money was working as hard as possible for me, which meant a visit to Mr. Standing and possibly depositing more money in my account with the Post Office.

"Of course," I said, ducking my head to hide my expression. "It will give us a chance to wear the new gowns Diante is making. "

"Excellent. Now I must be going. There is someone I need to talk to," she said as she rose, already striding toward the door. "One of the servants will see you out."

With that, we had been dismissed and every bone in my body chafed at the position I found myself in.

"Emmeline," Laura said as we walked out, the footman already flagging down a hack for us.

"Mm?" I glanced over at her as we waited.

"Is a spy what you want to become?" Her voice was soft as we stood on the front steps.

"Just a spy? No. But someone that can change the world? Yes. And I think Miss Carlton might give me the tools to do it. At least that is my hope."

"Well, then I will aim to be the person supporting you as you change the world."

The warmth that spread through my body blasted away the fear and doubt and I took her hand and squeezed it. "Thank you."

Laura just smiled at me. "What else could I do for my hero?"


Forty-Five
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Tuesday, August 1st

Ispent Sunday and Monday trying to keep my spirits up and trying to decide about the blackmail option. It was a possibility; there was nothing stopping me from doing it. I strongly suspected that if I asked them, Duncan and Silas would even support me in blackmailing for a yearly entailment. But that wouldn’t hammer home that I wasn't a tool to be discarded. This lawsuit needed to raise the idea that what he did to me was wrong. Maybe I was expecting too much both from the court system and from the man who had sired me.

Minnie tried to keep our spirits up by cooking some of the most wonderful food, and it was a sign of how depressed I was that even though it tasted good, I only nibbled at my plate. I went to see Elias Standing and made sure that I had most of my money invested, keeping only what I thought I would need for the next couple months of running the house—less than 20 pounds—and then I prepared to go see Mr. Stricklen and see what work I could do for him. At least I knew what rates to charge for that and hopefully, more and more lawyers would want my services. The big surprise was the announcement in the paper, and part of me wondered if this would improve my life or just make it more complicated the way things have been going. I suspected more complicated was the correct answer.

Tuesday morning, I made sure everything was in order and then, putting on my most business like gown, Laura and I headed to the law offices of Mr. Stricklen. To my surprise, he was not in when I arrived, but then it was only a little past nine. His secretary, Margaret, assured us he would be in shortly. As there was already a stack of letters waiting on his desk, Laura and I settled down to wait. My anger roiled around in me, so I took the opportunity to let the quiet of the office seep into me. I stared at the walls and tried to figure out exactly what I needed to do to survive. In the few short weeks we had been at the house Laura, Mary, Minnie, and Sandy had become like my family, though I still missed Duncan. I realized part of being nobility was that I would do anything to take care of them, though the idea of becoming a governess or somebody else’s secretary, stuck as a sour taste in the back of my throat.

The door opened and Mr. Stricklen walked in, nodding at both of us. "Miss Luck, Miss Jerritts. I thought I might find you here this morning. If you can give me about a few minutes to check up on my mail, and then I have some news for you, Miss Luck."

I nodded at him, not expecting anything less, and worked on my patience. Once I would’ve said that I had unlimited patience; I had found that my supply of it had vastly decreased over the last month or so.

Mr. Stricklen had been in there for about ten minutes when I heard an exclamation through the open door. " I can’t believe this is happening." The three of us, the secretary, Laura and I, all glanced at each other, completely confused.

"Miss Luck, come in here immediately," called Mr. Stricklen.

Now, even more confused, I got up and walked into his office to see him holding a letter in his hand, which was shaking as he clenched it so hard. He looked up at me with wide eyes and his mouth opened and closed.

I blinked a bit at this. I had never seen the man so discomforted. "Mr. Stricklen?"

He took a deep breath and set the paper down, lacing his fingers together tightly, then unlaced them and re-laced them again, never taking his eyes off me. "Who exactly have you talked to about this lawsuit of yours?"

I sat down with the office door opened, shrugged, as I thought back. "Well, my brothers, of course, Duncan and Silas. Everyone in my household knows about it, including Laura, the maid, and my cook, as well as her husband. Other than that?" I trailed off and shrugged. "Just a friend of mine named Miss Carlton."

He frowned still looking at me, his fingers tapping rapidly on the desk, then he shook his head. "I suppose it doesn’t really matter, but I am astonished to say your lawsuit will be heard."

"What? It will? Why?" The words tumbled out of my mouth, disjointed and wanting the answer to five different questions all at the same time, leaving me staring at him with confusion as I sat there.

He picked up the letter, cleared his throat and read. "By order of her Majesty Victoria, this case will be heard in the Queen’s Court on Monday August 21, in the year of 1865. All defendants and plaintiffs are ordered to attend on this date."

Mr. Stricklen looked at me directly. "It was signed by the King's Court Exchequer."

Now I felt like somebody had just thrown a fish in my face, as I had to stop myself from gaping. "You’re telling me that the Queen has ordered the courts to hear my lawsuit?"

He looked at me and nodded slowly. "Apparently. Now the question is: How do we get ready? Because that day is not very far away, and I would assume that the earl has also received a copy of this letter." He picked up the letter and scanned the bottom, frowning a bit. "Normally it would list all the parties which were included in the letter, but I see nothing here except my name. Which means I have a lot of work to do very quickly." He looked up at me with a serious look. "Now that the Queen has taken notice. Are you sure this is what you want to do?"

"I am more sure than I have ever been of everything or anything," I said in a firm voice. Because now maybe something would change. The question was what.

"Then we need to begin. We have about fifteen working days, as most of the courts are also manned on Saturdays to get all the notifications out to the interested parties." He flashed me a grin. "The one bright side is because the Queen has ordered the case to be heard, he can't settle out of court. Which means there is no need to worry about that aspect or even forcing his hand."

My grin, already wide, spread further, making my cheeks ache. "This is wonderful news. What do we do?"

He laughed. "I write a bunch of letters, and we file paperwork. Come back on Friday. I should have everything done by then. There will be documents for you to sign, and then I'll need to send everything out to be delivered on Friday afternoon. You are positive about not naming Duncan as part of the suit?"

I shook my head. "No. This isn't his fault, and if he was the earl, I would still be living there. He would have never forced me to marry, nor treated me like a stupid child. If the earl died of apoplexy, then it would be over." Or if I killed him in a fit of rage. I would have to remember to be very sure to not get that upset.

"As you say. Now go. I have work to do." I smiled and left, Laura in tow. As soon as we were out of the building, I filled her in on everything, in low hushed tones.

"I don't know what to say. So now what?" She asked as we walked. I needed to move to be able to think.

"I need to send a letter to Mr. Utress and let him know. I will also need to find a boarding house for him for a few days. It wouldn't be proper to have him here."

She nodded, and I knew she was making lists in her head. Laura was a very organized woman, which made what happened to her so shocking. It wasn't logical or orderly, and it had thrown her off. She would have been an excellent Order mage. Magic made no sense about who it chose and who it didn't.

I dismissed that thought and went back to what we needed to do. Clothes for the court case were also important. I couldn't wear any of my new clothes. It had to be some of the old ones I'd taken with me. The ones I'd been about to cut into rags. I bit back an internal sigh. No matter what happened, I would live. I also needed to get word to Miss Carlton about the change, and that while I would work for her, I needed to focus on the case.

Stricklen had the copies of ledgers, and I'd returned everything, so there was no worry there. Now I just needed to prepare. The earl was due back any day, and a thrill shot through me—though of fear or excitement, I wasn’t sure—as I realized he would be served this week. I was very glad he didn't know where I lived, but there was nothing I could do to hide that if he wanted to find me. We would make sure we knew where the nearest constables were, and that Mary had a fast way to get to them if needed. It also meant Sandy needed to be the one to answer the door at all times.

"I need to get a new door with glass panes," I said in the middle of the silence as we walked.

Laura glanced at me with a frown, then nodded. "Yes, that would be wise. But I am much less reluctant to use my magic. If he attacks, you might not need to worry about the entailment."

I shrugged. "Agreed. I have thought about it, I just don't know if I am willing to have that on my hands. When I'm angry, maybe, but right now in the cold light of day, I shy away from it." And to kill my father? Though I didn't think of him like that. Maybe just the man who abused me most of my life? My resistance faded rapidly when I reframed my life from that perspective.

"Either way, we need to alert the household and prepare," I said, pushing it to the back of my mind.

"Oh yes," Laura said absently. "Do you think you could?"

I looked at her. "Could what?"

"Kill someone?" The question was a whisper, but I still heard it.

We walked ten paces; the dust coating the bottom of our skirts as we headed to a part of town where the sidewalks weren't maintained as well, and the manure collectors hadn't been through, resulting in piles of manure on the edges. The exterior detachable ruffles would need to be thoroughly soaked and scrubbed prior to being worn again.

"I think so," I said slowly. "I'm tired of thinking my life is worth less than a man's. And if I have to kill to protect myself, I think I will." The memory of the men in the alley flashed through me. "No, I know I will."

"And to kill coldly when not in danger?" Her voice was still icily low, and I glanced at her, knowing something else was going through her brain.

"That I don't know, but if I can kill one way. Why not the other?"

"Why not indeed," she murmured.

We didn't speak again until we walked in the house and shut the world out behind us.


Forty-Six
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August 2nd - 21st

Time disappeared with prep work, with the days blending together. Either I was with Mr. Stricklen, or I was at home. I didn't even see my siblings over that time, but I figured that was the safest option. They surely heard about the summons, and that meant they would probably be at court.

I hoped they would be at court.

I would do this without them, but knowing they were there would go a long way toward reassuring me of my sanity. The morning of court, I met Mr. Stricklen at his office at seven in the morning. I longed for a strong cup of tea, but what I had bolted down would have to sustain me.

"Now, Miss Jerritts will need to sit in the gallery, while you as the plaintiff will be on the floor. This is not normal, so expect a bit of an uproar when you come in." He scanned me up and down and nodded. "That outfit will work well. It implies quality but borderline money issues. You know what to say and our signals, right?"

I nodded. Part of the time in the last two weeks had spent going over answers and questions that the defence would hit me with. As well as a way for me to tell him when the answers the earl gave were false. I would have paper and a fountain pen so I could break out the truth and falseness of every statement.

"Then we need to get there. I suspect if this case has leaked out, it will be a circus of people there."

We rode in absolute silence, and I just closed my eyes and reminded myself why I was doing this. Justice. Justice for me and for Angeline, and maybe for Silas's mother as well.

We arrived at the courthouse early, and Laura left for the gallery after giving my hand a squeeze for luck. I wasn't sure if I needed luck or simply the law on my side. The desire to talk to Duncan before this started batted at me, but this was my fight. Prove that I could do this. Not run to my male relative. Steeling my back, I moved with Mr. Stricklen.

We sat in a special room for lawyers and their clients until about twenty minutes before the trial was supposed to begin. He kept busy going over law books and muttering and making last minute notes. I tried to remember to breathe. Even if I failed, I would have had a chance, which was more than most people had.

"It's time. Are you ready, Miss Luck?"

I nodded and rose, grabbing my small reticule. I only had a handkerchief and a few pounds in it. More than ever, I envied Laura's ability to take something small with her to work on. Though I supposed that wouldn't be allowed in the courtroom proper, regardless.

The noise as we opened the door into the courtroom hit me like a fist. Our private room had made the world seem serene and silent. Now the chatter and volume in the room was a tornado of sounds. The room was filled to capacity and everyone was talking and pointing at me. The gallery was just as packed, and it felt like the world was staring at me.

"This way, Miss Luck," Mr. Stricklen said, taking my elbow and leading me to the table we were sitting at. I peered around, seeking any familiar faces, now more nervous than I'd been this entire time. The sea of unfamiliar faces was looking at me, talking, pointing. The lower floor was only men except for me. I scanned the crowd, trying not to be conspicuous, then sighed in relief as I saw Duncan and Silas sitting at the back. They both gave me a nod and a smile. Then in the back corner I saw Francis Utress. He caught my eye and nodded.

Once seated, I looked up to the left, over to where the earl and his barrister would sit, and saw Laura in the gallery at the banister against the wall. Her smile centred me as her tatting fingers made me laugh. Even now, she had to have her hands busy. To my surprise, I realized Mary, Sandy, and Minnie were next to her. I kept panning over the people in the gallery, and my eyes landed on Anne sitting there next to another woman with black, curled hair. They both gave me small smiles and nodded. A low heat built in my chest, spreading through me. I had friends, family that wanted me, and I had something to accomplish. The reminders settled into me, and I took a deep breath.

No matter what, I'd survive. The earl couldn't do anything to me.

As I was staring at the gallery, trying to figure out who that was with Anne, I saw the door on the opposite side open, and the earl walked in, followed by a man in expensive clothes, with a robe draped over them. He was as tall as the earl and had a coldness I'd come to associate with men who saw others as tools to be used, not humans.

"That was who I heard he hired. This will be an interesting battle," Mr. Stricklen said softly as they settled in their chairs.

"Oh?" I said, watching them. The earl hadn't bothered to glance at me, and I was struck that he looked softer around the edges. That was odd.

"He goes for the throat and is a bachelor. Youngest son, so he never had a need to carry on the family name." Mr. Stricklen cleared his throat and sat up straighter. "Remember what we discussed."

"I will. You have both ledgers?"

"Yes. In my case. If he starts in on how he can't afford this, I'll set first the green, then the red one on the table in clear sight. Then if he continues down that line of protesting, I'll point out what they are."

I nodded and closed my eyes, gathering my magic. I cared mostly about forcing the truth out of him, but I had zero issue tilting the scales. Focusing, I cast Bless on Mr. Stricklen and myself, while I cast Hex on the earl and his barrister. I pulled up Persuade and Truth and pushed it toward the earl, hoping for the best. Once he started talking, I could try to force him to speak the truth, and layer with Persuade, but right now, it was the best I could do.

"All rise, for the honourable Judge Hanson Tudor," a court official called out, and we, as well as everyone else in the room, rose. A man with a huge white wig walked in, with his stole of rank draped around his neck. He sat down, and the bailiff told us to be seated. I was oddly glad I'd seen one or two of these already, as I had a better understanding of the flow as we went through.

Mr. Stricklen introduced himself, then the other barrister did.

"Sir Aston Riley, for the defence, your honour." His words were as smooth as his manner, and I clenched my fists. This would work. It had to. The sheaf of papers in my drawer at home wasn't proof, but Mr. Stricklen had agreed to ask any weird questions I wrote for him during questioning. He knew I had a secondary agenda, but was wise enough not to pry. It was amazing to find that in anyone, much less a lawyer.

The various forms or rituals were gone through, and it came time for Mr. Stricklen to state our case. He rose to his feet and took a deep breath. "Judge Tudor, Emmeline Luck is the only daughter of Earl Jontan Luck. She has been a dutiful daughter over the years and has performed as his secretary for almost a decade, doing correspondence, keeping ledgers, and even taking notes during meetings. He arranged to sell her in marriage to Count Reginald Smythe for stock in a company. The reputation of this man is well known, and he has already been through two wives. Both have died under questionable circumstances. After she fled a ball in terror, she fought with her father, and he became cold and contemptuous toward her because she dared to want a marriage based on mutual like, if not love. Barely a month later, coming back from a party that her brothers also attended, he kicked her out of the house, to live on the streets. Miss Luck took her savings and found space in a reputable boarding house with other women and has been working to find a place in this world that does not compromise her values or her peerage. She is asking the court for either a permanent entailment of 15% gross of all income that the Luck holdings and estates bring in, or a lump sum of 25,000 pounds."

The courtroom broke out in gasps at that, and even I admitted it was an insane amount. It was more than most families would see in a lifetime, and I knew it. The worst part was what it would make people think of me, but my actual goal was to enrage him. I'd learned that emotions made it easier to encourage people to tell the truth.

"Any young lady of Miss Luck's rank being supported by a decent husband over her lifetime would have an average allowance of a thousand pounds a month. This is just over twenty years of that allowance, much less than what she actually deserves. We ask the court to find that Earl Luck should support his daughter the way she deserves to be supported. Thank you." He gave a curt bow and sat back down.

The courtroom was chattering and whispering, but the judge raised his gavel and rapped it once, and they instantly quieted. I'd been informed that Judge Tudor was notorious for clearing the courtroom if they were too disruptive, and no one wanted to miss out on this show.

Sir Riley rose, tugging on robes that probably cost more than my ball gown. "Honourable Judge Tudor, Earl Luck firmly denies these charges and asserts that his daughter threw away her modesty and value by sneaking around and fornicating with men for money. The evidence of this is the gowns she was wearing, the house she now owns, and that she hasn't come begging for assistance. What skills does a young woman of quality have that are marketable? The fact that she sits there smug and well-dressed is proof that her existence tarnished the Luck name." The amount of contempt in his voice made me pull back. That was an attack I hadn't expected. I glanced up at the gallery to see Anne staring at me and nodding firmly. Another glance behind me at Silas and Duncan, and they also nodded, making me feel better.

"My brothers and the woman who assisted me with the clothing and finding the boarding house are here. They are willing to testify as to their assistance," I whispered to Mr. Stricklen.

"Good. Hopefully, it won't come to that," he replied as the other man took a seat.

"Very well, Mr. Stricklen, present your case."

He rose. "Your honour, I call on Miss Emmeline Luck to the witness stand."

The whispers rose again in the courtroom, but low enough that the judge didn't react. I moved to the witness box, aware of how bad this dress made me look. It was the colours the earl had demanded I wear. They washed me out and did the opposite of flatter my figure, but then that was why I wore it today. Few would believe I was enticing men to my bed.

"State your full name for the record," the court official ordered.

"Emmeline Mirren Luck," I said clearly.

"Do you swear to tell the truth upon your honour?"

There was a muttered curse of 'she has no honour' that came from the other table. It cut off as the judge glanced over at the two men.

"Yes, I do." The knowledge that someone else here might sense a lie and it could cause me issues meant I would be very careful about how I spoke.

Mr. Stricklen approached me and asked the basic questions, how I'd helped, served as a secretary, and how I'd even agreed to marry Smythe, that only the strange event and finding out my father had sold me for stocks made me run.

"What happened after that?"

It was an open-ended question, and one I had practiced answering. It wasn't a lie, but it whitewashed my response. "I faced him, letting him know I found out he was using my marriage as a way to gain stocks. And that I would not agree. He threatened me, and I told him I'd tell every society rag about what he was trading me for. That I would expose his threatening Duncan with losing the earldom by the existence of our half-brother, Silas. I was trapped and ready to do anything to not be married to that man, so I used what little leverage I had."

"I see. And then what happened?"

I shrugged. "We avoided each other. I went to parties, kept busy, and tried to figure out what to do. I hoped that maybe I could find a better candidate than that man. But mostly I kept my head down and tried not to antagonize him."

"Then?"

I took a deep breath, trying to look innocent and helpless. "I returned from an afternoon soiree that both my brothers had also attended. He caught me coming in and kicked me out. I packed my trunk, what little savings I had, and fled. My first stop was to a friend's house, the one whose soiree I had just left, and asked for references to a reputable boarding house. And that is where I went and stayed until my brother's business was able to procure a house for me."

Every word was truth, but I still was unsure if my name not being on the business title was good or bad.

"Your honour, I have a signed affidavit from Mrs. Haversham that Miss Luck's behaviour was above reproach and she did nothing that would not be considered proper." He laid it on the bench.

There were a few more questions about money, which I referenced what Duncan had provided, clothing, which I simply said my friend had purchased, and then what I wanted from the earl.

"To not be scared. To have a bit of security. I have a small household with a companion, a cook, a maid, and a butler. I want to keep that and not be treated as if I was nothing more than a dog to be brought to heel."

And I wanted him to pay for killing my mother.


Forty-Seven
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Monday, August 21st

Sir Riley came up and tried to twist everything, but each question he asked we had been prepared for, and I'd addressed most of them with my statements. By mentioning most of my new wardrobe had been purchased as a gift, he couldn't accuse me of taking money. Though one part had me gnashing my teeth.

"Come on, Miss Luck, we know you must have sought the bed of men to be able to get what you have. A barrister, a man of business, why not just keep selling your body and drop this farce?" He leered at me a bit as he spoke. He was a handsome man, if cold.

I took a breath and looked up at him. "Mr. Riley. If you can look at me now and have any thoughts of a prurient nature, maybe I should see if you are interested in marrying me."

This caused a ripple of emotion through the courtroom, and the judge took a minute to silence it, mainly because he was trying not to laugh himself.

"Besides, I have a unique birthmark. Please feel free to bring in anyone, and if they can describe it in detail, then I will drop this farce, as you call it."

Mr. Stricklen went pale at that, but I kept staring at Sir Riley in a battle of wills. And I had more on the line than he did.

"No more questions, your honour," he snapped out, going back to his table.

I stepped down after the judge dismissed me and went to sit back down. Mr. Stricklen leaned over and hissed. "What if someone bribes your maid, and they get someone to stand up there and describe it?"

I gave him a quick smile. "I don't have one. That is why it is unique."

He blinked at me and snickered. "And the earl wouldn't know this?"

"I greatly doubt he has ever seen me, even as a babe, lacking garments." I shrugged. It wasn't something I was worried about. Besides, if I had my way, the court case would be over today.

"Mr. Stricklen. Do you have any more witnesses?" The judge asked.

My barrister rose and looked at the judge. "Your honour, I could bring up witnesses to back up everything that my client said. But as I don't want to waste the court's time, I ask my esteemed counsel if he has any doubt about her testimony."

Sir Riley leaned over and whispered with the earl for a moment, then stood. "No. At this time, we will not dispute the testimony Miss Luck provided."

"Very well, then Sir Riley, it is your turn," the judge said, making a note.

The man hadn't sat down, so he just nodded. "Yes, your honour, I would like to bring Earl Jontan Luck to the stand."

I watched intently; my very essence focused on him as he walked to the stand. Every muscle was clenched, and his anger all but radiated from him. He lied when he swore to tell the truth, and I grinned. One of the good things about the date of the trial was my monthlies had started the day before. I had never had just a little spotting and been fine. I usually required large amounts of cotton to catch the effects. Closing my eyes, I focused on my body. The meditation Rohan had taught me made me more in touch with how my body and magic worked through me. But there was something about magic that let me sense my body to a degree I'd never felt before. I used the clots of blood and offered it Magic. The response was instantaneous, and I doubled up on the Hex, and Tell Truth, then Persuade. I wanted every lie to be a struggle.

"Earl Luck, is that woman sitting over there your daughter?"

That was the first question he was going to ask? We even looked alike, and anything other than yes would be an obvious lie.

The earl's mouth curled, but he spat out his response. "Unfortunately, yes."

"You sound like you don't approve of her. Why is that?"

I let out a long, slow breath. This would be the test. I pushed on the Truth hard. If I was as powerful as Rohan, I could have made him spill everything he knew, but at least I could make it a struggle to lie. It amused me that I could use my monthly discomfort, part of being a woman, to force some of the truth out of him.

"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. A slow rage began to build in his eyes. "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."

Even Sir Riley looked surprised at that, and I got the feeling the response was not the one they had agreed upon.

"I see. You would have been happier if she looked like her mother."

I pushed hard.

"At least that useless woman was pretty, and people I could use flocked around her. Most people avoid this creature, and I can't even use her to pull them close to figure out how I can use them." His face was taking on an unhealthy colour.

The desire to smirk was so high, but I just sat still, watching him as the court gasped a bit in shock.

"I … see," the barrister said, obviously at a loss for how to respond. "The amount she is asking for. How badly would that impoverish the Luck estate?"

At that question, Mr. Stricklen pulled out the green ledger and set it on the table. The earl's eyes widened a bit, and his rage seemed to ebb a little. That wasn't good. I wanted him angry enough that he wasn't thinking.

"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 choked off sentence. "I refuse to lose that much money to a useless bit of flesh."

The anger was back, as he couldn't spew his lies.

The other barrister looked rather worried. "It would make upkeep on your house and other businesses almost impossible, right?"

It was a yes or no question. I whispered to Mr. Stricklen. "Pull out the red."

While the earl appeared to think about his answer, Mr. Stricklen laid the red ledger out on the table. Jontan Luck's eyes landed on it, and he paled. It seemed like he was about to froth at the mouth at the same time.

"No. It wouldn't impact the true earnings, even if I paid the lump sum." Every word sounded like he was chewing glass as it was spat out.

Sir Riley had lost his arrogant expression and had more of a panicked one on his face. "Surely, paying out that much would greatly impact your ability to fulfil your debts?"

The earl almost snarled as the truth slipped out from between 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."

At this point, Sir Riley looked like he couldn't decide between throwing up his hands or strangling his client. "No more questions, your honour." He spun and headed back to his chair. Dropping into the chair, he grabbed a piece of paper and began writing fiercely.

"Your witness, Counsellor," the judge said, his eyes wide as he looked at the earl. Jontan, for his part, looked like he was about to leap out of the seat and charge me.

I slid a pre-prepared note to Mr. Stricklen as he rose.

“Ask him about how Angeline died, 2 or 3 questions in.”

He glanced at it, frowning, then shrugged. He moved up to stand in front of the witness box. "Earl Luck. What is your daughter to you?"

This time, the earl just sneered. "A useless lump of flesh. Not even pretty enough to get a decent value for in bartering."

I tried to convince myself it didn't hurt, but the fact that my only value was in my looks was one more slice of pain.

"And is that what children are for?" It sounded like that question had been unintended, and the earl looked at him with a funny look.

"Children are how you ensure you have more power. You use them to make connections, form allegiances, create a power base. If you do it well, you ensure your life is solid and there is a solid legacy of what you have achieved." He said it as if he was saying the sky was up.

The entire courtroom stayed quiet, just staring at him. Even the rustling in the gallery seemed to have died down as people watched the drama unfolding up front.

"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 molded her correctly." There was an odd note of longing as if he had really loved Emma. I wanted to turn and look at Silas when what he said registered. He'd been married to Silas's mother. My world shook a bit more. But I had no time to process the information as Mr. Stricklen asked the question I'd been waiting for.

"And how did your wife, Emmeline's mother, die?"

I poured all the effort I could on encouraging him to tell the truth, glad the offerings from my monthlies seemed to delight magic.

He snorted. "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." He glared at me as he spoke the last part.

"Corrections? Earl Luck, are you saying you beat your wife?" There was shock in Mr. Stricklen's voice, and I swear the courtroom had sucked in a breath. Even the judge was leaning forward, eyes wide.

The earl shrugged and then glared at the back of the room, his jaw pulsing. I glanced over my shoulder to see Francis Utress stand. "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." His gaze moved across the room, and it caught about where I was sure Mr. Utress stood. The earl paled a bit, jaw clenching. At this point I wondered if his teeth would break.

All I could hear were gasps, and I felt like I might be sick. I felt for the woman I'd never known. And a tiny part of me felt for the boy who had been treated worse than me.

"Earl Luck, would you say with all the work Miss Luck did for you over the years and as the daughter of the Luck line, she deserves an entailment?"

The earl snorted, contempt in the sound. "She deserves nothing. If I had no daughter, my life would have been better. I'll admit she made an excellent secretary, but I can throw a rock down the street and hit five of those. The streets can keep her, and good riddance."

Mr. Stricklen looked at me, and I was sure I was as pale as I felt. I shrugged. He had admitted it. Everyone looked shocked, and the judge looked as sick as I felt.

"No more questions, your honour." Mr. Stricklen returned to sit down and whispered. "I am so sorry."

I just nodded; my eyes still locked on the earl. The judge sat there for a long moment staring at him as if he had found a half-eaten rat on his floor. The crowd started to get restless before he spoke, and then the room went dead silent.

"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."

I heard a hoarse shout of joy from the back.

"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.

"Bitch, this is all your fault. I should have killed you, not your mother, and then I wouldn't have had to deal with you looking at me every day like I should love you. Judging me for what I've done!" the earl shouted. I'd let the magic go as I was busy staring at the judge in shock. Part of me had expected to be laughed out of court. My head jerked to the side to stare at the earl as he fumbled a handgun out of his pocket, aimed it at me, and fired.


Forty-Eight
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Monday, August 21st

Iscreamed and ducked as wind rushed through the courtroom in a tremendous blast. The court officers were yelling, people were screaming, and I was under the table, covering my head. The sounds of muffled shouting, a few hard thumps, and the commotion settled down. Slowly lifting my head, I saw the earl was on the floor with one man sitting on him and another securing his hands behind his back.

"Get him out of here," the judge raged. "And clear this courtroom."

I sat there as everything moved around me. The bullet hadn't hit me, but I felt like I'd been slapped. My plan worked, but the results were not what I had expected.

"Miss Luck, are you hurt?" Mr. Stricklen asked, looking at me with worry writ clear on his face.

"No. Just. Not how I expected it to go," I admitted, hating that my voice shook.

"I'll say. I hope I never have another case like this," he said weakly, sitting down next to me.

I nodded slowly as the courtroom emptied. Even my brothers were kicked out.

"Now what?" I asked numbly.

"For this case? The judgement will be filed. I'll work with the banks to get this set up, so your payments are automatic, but I don't know what happens with the estate, given what the earl just pulled," Mr. Stricklen said in a voice as shaky as mine.

I nodded, still numb. "I think I'm ready to go home."

He ushered me to the room we'd started in, then out, where Laura and the boys were standing. Duncan pulled me into a hug immediately.

"Emmie, are you okay?" he asked, scanning me from head to toe.

I nodded, blinking as tears welled in my eyes for some stupid reason. "Fine. And sorry if I destroyed the Luck name."

Both Silas and he snorted. "The earl did that by himself," Duncan replied. "I'm just worried about you."

"Emotionally, I'm a bit surprised. And he was married to your mother?" That still rocked me.

Silas nodded. "Yes. He told me that a few months ago. I let Duncan know, but we never really had time to talk."

"That will have to change," I said quietly. I would have said more, but an officer of the court approached Duncan, and we all fell silent.

"Lord Luck, you are required to attend an emergency hearing." The man was stiffly proper as he looked at the three of us.

Duncan nodded his head. "I see. Very well." He turned back to Silas and me. "I will let you know what happens." He hugged me one more time, then followed the official.

Silas sighed. "If you need anything, let me know. You are still my sister. I'll catch up with you soon."

"Thank you," I said with a smile.

Two hours later, I found myself at home, everyone in as odd a mood as me. There was a sense of jubilation and horror and sadness. I didn't know how to resolve it.

Later that night, I sat with a glass of whiskey in the living room, which we had put back to rights. All the work, the ledgers, the risks, and it hadn't mattered. It felt like the work just didn't matter. But now the world knew what a monster he was. And it didn't make me feel any better.

Finally after everything that had happened, I sat in the darkness of the living room, only a candle for a light and let myself cry. For all the things that had happened and all the things that could have happened.

Mr. Stricklen contacted me the next day and said there would be a delay in paperwork for a month or so while all the legalities were being worked on with the earl being arrested. At some point, I figured I'd find out about the sentencing.

I rattled around the rented place, and while it was more comfortable now, it still didn't feel like mine. It was a stranger’s home, and I felt out of place. I craved something to do, as the boredom and lack of stimulation was enough to make me scream. I wasn't unhappy, but I felt like I had nothing to do, even though my social schedule was exploding as I was the new hot thing. My control over magic and how to use it was burgeoning even more. It wasn't enough. I wanted more in life than this.

I had tried to get contact Anne Carlton, but she had been unavailable and the message was she would get a hold of me when ready. Even Rohan had been out of town, doing something up north of London.

A few days later Duncan stopped by. He let me know there would be some changes to the judgement, but until they finished sentencing the earl, there wasn't much to do but wait. I could tell he was hiding something, but I didn't push the issue. I'd won. It left me feeling useless and out of sorts. Frank Utress had sent me a laboriously written note, thanking me for bringing the truth out.

And it was done. So why did I feel so empty?

Two weeks to the day after the trial, I received a letter.

Miss Luck -

I have an offer for you. If you are interested, please meet me at this address in Covent Gardens on Wednesday, September 6th, at 4 in the afternoon. Please leave your companion, Miss Jerritts at home. She will not be needed.

Respectfully,

Antoinette Carlton.

My heart leapt as I read the letter. Something to do. A new chapter in my life.

I couldn't wait.


Afterword


Hey everyone -

I hope you enjoyed book 1 of Noble’s Luck. I loved getting to see Emmeline come into her own from ugly ducking to powerful goose. Watch out, Lord 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!
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