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THE NEEDLES IN Miss Lockstitch’s left hand could have sprung from Temperance’s fevered nightmares. Not even her hand, but an embroidering machine shaped like a hand, the steel contraption hadn’t disturbed Temperance at first glance. It had seemed more of a curiosity, and she’d been so desperate for conversation that when Miss Lockstitch had appeared at the door of their small flat, Temperance had actually thanked her horrid husband for arranging a companion to begin sitting with her every day.

She ought to have known. From the moment Edward Newberry had forced a kiss upon her, Temperance’s life—what little remained of it—had been one dreadful episode after another: deceived by Newberry’s seemingly honorable character, shunned by her family and employer, forced to marry the man who’d instigated her fall, moved across an ocean from Manhattan City to filthy London, and denied the gentle care of a sanatorium, where she might have spent her final years in privacy and comfort.

And now she had become the horrid one, staring rudely at another’s affliction. Sitting in the chair opposite Temperance’s sofa, Miss Lockstitch had laid her palm over a blue cloth stretched across a round wooden frame, and positioned the frame over her thigh. Temperance simply couldn’t look away from the score of needles rhythmically jabbing through the back of the woman’s steel hand, the twitching fingers that seemed to control the needles’ speed and the pattern of the colored threads. At Miss Lockstitch’s knee, a muffled clicking and slight up-and-down of her toes told Temperance that another apparatus had been grafted onto the woman’s leg—which now explained the pretty bow that had been tied over the knee of her trousers. Beneath the fall of cloth she embroidered, Miss Lockstitch must have quietly exposed the machine in her leg that was working in tandem with her hand. As she worked, Miss Lockstitch spoke of her upcoming marriage to Constable Thomas, as if it were perfectly normal to carry on a conversation with her contraptions half-exposed.

Perhaps it was. Perhaps, in London, it was. Temperance hadn’t yet met a person who hadn’t had a tool attached to their body in some fashion, or a prosthetic limb to replace it. Miss Lockstitch lived in a boarding house full of other seamstresses, all members of the lockstitch guild—and, Temperance assumed, all fitted with similar contraptions.

“Mrs. Newberry?”

Her gaze darted up, met Miss Lockstitch’s enquiring look. Beneath her curling blond fringe, the young woman’s brow had furrowed with concern. Heat climbed into Temperance’s face. Though the seamstress had turned her focus away from her cloth, the clicking of the machine hadn’t ceased; she didn’t know how long Miss Lockstitch had been watching her, waiting for a response.

Temperance scrambled for an excuse. In the first hour of her visit, Miss Lockstitch’s replies had been marked by shyness and uncertainty. She’d slowly become more comfortable, speaking more quickly, asking more questions. No matter Temperance’s feelings about the terrible machine, she couldn’t bear the thought that her rudeness would make the young woman feel unwelcome.

And she was young—only eighteen, by Temperance’s estimate. Perhaps that age could serve as the excuse she needed.

 “Forgive me, Miss Lockstitch. I found myself wondering…I had heard that the Horde waited until the children raised in crèches were almost fully grown before altering them for labor. Yet you must have been only nine or ten years of age when the revolution drove the Horde from England. Did I misunderstand?”

“Not at all.” Miss Lockstitch glanced at her hand, and in her faint smile there seemed a combination of pride and loss. “I had a blacksmith create it for me two years past.”

She’d deliberately let someone remove her hand and attach that contraption to her body? Temperance struggled to contain her horror. “Why?”

“How was I to compete and to find employment if I did not?” A frown creased the young woman’s brow, as if she were uncertain how Temperance could have missed an obvious point. “I was apprenticed to the guild shortly after the revolution, but who would hire me when my stitches were so much slower? When they were sometimes uneven? I would hardly be useful in any of the shops, and a burden upon my guild house.”

The need to be useful, the fear of becoming a burden. Temperance understood both very well. “I see,” she said.

“I understand why this surprises you, but it was a necessary step, and all to my benefit. My machine is more advanced than the Horde embroidering devices are—and my fingers function as all fingers do, so the apparatus is still useful when I’m not working. There are many older ladies who only have the use of one hand.” Miss Lockstitch’s eyes narrowed, evincing a shrewdness that Temperance hadn’t seen within her before. “Without this, I could never have advanced within the guild. I could have been named seamstress, but my voice would never carry as much weight, and my purse would always be light.”

She spoke so blatantly of money? Such vulgarity. But perhaps this was the way of London, too—and hadn’t Temperance once done the same, confiding in Edward Newberry about her expectation of a small inheritance? Was not her openness the cause of his deception and her current situation? She could not condemn this woman for vulgarity without also condemning herself, and Temperance refused to take the blame for Edward Newberry’s actions.

Still, it was uncomfortable to hear such plain speaking.

 With her face coloring again, Temperance nodded and shifted her legs on the sofa, rearranging the thin cotton blanket over them, hoping the activity would also serve as a break in the conversation. She no longer wanted to pursue this topic.

The clicking paused. “Are you in need of assistance?”

“No.” Temperance smiled and leaned back against her pillows again. “I was only adjusting my blanket.”

Miss Lockstitch hesitated. Her teeth pressed against her bottom lip before she admitted, “I ought to have told your husband when he asked me to sit with you, but I am not…I am not entirely familiar with illness. If ever you need something, please ask it of me. I might not know to do it, otherwise.”

And here was the simplest way to be rid of her, Temperance realized. She only had to say that the woman would be of little help when her consumption worsened again, and Newberry would have to find someone else. Perhaps someone without an unpleasant contraption fixed to her hand and leg.

But Miss Lockstitch herself wasn’t unpleasant, and Temperance’s horrid husband would probably find someone awful to visit with her, simply as punishment.

“There’s not much to be done now, anyway,” Temperance said. “If the coughing begins to take me again, there are compresses and poultices that can ease the strain. But we will speak of these at a later date.”

Miss Lockstitch’s smile was soft and grateful. “Is it very difficult, this illness?”

Difficult? It was killing her. She could not cross a room without feeling winded, without her heart fluttering like a weak bird— she could not, though her sisters had once nicknamed her Temperance the Tireless. Her hands, once so steady and strong, could not hold a sketching pencil for more than ten minutes without shaking. Her fingers had thinned to twigs, and she could not bear to look in the mirror, to see the hollows in her cheeks, her sunken eyes, her pale skin. At night, she awoke shivering in her own sweat, out of dreams where she watched herself slowly waste away to nothing.

But she only smiled faintly—did she appear ghastly yet when she smiled?—and said, “It is tiring, sometimes.”

Relief softened the other woman’s features. “I am glad to see that it is nothing like bug fever. My guild mate Jenny came down with that after a steamcoach crushed her leg, and she was like a furnace to touch, with boils all over her face, and they had to put her in ice just to keep her alive. The physician said her bugs were working so hard to heal her that they all but killed her.”

Bugs.  Temperance didn’t know how she spoke so casually of the tiny machines living within her body, especially as they were called bugs. How could she not spend her day scratching at her skin, trying to get them out?

Even worse, knowing that those bugs had been used by the Horde to control everyone in England until the revolution—and after they were dead, turned them into monsters.

How could Miss Lockstitch bear it? Though Temperance supposed that never becoming sick would be one small benefit. “So you’ve never taken ill?”

“No.” Miss Lockstitch shook her head. At her knee, the embroidery machine began clicking again. “I don’t know anyone who has been, aside from yourself.”

“But there are physicians?” Temperance should probably contact one, before too long—though she didn’t know what a London physician could do for her. What would he know of consumption?

There was little to be done anyway. Her husband had pressed the idea upon her that she might let herself be treated with the bugs, but she could not—she would not—become the monstrous thing that the infected became after they were dead. She would not allow her body to transform into a ravenous walking corpse, like those that had devastated all of Europe.

The nightmares of becoming a zombie came as often as the nightmares in which she wasted away to nothing—and in them, she hardly looked any different.

“There are physicians,” Miss Lockstitch confirmed. “Problems arise now and again when a girl in the house delivers a babe.”

From Miss Lockstitch’s easy tone, Temperance gathered she was speaking of problems other than it being an unmarried girl delivering the babe.

Yet another difference between London and Manhattan City—perhaps the biggest difference of all. After one forced kiss, Temperance had been shackled to a lying lecher, yet no one here thought anything of an unmarried woman bearing a child.

“And then, of course, the babe will need to be infected with bugs,” Miss Lockstitch continued. “It’s always best for a blacksmith or physician to make the blood transfusion. In fact, the physician who infected Molly’s last babe is father to the jade whore paired with your husband.”

Shock slapped Temperance, made her mouth drop open. “Father to the what?”

Two pink spots appeared high in Miss Lockstitch’s cheeks. “Perhaps that isn’t kindly said. I’m speaking of the inspector, Mrs. Newberry—the woman your husband has just been assigned to assist during her investigations.”

“Detective Inspector Wentworth?” Temperance hadn’t realized the inspector was a woman.

This wasn’t jealousy catching at her throat. Her husband was welcome to a wh…a woman like that. Perhaps it explained why he’d never pressed his attentions upon her—Temperance ought to be thankful he’d found someone else to force his giant body upon, even if he likely used her inheritance to pay the woman. And it wasn’t the pain of disappointment, either. She couldn’t possibly be more disillusioned in Newberry’s character than she already was.

It was only a cough that formed this ache in her chest, a cough waiting to start up again and wrack her body apart.

“Yes, that’s her name,” Miss Lockstitch said. “My Thomas tells me that the superintendent considers it a personal favor that your husband agreed to assist the inspector, and that Newberry will himself advance to inspector sooner because of it.”

Temperance didn’t care what he did. “Will he?”

“My Thomas says so. There was a time, we considered waiting to be married until my Thomas made inspector, too, but he couldn’t tolerate the thought of escorting that woman.” She shook her head, as if to express her intended’s stupidity. “He ought to have done it, no matter what she is. But he wouldn’t, and so instead of waiting to marry an inspector, I’ll be marrying a constable. I told him I won’t wait for the other. Did you wait long before you married?”

How long had Temperance waited after her father declared that she had a choice between living the remainder of her life working on her back, or marrying Edward Newberry?

“Just one day,” she said—and that only three weeks ago.
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Temperance had just settled into bed when she heard her husband come into the flat. Quickly, she dropped her book to her lap and snuffed her bedside lamp. If he did not see the light, perhaps he would not bother to check on her, and she would be spared his presence for almost a whole day’s span.

But she had no luck. The tread of his boots approached her bedroom—and then silence, as he paused. As he always did.

Even in happier days, he’d paused. How very long ago that seemed, though it had only been two years since she’d first taken a position as governess to Baron Shiplan’s two young daughters. Two years since she had first noticed the constable who’d patrolled the park where she’d daily taken her charges for exercise and fresh air. He had not been the only constable, of course—but there had been no others so tall, with shoulders so wide, and hair so red. There had been no others whose nod and rumbling “ma’am” as she passed gave her a shiver, and no others who had charmed her with a deep blush the first time she’d offered a smile and a “constable” in return.

And it had only been a year and a half since she’d been sitting on a bench, watching the Shiplan girls skate on the frozen pond. A year and a half since she’d turned to find him holding a handkerchief that she’d dropped on one of the paths—he’d paused a few feet away, as if working up the courage to take the final steps, to speak. His face had burned when she’d thanked him and taken the handkerchief, her gloved fingers brushing his.

In the year that followed, how many times had she turned on that bench to find him standing, waiting for her invitation to come closer? Not that he’d sat with her, oh no—that wouldn’t have been proper. But he could stand at the other end of the bench, and they could speak softly enough not to be overheard.

She had told him so much. Her life seemed to start at his first pause, and she told him all of it. Every bit, beginning with how she was born the youngest daughter of the estranged youngest son of a viscount. She had laughed at herself as she’d described her seasons and her family’s efforts to find her a husband—she was too tall, too plain, and too poor to secure more than pity—and yet her constable had looked at her as if she were beautiful. She had told him how pleased she’d been to find a position as agreeable as governess to the Shiplans. And when her grandfather had begun to wither away, she had confided that sometime in the future a small inheritance would be hers—very small, but enough to keep a flat of her own, if she dared defy convention and live by herself. What would it matter if she did? At twenty-four, she was all but a spinster; in another few years, she would very firmly be one. What harm would it do if she used her money in a manner that would make her most happy?

 No harm, he’d said, and it was the first phrase he’d spoken that hadn’t been accompanied by red cheeks.

Very casually, she had mentioned him in her letters to her sisters—the constable from the park who blushed so charmingly. Perhaps she mentioned him too many times; Prudence had replied with the caution that men whose blood rose so easily were usually Men With Appetites. Temperance couldn’t believe it of her constable, however, not when he’d been so unfailingly kind and courteous. Indeed, she was certain that if he knew how the sight of his ungloved hands could make her blood run hot, if he knew that she often sat on the bench with her thighs clenched and pressed so, so tightly together, her constable would only blush—he would not give in to appetites. She had thought to respond to Prudence that perhaps men whose blood rose so easily created Women With Appetites—but she hadn’t written that, of course. She’d only thought it.

Then six months ago, she spent three weeks in bed coughing and sweating, and with no appetite of any kind. Her constable had waited then, too, and after three more weeks had passed and she’d finally had strength enough to return to her bench, he was already there. She’d seen the clench of his hands, as if he forced himself not to reach for her. She saw how he swallowed and turned his face away when she told him that if the illness came again, if it worsened, she would not spend her inheritance on a flat, but a sanatorium surrounded by a park, so that she could live out the remainder of her spinsterhood in quiet and peace.

For a while, that hadn’t appeared to be her future. She’d been a bit weak and tired, but capable of teaching and fulfilling her duties. She had hope—until she was struck by the debilitating coughing again, the night sweats, and she’d begun to shed weight like water. An advance on her inheritance was given, and arrangements were made with the sanatorium. She’d bundled her things, and she’d still been strong enough to walk with her employers and their children out the front door to the waiting steamcoach.

But Edward Newberry had been waiting, too. For a farewell look, she’d thought, and her pleasure had been so great that she’d been unable to stop her smile—the same smile that had always been her invitation when she turned to find him waiting near her bench.

She had not cared that he approached her now. How lovely was it, that she would see him a final time, that she had an opportunity to say good-bye? It was a blessing. An improper one, perhaps, but she had been short on blessings of late, and she would not turn away from this one.

Except that day, he didn’t pause at all. With his eyes locked on hers, he’d advanced swiftly, cupped her face in his giant hands, and kissed her.

He kissed her though Baron Shiplan struck him across the back with his cane, shouting that he was a filthy cur. He kissed her though two footmen tried to wrestle him away from her—and though she regained her senses halfway through, and began to struggle, too. He kissed her until the Shiplan girls were pulled away from the scene by their mother; as they went the elder one said, “That is only the man she speaks with in the park every day,” and the focus of everyone’s outrage shifted to include Temperance.

Newberry had been dragged away, Temperance sent to her father’s home. In tearstained letters, her sisters confessed that they’d known how she’d encouraged the constable, and they hadn’t done enough to warn her against it. The sanatorium’s directors heard rumors of her wanton behavior, and suggested another location for Temperance to spend her remaining years. No one would have her, no one wanted her, and suddenly it mattered little that Edward Newberry didn’t know who his father was, and his late mother had been an actress who’d entertained a string of men throughout her career, and that he was three years younger than she. Her grandfather’s solicitor met with Newberry—now unemployed as well, dismissed from the police force for his unbecoming conduct—and it was agreed that he would have her inheritance if they married and moved to London.

He’d immediately agreed; Temperance had taken a day longer. When she’d seen him again, moments before they were wed, she’d asked him—still hoping that he was her friend who’d simply been swept up by an impulse—whether he’d planned all of this to happen when he’d kissed her: the marriage, the inheritance, and London?

 Yes, he’d said, and his answer had shattered that hope.

She’d been sick on the airship journey from Manhattan City to Bath. She’d been sick on the locomotive to London, on the steamcoach from the station to their flat—and feeling sick again, listening to him pause outside the door, and remembering how deceived she’d been, how stupid she’d been, for smiling every time he’d paused before.

Nothing left of her heart allowed a smile now. She closed her eyes when the gentle knock sounded, followed by the creaking hinges. Light spilling in from the small parlor warmed the darkness behind her eyelids.

His voice came, low and gruff. “Forgive the disturbance—I saw your lamp through the window as I was coming in, and hoped you hadn’t yet fallen asleep.”

Drat. “I’m awake.”

“How did Miss Lockstitch work out?”

She was vulgar and wore a disturbing contraption in place of her hand. “Very well,” Temperance said, and because it was ridiculous, she opened her eyes.

His big body filled the doorway, nothing but a silhouette. He’d removed his domed hat and the shape of his shoulders seemed less stiff than usual. He must have also taken off his uniform jacket…which meant he stood at her door in his shirtsleeves. Oh. She closed her eyes again, trying not to remember the night when she had woken in a sweat, not only from the sickness but the sweltering summer night, and he’d heard her walking about and had come to the door of his room. He had been very solid, her husband, as if he spent many hours in a pugilist’s ring rather than simply patrolling a quiet park.

“Have you thought more on the infection?”

The memory of his bare chest dissolved easily. “I have told you, I will not end up…a thing. And you know I will. You’ve heard of the zombies as well.” Ravenous, mindless—consuming other humans, filled with bugs. It was unthinkable. Only a horrid man could think a short lifetime could be worth an eternity of that. “I do not understand why you pursue this. You have my money. Is that not enough?”

“It’s not hardly enough. You must risk—” he began, but the exertion of her anger had squeezed at her lungs, caught at her throat, and the cough had ruptured up, cutting him off. Then another, and another, until her throat was raw and her muscles aching and blood spotted her handkerchief. She curled up on her side, bracing herself against each wracking cough, tears slipping into the pillow. He crossed the room during her fit, and as the coughing eased his hand made warm circles on her back. But she could not bear his touch, not when she had wanted it for so long and now it came like this.

“Leave me be,” she whispered. “Let me sleep.”

He paused, then, and she thought he might refuse. But he turned away, quietly closing the door behind him, and she struggled up in her bed and fixed her draught of laudanum. The bitter medicine coated her tongue, her throat, and was all that she could taste as she lay back again, listening to her husband move about the flat, retrieving his cold dinner from the stone slab in the larder. Chair legs scraped lightly against the floor in their small dining area, then there was only quiet as he settled in to eat.

The laudanum warmed her chest, weighed down her limbs. She closed her heavy eyelids, and it was so easy to imagine him sitting at their table in his shirtsleeves, at the table that was so similar to the one she’d once imagined for her own flat. A cozy combination of rooms converted from an old mews, she wouldn’t have wanted anything more—except that this was in London, and she shared the flat with a deceitful man, and she was dying in it.



	


2

THE NIGHTMARE CAME, and she saw herself emaciated and pale and ravenous. Temperance opened her eyes to the dark, heart pounding, her linen shift twisted and clinging with sweat. As always, the laudanum weighed on her chest, pressed her into the bed, and she had a moment of terror that she wouldn’t be able to get up, that she was already dead.

But her legs moved, and she swung her feet to the wooden floor. From the other room, she heard a deep coughing. Newberry, but he didn’t suffer as she did. His cough was of his own making.

Desperate for air, she opened the window to the warm night, but it wouldn’t be fresh air—not in London. The gray haze of smoke that hung over the city during the day was still visible at night, the glow of the gas streetlamps casting a dirty yellow into the dark sky. She breathed it in, though the filthy air would kill her faster and was already clawing at her husband’s lungs, air that she could hear being made dirtier in the distance, on the busier streets of London, the never-ending rumble of the steamcoaches and lorries and carts belching their exhaust.

Their second-level flat overlooked the cobblestone alley between the mews and the lockstitch guild’s great stone house—an aristocrat’s house, perhaps, before the Horde had come and most of the nobles had fled to the New World. She looked to the end of the alley. Miss Lockstitch had told her that a park lay not far away, the Embankment alongside the River Thames. From there, she would be able to see the bridges, the colorful tents over the Temple Fair, and the crumbling tower that had once broadcasted the radio signal the Horde had used to control the bugs.

She would like that—the tower was only a curiosity, but the Embankment’s gardens sounded like heaven, and the strange amusements of the Temple Fair diverting. Perhaps she and Miss Lockstitch could hire a cab this week, and if Temperance could not manage a walk through the gardens, at least she could sit.

Feeling light, lighter than she usually did after a draught of laudanum, Temperance idly glanced to the other end of the alley, and realized that she was still in her nightmare. What else could that man have sprung from?

Tall, so tall that the blond woman he faced only came up to his middle, his eyes burning orange like the bowels of a furnace. His legs were long, thin compared to the bulk of his torso, and deeply jointed, bent far over at the knees though he stood upright—almost like the front legs of a mantis, but these were his only legs, and she saw the glint of metal instead of green.

And he was rumbling, too. It was not only the distant traffic. Wisps of steam wafted from the back of his head. Was it even a man? Temperance could not tell anymore, and it looked as through her nightmare was ending, because the blond woman had turned away from the rattling man, as if they were leaving the alley. But, no—not over yet. The man’s metal hand flicked out to his side, then back around, and came down over the woman’s head.

The woman crumpled to the ground.

Temperance screamed. And screamed again, scrambling away from the window as the man suddenly rose up in a great hiss of steam, bounding toward her, springing as high as their second-level flat, his orange eyes glowing with the fires of hell. Her next scream caught in her throat, became a cough, and another. Her bedroom door crashed open, Newberry shouting her name, and she flung herself toward him, because he was horrid but also so big that even a nightmare could not get through him. Strong arms hauled her up against a wide chest, and he demanded to know what had happened, but she could not tell him, she could only cough and point to the window.

Cradled against him, Temperance fought not to hide her face in his shoulder as he carried her over to look—but the man wasn’t there. The alley was empty but for the figure still crumpled on the stones. Newberry’s body stiffened slightly when he saw her, his arms holding Temperance a little tighter.

“I’ll send for the inspector,” he said.
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Newberry knew better than to move a dead body before the inspector came—she had said so very firmly when they had met that morning, and she’d laid out her expectations for him. He was not to call her ‘lady,’ even if it chafed his bounder sensibilities to refer to an earl’s daughter as anything else. She would be called ‘sir,’ following the precedent set by Superintendent Hale, who had come to London from Manhattan City after being denied a position on the police force because of her sex. While she conducted an investigation, he was to keep his eyes open and his mouth closed, unless she asked for his opinion; if he could prove himself with sensible replies, she would eventually allow him to offer his opinion unsolicited. And if someone spat at her, if a passerby tried to hit her, if it looked as though a mob might come after her, she would appreciate very much if he stepped in.

He hadn’t needed to as of yet. And though she’d also instructed him to leave any body alone, he bent her rules to verify that the woman didn’t have a pulse, and that he wasn’t leaving her injured on a cobblestone street while he waited for the inspector to arrive.

No pulse. And considering that a gash in her skull exposed smashed brains, the reason for it was clear.

Newberry glanced up to the well-lit window on the mews’ second-level. Temperance stood there, her fingers pressed to the glass. She’d demanded that he leave her alone, that he go perform his duties.

She still did not understand. Above all else, his duty was protecting her, keeping her safe, keeping her alive. And he would do it, no matter how she hated him. So he watched her now, and though pain stabbed through his chest when she deliberately turned away, at least he knew she was well. He would bear anything to know she was well.

And he would bear anything to see her get better. The shredding of his heart was the price he’d paid, the choice he’d made when he’d kissed her, when he’d offered to marry her and move her to London. But it would be worth it to see her strong again.

If only she weren’t so all-fired stubborn.

The huffing engine of a steamcoach announced the inspector’s arrival—a cab, Newberry noted, and she was accompanied by a young man and a boy or twelve or thirteen, one brown-haired and the other light, and both of them looking hastily dressed. Buttoned up in her inspector’s jacket and trousers, the inspector appeared irritated with them, but in a familiar sort of way. Brothers, perhaps, though they shared none of the inspector’s Horde features.

She left them behind to pay the driver, her gaze sweeping the length of the alley before coming to rest on the woman’s body. “Constable Newberry.” She gave him a nod before crouching next to the woman. “I suppose you have none of your equipment.”

“No, sir. I am to be issued my equipment and a police cart tomorrow.”

“All right. I’ve called for the body wagon. We’ll ride back to the station with it.” Bending over the head wound, she drew in a sharp breath. “He was either very angry, or very strong.”

Strong, by Temperance’s description. But the inspector hadn’t asked for his opinion or a report yet. “Yes, sir.”

She sat back on her heels, and her gaze lifted to the lighted window. “You have a witness?”

“Yes, sir. My—”

“First tell me what you see, constable.” She gestured to the woman’s body. “Pretend that you have not heard anything at all. What do you see here?”

A test, he realized. She looked up at him, her expression inscrutable, but he felt that her eyes were taking in his every thought, every emotion, looking to see whether he’d cheat and use the information he already knew. Swallowing, he studied the body.

“She’s female, blonde, thirty or thirty-five years of age,” he said, and felt his face heat at the obviousness of that, but the inspector only nodded, as if telling him to go on. “She was likely born in a crèche, because thirty years was before the revolution, and the apparatus on her arm suggests that they altered her, as well.”

“Not always, but go on.”

“It’s a cutting tool. A cleaver? We might find a guild mark on her arm, and that will help us identify her.”

“You know of the guilds and their marks already? How long have you been in London, constable?”

“A few weeks. But we live next to the lockstitch house.” He gestured to the building. “It would be difficult not to see.”

“You’d be surprised how many people see very little in this city, constable.”

“Or hear very little,” he said. Though Temperance had screamed in terror through an open window, no other windows were lit. No one had come out to the alley to help or to see what had happened.

“And most say very little, too. What else?”

Was there more? He studied the cobblestones around the body, noted a broken brick, the smear of blood and hair on the corner. Temperance had not mentioned a brick. In the dark, she probably hadn’t seen it. “He used that to hit her with. But why? If it was a machine, the metal of his arm would be just as efficient—if not more efficient.”

“Just as she would have used her cleaver to defend herself, yes? It would be natural, instinctive, to use a weapon in your arsenal that you are intimately familiar with. But he must not have given her the opportunity, struck her from behind.”

“Yes, sir. And if he grabbed a brick close at hand, this probably wasn’t planned, but something done in the heat of the moment.”

“Very good, constable. You’ll find that most of the murders we investigate are the same—for many of us, controlling our more extreme emotions after the Horde’s tower was destroyed became a difficult exercise. Most likely, he became angry, and reacted—but of course we will try to find him and ask.” She paused. “You will not irritate me if you offer your opinion now and again. Now let us go and talk to your witness.”

She stood and looked to the man and the boy, who had been standing quietly at the mouth of the alley. They were both sizing him up, Newberry realized, and he suddenly felt like a lumbering giant next to the petite inspector.

“Henry,” she said. “Please watch over her until the wagon arrives.”

The man nodded. “We’ll be here. Shout if you have any trouble.”

“I think I shall be all right with the constable here.” Turning on her heel, she gestured for Newberry to follow, telling him, “Those are my brothers, Henry and Andrew. You outweigh them both together, and already nag at me less. I think this shall work out very well. Now, tell me of this witness.”

“My wife, sir.”

“She saw the body from your window?”

“She witnessed the murder itself, sir.”

“I am fond of your wife already, constable. Was she able to describe this person?”

“Yes, sir. She said he looked like Spring-Heel Jack.”

The inspector frowned, looked at him. “Who?”
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Detective Inspector Wentworth didn’t look anything like the caricatures of the Mongol officials that Temperance had seen in the newssheets. She did not have bulbous lips or slitted eyes that barely opened, and her body was not misshapen, fat-bottomed, and slope-shouldered, with a curving spine. Indeed, she was rather pretty, with smooth black hair wound into a knot at her nape, emphasizing the roundness of her face and the delicacy of her features rather than concealing them…though Temperance wasn’t certain she would ever become used to seeing a woman in trousers, particularly snug ones. At least Miss Lockstitch’s had been wide and loose, like the bottoms to a Lusitanian hunter’s habit, so that when she stood it looked as though she wore a long, tailored skirt.

But trousers or no, it was good to see her, to see a face that wasn’t pale. Although none were of Horde blood as the inspector was, men and women of every color walked the Manhattan City streets, and this woman’s presence suddenly made London feel a little more like home.

The inspector’s gaze swept the rooms once and Temperance twice. The straight line of her mouth curved slightly when Temperance gave her the sketch.

“This is what you saw?”

“Yes.” Temperance pointed to the second sketch, where the man’s legs were no longer deeply bent, but almost straight. “And this is how he looked as he sprang toward my window.”

“Will you show me the view?”

“Of course.” Winded by the time she reached her room, Temperance had to slow and catch her breath. “It…is here.”

The inspector gave her another long look before nodding. “Thank you. Constable, you didn’t see this machine?”

The inspector had asked him so that she could take a rest, Temperance realized. All at once, she felt wretched. Miss Lockstitch had called this woman a jade whore, but given the difference between the caricatures and reality, given the Horde’s history within this land, Temperance began to understand that the name wasn’t a literal one.

“I didn’t see it, sir,” he said. “I came into the room after she screamed.”

The inspector glanced at the bed—wide enough for two, but clearly only used by one. Temperance felt her cheeks flame, and her husband’s lit like a bonfire.

 It is my illness, Temperance wanted to say. But it wasn’t. Even if she hadn’t been consumptive, the horrid man wouldn’t have been welcome in her bed.

“I see,” the inspector said. “Do you have a window in your room, Newberry?”

“No, sir.”

She looked down at the sketch in her hand. “Tell me about Spring-Heel Jack. Who is he?”

“He’s no one, sir,” Newberry said. “At least, not anymore.”

“Dead?”

“No. He never was anyone, not exactly. The stories about him started up about fifty years ago. First, in the newssheets, reports from the people he’d attacked: a baker’s daughter from Prince George Island…” He stopped. “That’s the long island that lies east of Manhattan City—”

“I’ve seen maps of the New World, constable,” the inspector said.

“Yes, sir.” He flushed and cleared his throat. “And there was another attack on a vicar, which startled his horses so badly he was thrown from his cart. Those incidents both had witnesses, and everyone described the assailant the same way: with springs on his feet, the wings of a demon, and he spat blue flame.”

“But this one did not have wings,” Temperance put in. “And the flame of his eyes was orange.”

Newberry paused for a moment, looking at her, and she remembered that they had spoken of this once, with him standing beside her bench. She had known of Spring-Heel Jack, but had not known the full truth of the story until he’d told her.

Still holding her gaze, he continued, “There were other sightings, and the description always the same. The newssheets speculated that he was a man who’d lost his legs in an accident and had them replaced with springs—which turned him into a madman, bounding up and down the island and Manhattan City. Everyone else held the opinion that he was the devil.”

“Only bounders would be so terrified of prosthetics and demons,” the inspector said. “And what was it truly?”

Newberry looked a trifle disappointed—and Temperance had to admit she was, too. This had been one of her favorite shiver-tales as a child, but the inspector did not look a bit impressed.

Though compared to the horrors of the Horde occupation, Temperance supposed a springing man-devil was nothing.

“Well, sir, no one knew who was behind the attacks until the incident in Cromwell Square. Spring-Heel Jack bounded in front of a countess’s carriage as she was leaving a ball, and the fear gave her the vapors. She didn’t recover for several weeks—and never ventured outside her home again.”

“So, the lower classes were tormented and no one could stop it. But a countess fainted and the game was up.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And someone either pointed a finger or confessed,” the inspector guessed.

Temperance met Newberry’s eyes again, saw his suppressed smile and had to stifle her own. Truly, this woman could take the fun from everything.

“Yes, sir. Apparently, a group of young lords—including the countess’s eldest son—had created Spring-Heel Jack on a lark. It was something of a betting club: they made wagers, daring one another to appear in the costume. Points were given based on the number of mentions the incident generated in the newssheets.”

“A lark? Did they have nothing better to do with their time?” The inspector shook her head. “And now so many bounders are returning to England. Are these pranks what everyone in London has to look forward to?”

Temperance couldn’t say. She only wondered, “What is a bounder?’

“It is us,” Newberry said.

The inspector’s mouth suddenly closed. Her lips pressed together, and embarrassment darkened her cheeks. “Yes. I’m sorry. But it has been very frustrating watching the people who fled England two hundred years ago return now—and so many of them filled with ideas of how to better us, and so eager to tell us how improper we are.”

“I see,” Temperance said. She understood all too well how maddening that could be—particularly when she had done nothing that was improper.

“But I was not thinking of you in this way. It has been the titled families returning for their estates and Parliament seats, most often. Also, I have heard that Constable Newberry was let go from the Manhattan City police force for improper behavior, so in my mind, I had already excluded you both from that category.”

A beet could not have been redder than Newberry. “You’ve heard that, sir?”

“Yes. But don’t worry, constable. Unless you did something truly awful, such as forcing yourself upon a woman, I shall not hold it against you—and Superintendent Hale has already assured me that your character is sound.”

It took her husband a few moments to find his voice, and Temperance could hear the roughness in it, the shame. “Her mother knew mine,” he said. “And Hale’s husband was the reason I joined the force.”

“I heard he was a good man.” The inspector looked to the sketch again. “This club of bored rich boys—are there many of these sorts of clubs in Manhattan City, constable?”

 “Yes, sir. Not of that sort, exactly, but there’s a fair number of brotherhoods and such. Most are dedicated to remembering the glory of England—or restoring that glory.”

“So they sit and talk.”

“Mostly, sir.”

“Then we can likely rule out a repeat of this Spring-Heel Jack incident.”

“It does seem unlikely, sir.”

“All right.” She looked out the window as a rattling, huffing wagon pulled up to the end of the alley. “There are the body collectors. Have you anyone to stay with you, Mrs. Newberry?”

She glanced to Newberry, then to the guild building across the alley. “Perhaps we could wake Miss Lockstitch?”

“No,” the inspector broke in, apparently changing her mind. “Stay here, constable. He knew he was seen; he might return. I will need you in the morning at the station, and we will go and speak with the victim’s guild, discover who she is, and show this sketch around. Perhaps someone will recognize this machine. Walk with me down to the wagon, constable.”

Temperance peered through the window, where two men had begun rolling the body in a cloth. They hadn’t even restrained her first. “Don’t they fear she’ll wake up on the way?”

The inspector paused. “Who will wake up?”

“The woman who was killed. They are only rolling her into a sheet. Will that stop a zombie?”

Brows arching high, the inspector looked to Newberry, who blushed. “I confess, sir, I wondered the same thing.”

The woman’s gaze suddenly flattened, her mouth compressing into a tight line. “You think she’ll become a zombie, constable?”

“Yes,” Temperance answered for him. “Won’t she? This is what we’ve been told. What we’ve always been told.”

“And I’ve been told that bounders believed this, but didn’t think they were that stupid. But they are?”

“Apparently, sir.”

“By the starry sky…then listen to me now: She won’t wake up. None of us will, unless we’re infected with different bugs when they bite us. The zombie bugs are different.” Lifting her face to the ceiling, the inspector heaved an exasperated breath, then turned for the door again. “All right. Constable, with me. And do not speak unless I ask you to, and until you’ve proved yourself again.”



	


3

WHEN THEY REACHED the alley, the inspector said, “My family lives at Number Eight, Leicester Square, constable. Tomorrow morning, you will be there with your wife. My father will infect you both.”

Dear God, he wished it could be so. “I’m sorry, sir, but I cannot. Not unless she agrees, and I won’t do it unless she does.”

She stopped and gave him a hard look. “Do you realize that your wife is dying, Newberry?”

Just hearing the words made it impossible to breathe, as if an iron fist grabbed his heart, pulped it into nothing.

The inspector must have seen. Her face softened. “She must be infected, constable. And you as well. The black lung kills more New Worlders in London than any other cause, and it would be easily preventable if they weren’t so damned afraid of the bugs.”

“I would, sir. But she’s afraid. Terrified. I can’t force her into it. I have already forced too much.”

But he would if it came to the end, Newberry knew. If her condition continued to worsen, he’d force her to take the injection. It would be an unforgivable trespass, but if she lived, he would never regret it.

“You’ve forced too much? How so, constable?”

“She’d never have come here on her own. She’d never have married me. So I compromised her.”

Her eyes suddenly burned with anger. Her voice was flat and cold. “What does that mean, constable?”

“I kissed her.”

The inspector didn’t immediately respond, as if waiting. Then her lips pursed. “You kissed her?”

“Yes.”

“And they made her marry you.”

“Yes.”

“Incredible.” Shaking her head, she started toward the wagon again. “Bounders are simply incredible. I thought you must have shagged her, and that was stupid enough a reason, especially if she’d been forced into a bed by the man they wanted her to marry. I am glad you did not tell me that, at least. But compelled to marry for a kiss?”

Newberry had stopped in place, choking on his embarrassment and shock. He’d never heard such language from a woman—and from an earl’s daughter! Good God, be merciful on her.

The inspector glanced back, frowning…then suddenly grinned. “Oh, Newberry. After you spend more time with me on the docks, you’ll be saying it, too.”

“I would never!”

“Or the act, I suppose?” Her expression suddenly changed to alarm. “By the starry sky, Newberry—do not have an apoplexy! I see that I will have to go easy on you to begin.”

If she didn’t, Newberry feared he would not live through it. Only through rigid control had he never let such thoughts enter his mind, and she only had to say shag and he was imagining Temperance, the flex of her fingers as she sketched in her book, the feel of her lips and the taste of her heated mouth. If he was always filled with lust, how could he return home? She would see it, and that would be too much. On top of everything else, it would be too much if she hated him for that, too.

“Please go very easy, sir.”

“I will. Go on back home, then, constable. I’ll see you at my house in the morning, regardless of whether you convince her.” She sped up a bit, and when her brother Henry turned to face her, she called out, “The rumors about bounders and the zombies are true!”

Their laughter followed him back to the mews.
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When her husband returned, Temperance was not hiding in her room. She sat on the sofa with her legs tucked under her blanket, her mind racing frantically.

“Is it true?” she asked the moment he came through the door. “Do you think it is true?”

He didn’t immediately answer, taking the armchair opposite. His bulk filled it, twice the man of any other man she’d met, and all of it solid. She could still feel his strong arms around her, holding her close to his chest.

“I don’t know,” he finally said. “I’ll ask to see the body tomorrow. In that way, we could be certain whether it has risen or not.”

“But even without that evidence, you believe the inspector was telling the truth.”

“Yes.” He rubbed his big hand over his face. “Before we were here, how could we know? But there are always people who die and are not found until later. Several every night in a city this size. Why have they not risen? If it only takes one bite to spread the infection, even two or three would devastate London. Yet no one takes precautions against them. Windows are not boarded up, people walk freely at night. At the station, I was given no instructions about what to do if I came across one—yet they have told me to be wary of ratcatchers and of the eels in the river. And so it’s only sensible to believe that there aren’t any zombies here.”

That seemed sensible to Temperance, too. She met his eyes and saw the same bemusement that she felt. All of this time, they’d believed that everyone in England became ravenous zombies after their deaths. Everyone she knew in Manhattan City had believed it, but knowing that their ignorance had been shared with thousands of other people did not make the embarrassment upon learning the truth any less. The inspector had not laughed at thousands of people; she had laughed at them.

Temperance was glad that he’d been with her to share it. Split between them, the humiliation was easier to bear.

She saw more in his eyes now, too—the speculation, the same as hers. In a low voice, he said, “If it’s true, then you wouldn’t become one after taking the injection.”

Would it be so easy? Her heart filled with hope, with fear. “I wouldn’t be able to return to Manhattan City after I was infected, though. Not without a bribe for the officials.”

“A bribe as large as your inheritance?” He held her gaze. “I have saved it for you, in the event that was what you wished to do with it.”

Her heart stuttered, and she pushed her hand to her chest. “You have?”

“Yes.” He rose to his feet and started to his room, but paused at the end of her sofa. “But I wonder, Temperance: After everything that occurred, what would you want to go back to?”

He closed the door quietly behind him, and left her wondering exactly the same thing. What was left for her in Manhattan City? Her family had blamed her for Newberry’s kiss and turned their backs. Her friends had quickly become distant. She wouldn’t find useful employment—and she would need it if her inheritance was used up in bribes.

And there was another question to wonder about, too. Newberry had lived a full life in Manhattan City. But if he had not married her for the inheritance, then what on earth had drawn him to London?
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Newberry had left before Temperance rose the next morning, late, after hours of being unable to sleep. Miss Lockstitch came, and their conversation was filled with the murder. Several of her guild mates had woken at the sound of Temperance’s scream, and a few had seen glimpses of the machine—though, of course, no one had come out while the inspector was there and reported what they’d seen.

Temperance drew another sketch, and Miss Lockstitch pulled her embroidery from her large pelisse, but before she could fit the frame over her knee, Temperance stopped her, gasping, and left her sofa for a closer look.

It was astounding work. A delicate, intricate design of flowers and leaves, the stitches so tiny they were all but invisible. “This is beautiful, Miss Lockstitch. I’ve never seen the equal.”

Smiling and pink cheeked, the young woman said, “Thank you.”

“Do you create the design yourself, or only embroider it?”

“I create it.”

“It’s stunning.” Temperance could not have said whether it was worth losing a hand over, but she wasn’t blind to the pride and joy the woman was feeling now. Perhaps those feelings were worth some pain, some loss. She returned to her sofa. “As part of my governess duties, I used to teach two girls how to stitch small items, and I barely had the patience for it. To see this, to know it was done in one day…it is simply amazing. Your clients must be spoiled.”

Miss Lockstitch flashed a grin. “I make them pay for it.”

Temperance had to laugh. “As you should.”

Setting the frame over her knee, and her hand over the frame, the needles began clicking away. “Mrs. Newberry, the other girls in the house and I had wondered…you were a governess. Did you also teach reading?”

“In several languages, yes.”

“Do you think—when your illness passes—you might agree to teach us?”

 When her illness passed. Not since her second decline had that been a hope. But even if she was infected, even if the bugs cured her, would she stay in this flat with Newberry?

Temperance didn’t know. But she could make a promise. “If I am here, I will,” she said.
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Newberry returned earlier than she expected. It was only just after noon when he came into the flat, scooping his domed hat from his head. He gave a polite greeting to Miss Lockstitch, and when his gaze met Temperance’s, she rose to speak with him.

“Have you discovered who she was? Have you discovered who he was?”

“We know who she was, yes—she was with the butcher’s guild. We still don’t know who he is, but we’re looking for him.”

But her husband wasn’t looking for him, he was here— Ah. “The inspector worries that he’ll come back for me.”

“Not only the inspector,” he said, and she couldn’t speak for a moment, until she noticed that Miss Lockstitch had been gathering her things.

“Abigail,” she said, “perhaps we will take that walk tomorrow.”

“I look forward to it.” She gave Newberry a nod as she passed. “Good day, constable.”

Temperance returned to her sofa while Newberry went to the window, watching the alley until Miss Lockstitch made it back to her home. After a few moments, he hooked his hat beside the door, unbuckled his uniform jacket. “A walk?”

“A cab, in truth—at least for most of the distance. She said the Embankment is lovely, and I don’t think I could manage the Temple Fair, unless they have a great many benches throughout.”

“But you’d like to visit that, too?”

“Yes.”

“Then we will.” He extended his arm to her. “Let me help you up, and you can make yourself ready.”

Her gaze fell to his hand. She tried to remind herself that he was horrid, horrid…but either she didn’t care, or she wasn’t convinced of it anymore. Slowly, she slid her fingers against his, felt his warm clasp. When he pulled her up, his head was bent, and she was looking up at him—and tall Temperance, plain Temperance, she would only have to keep going, to rise up on her toes to meet his lips.

She did not, but for a long, breathless moment she waited, recalling how his eyes had locked on hers as she was running away to her death. She recalled his strong hands against her cheeks, his firm mouth. She recalled the joy she’d felt then, her first kiss—her only kiss—and it had come from her constable. She recalled the wonder of it before the baron had begun to beat him, before she’d remembered herself and fought to get away.

Now, letting go of his hand, she started for her room. But she could not stop thinking: What harm would it do if she forgot herself again?



	


Chapter Four

THE SPIDER RICKSHAW was either an absolutely terrifying contraption or an exhilarating one—or perhaps both, but after five minutes, Temperance couldn’t even determine whether terrifying or exhilarating were any different. She had laughed and shrieked from almost the very beginning of their ride, hiding her face against Newberry’s arm as their small cart darted between lumbering lorries, as they were nearly flattened by oncoming steamcoaches, and daring another look again as they passed men and women riding in their slower—and perhaps safer—pedal buggies.

At the front of their cart, their gray-haired driver pumped his sturdy legs against two long hydraulic levers, and beneath his feet was a flurry of spinning wheels, clanking gears, and the clickity-clack of segmented metal legs that carried them at speed.

Newberry laughed as often as she, though he didn’t hide his head even once, and as the arched stone gate marking the entrance to Temple Fair appeared at the end of the Strand, he said, “I don’t know why I didn’t think to do this earlier.”

Temperance knew why. It was because, before today, she’d never invited him to sit beside her—and now, all but squished on a small bench between his solid body and the side of the cart, she’d had more fun than she could recall since…

Ever.

 That was horrid. And she ought to have thought of it earlier, too.

The spider rickshaw finally slowed as they came out of traffic and passed through the gate and beneath the first giant, striped tent. The scents of roasted meats filled the air, barkers calling out their goods from all sides. The stalls were widely spaced, with many more rickshaws and buggies rolling through. Temperance realized she wouldn’t have to walk at all, and was glad of it—her illness would not put a damp rag over their time here today.

Newberry called to the driver over the noise of the rickshaw and the crowds. The rickshaw stopped, and Newberry hopped out, holding up his hand in a gesture for her to stay. She did, watching acrobats in colorful pajamas perform their tricks on a rope hanging between two large balloons. A boy with a stack of magazines announced the release of the latest Archimedes Fox adventure. Two women bounced past the rickshaw, wearing nothing but corsets and sheer skirts. Temperance’s cheeks flushed, but she turned to watch them—as did almost everyone else, and she laughed as heads rotated with the predictability of an automaton’s as the women walked along.

Within a few minutes, Newberry returned carrying three foaming mugs of bark beer—one for the driver, she realized, which made her love him all the more.

She loved him.

And because she did, Temperance smiled at him as he climbed back into the cart. His face reddened, and he took a long gulp, while she sipped hers, suddenly and inexplicably shy and embarrassed.

The rickshaw began clicking along again, but she barely saw the amusements they passed. Should she hold his hand? Rest her fingers on his arm? Or dare more, and rest them on his leg? Should she let it fall casually between them, where his thigh was pressed against hers?

This was agony.

“Are you well? Has this been too much?”

Startled, she met his concerned gaze. “No. I’m well. But you, sir, have foam on your lip. No, let me.”

She stopped his wiping fingers and swept her thumb against the corner of his mouth—and then there was only his mouth, and the tightening of her thighs, the deep hollow ache that she’d known before. Temperance knew what would fill it, that her constable could make that ache disappear, but she could not now, not yet.

Not when she couldn’t even cross a room.

She let her fingers fall from his lips, and slipped her hand into his. Holding her gaze, he lifted her palm to his mouth, pressed a kiss into the center—and the ache eased, a little, and yet somehow dug ever deeper.

“Edward,” she said, and rested her head against his shoulder.

He didn’t let go of her hand. He held it through the blue tent’s twisting maze of stalls, where she tossed a coin to the twirling, dancing men with rollers for feet, who spun so fast that she dizzied simply watching them. He held her hand through the yellow tent, where a woman with a small furnace beneath her belly roasted chestnuts. He offered to buy a bag for her, and she laughed until her head was as light as the floating lady, who somehow lived within the hydrogen-filled bubble of her balloon.

And he was still holding her hand as they passed into the orange tent, where he stiffened ever-so-slightly at her side—as if sitting up straighter, though his posture was already quite tall. Near the center of the tent, she saw the inspector in her uniform and hat, flanked by the man and boy who’d accompanied her the previous night. The inspector stopped a woman, showed her a paper—the sketch of the machine, Temperance realized.

“Are they here looking for him?” she wondered.

“They must be.” He nodded. “It is the right place for such a machine, isn’t it?”

Temperance supposed there was no other place for it. The inspector spotted them, and a slight smile curved her mouth, her hand lifted in acknowledgment, before stepping into the path of another man, showing him the sketch.

A thorough woman, Temperance thought. “Do you suppose— Oh, dear God!”

In horror, she watched the inspector’s head snap to the side, her hand flying to her mouth. The man had struck her. Temperance shouted, rising from her seat. Her brothers started after her assailant, who turned and ran from them. The rickshaw jolted as Newberry bounded from the side—Good Lord, he was quick—straight into the path of the running man, and Newberry did not even stagger as the man barreled into him. He simply gripped the smaller man’s shoulders and lifted him up, a foot above the ground, and shook him until Temperance heard the man’s teeth repeatedly snap together.

 “Never again!” he roared, and in his rage his face was as red as his hair, all of him terrifying and huge.

And yet she wasn’t afraid. She wasn’t afraid at all.

The inspector came up, her lip dripping blood over her chin. Newberry set the man down, grabbed him by the scruff.

“What do you want done with him, sir?”

“Just let him go.” She sounded incredibly weary, and Newberry did. The man immediately began to run. “He’s not worth the time, or dragging you away from your wife.” The elder brother started after the man scampering away, and her voice sharpened. “Henry! Just let it go. And thank you, constable. You see now why your presence is needed during my investigations.”

“I do, sir.”

The inspector nodded. “All right, boys. Let’s move on.”

Newberry climbed into the cart again, still stiff with anger—and Temperance was shaking, too. Her hand found his, and she clenched it tight.

Such a man he was. Such a man, to immediately leap to a woman’s defense.

Yet she had believed, she’d truly let herself believe that he had forced a kiss upon her for money? “I am so sorry, Edward,” she said. “I am so sorry.”

His brows drew together. “For what?”

“When we were married, you said that you’d planned the kiss, you’d planned it all. But it wasn’t for the money, was it? It was so that I could come here and perhaps be healed.”

“Yes.” His voice was gruff.

His face blurred in front of her. Oh, why tears now? “Thank you,” she said.

Big hands cupped her face, but he didn’t respond. Perhaps, like her, his throat had closed and wouldn’t allow even another word.

But she struggled through the pain in her chest, because she had to know— “Do you love me, Edward?”

“More than my own life.”

She laughed, and threw herself into his lap, and there—in the center of the yellow tent at Temple Fair—pressed her lips to his, and kissed him until she could no longer breathe.

Which wasn’t nearly long enough.

His thumbs brushed away her tears. She settled in next to him again, and though she wasn’t physically closer—they’d been crushed together all this time—she felt closer, as if the press of their sides and their legs were not just where they touched, but where they were joined, connected.

She took his hand. “I have loved you for years. And I— Oh.” Her fingers tightened on his thigh. “Edward, look.”

Beyond his shoulder, walking down one of the twisting side paths through the stalls, a man was wearing a huffing machine suit. Temperance’s heart began to pound, and she saw now why the legs seemed deeply jointed—they were like stilts with springs and hydraulics, with his natural feet standing on pegs at the suit’s upper thighs. The boiler had been strapped to his back and rose high over his own head, yet shaped at the top like a face with eyes—glowing orange from the reflected light in the furnace.

Newberry let go of her hand, climbed out. “Go quickly, and find the inspector. I’ll keep near him, and wait for her. Find the Horde woman who was just hit!” he called to the driver.

“All right,” she said, but the man in the suit had already stopped, was peering down the path toward her. “Oh. Oh, he recognizes me.”

“I didn’t mean to!” came a desperate shout. “Let me be! I didn’t mean to!”

“Go!” Newberry turned, just as the machine suit spun and the man began to run. “Go!”

She watched Newberry sprint down the twisting path after the man, and then the rickshaw lurched into motion, a rapid clickity-clack darting through the crowd, and this time Newberry wasn’t there to keep her from bouncing around. She gripped the side of the cart, her heart fluttering painfully, and this was not exhilarating at all, but simply terrifying.

Just as she was about to be sick all over her feet, the rickshaw stopped. Temperance shouted out, “Inspector Wentworth! Newberry is after him!” and the woman took off at a run, brothers close behind, but Temperance was already coughing, coughing, and could not run at all.

“Follow them, please!” she managed to tell the driver, who gave her a wild grin and pumped his legs, and they had almost caught up to the inspector when she darted down a side path, and the cart tilted wildly as the spidery legs all seemed to shift about in one great heave, and Temperance was suddenly facing the same way, tasting bark beer in her mouth.

Ahead of them, she saw the springing machine, bounding, bounding, bounding beneath the roof of the striped tent. The crowd grew heavier as everyone came into the middle of the path to see, and soon even the driver’s honks and shouts wouldn’t move them ahead any farther.

It was not that far. Not that far. Temperance couldn’t speak for coughing, but she gave the driver a heavy coin and gestured for him to wait.

He nodded, and she began to weave her way through the crowd, pain stabbing her lungs with every cough, and blood in drops on her handkerchief. The machine had stopped bounding, but people in the crowd ahead had begun pushing back, as if trying to get away. Temperance clung to a stall post, legs almost too weak to keep her upright, and she would stay here, she decided, so that she wouldn’t be trampled and because Newberry could find her on his way.

Rising above the shouts came another noise, a high-pitched whistling. Oh, and she knew that sound. A boiler with its vents blocked and its pressure rising to the point of explosion. And as the crowd cleared, she saw it: the man trapped in his suit, with Newberry and the inspector frantically working to get him out. The inspector seemed to be shouting at him, and Newberry shook his head, and Temperance wanted to scream at him to run! run! but she couldn’t even breathe. And finally, the man came away, Newberry staggering back as a buckle suddenly broke free, and then the inspector was running, and Newberry running and carrying a murderer.

The explosion knocked Temperance down, knocked almost everyone else down—and those left standing ducked to escape the flying shrapnel. Shaking the ringing from her ears, she looked up. The inspector was standing, her brothers were standing…and Newberry was not getting up.

She couldn’t hear the inspector over the shouts, but as she staggered to her feet the brothers were lifting Newberry between them, carrying him at a run—too fast, and they were past her, and she could not even call out.

A hand touched her shoulder. She looked round, and the inspector frowned at her, shook her head. “Newberry’s lucky. The man we pulled out wasn’t.”

How lucky?

The inspector seemed to read her face. “He’ll be all right. They’re taking him to my father,” she said, and suddenly swept Temperance up in her arms—carrying her easily, even when she began to run.

Good Lord. The bugs did this?

Ahead, she saw the brothers flag down a steamcoach, but they didn’t wait for Temperance and the inspector. With a great bellow, it started off, and the inspector tossed her into the waiting spider rickshaw and shouted a direction to the driver as she climbed in.

They scuttled off at speed. Temperance gripped the side of the cart to keep from jostling into the inspector. Her breathing had eased, a little, but she saw the inspector’s gaze fall to her bloody handkerchief, saw the hardening of the other woman’s eyes.

“They’re taking him to my father,” she said, “but with this sort of abdominal wound, he’s likely to become septic after the surgery, do you understand? Without the bugs he’ll probably die. He needs the transfusion.”

Was she asking the wife’s permission? Yes, yes. Temperance nodded wildly.

“Newberry told me last night that he wouldn’t do it unless you did first.”

 Oh. There was no question, then. She would waffle about saving her own life. She wouldn’t do the same with his.

“I will,” she said.

[image: divider]

It was simple for her. Temperance lay on a sofa, while the inspector’s father with his brown beard and sharp eyes gave her an injection of his own blood through a small hollow needle. Then he gave her a sleeping draught, and when she woke in an unfamiliar room, it was the next day, and her chest did not hurt, and her legs were not weak, and she walked down a stair without needing to cling to the banister.

The boy—Andrew—met her at the bottom of the stair, and led her to the back of the house where Newberry lay upon a table, a blanket over his hips, his chest bare and his stomach covered in a bandage. He lifted his head and saw her, but the red stubble on his cheeks had darkened his skin, concealing most of his blush.

She took his hand. “Good morning, constable.”

“Good morning, wife.” His eyes searched her face. “How do you feel?”

“Wonderful. And you?” She looked to his bandages.

“His lordship says that I’ll be completely healed by this evening. He’ll let me leave after dinner.”

“So all is well, husband?”

“Yes.”

For her, too. Temperance rested her cheek on his shoulder and wept.
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IT WAS NOT THE first time Temperance had dined at an earl’s house, but it was the most pleasant. No one cared that her husband sat at her side, and she did a very good job of not staring at the countess’s strange mirrored eyes.

But though it was pleasant, she did not want to sit. For months now, it seemed that she had always been sitting, or sleeping, or in her bed. She wanted to walk and run all the way home, and then dance with Newberry around the rooms of their cozy, perfect little flat.

Perhaps they noticed her impatience. After dinner, the inspector wore an amused expression as she walked with them to the waiting steamcoach. Newberry assisted Temperance inside the carriage, then turned to the inspector, gave a nod.

The inspector closed the door after he climbed in, and said through the open window, “It has been quite the day, and this is the first night that you are both in full health since your marriage began. I won’t expect you early tomorrow morning, Newberry.”

She rapped on the carriage’s side. It jolted forward, and in the dark Temperance didn’t know if Newberry’s face was as hot as hers, but she guessed that it likely was.

“Is she always so bold?” Temperance wondered.

He sounded as if he were choking. “I believe so.”

Temperance could not be. She took his hand, and that was enough as the steamcoach traveled the short distance down Whitehall, then west to their mews.

Newberry seemed satisfied as well, though when they reached their flat and lit the lamps, it seemed his blush had not yet faded. Still he was, as he’d always been, the perfect gentleman. Her heart pounded as she readied for bed. She climbed beneath the sheets and then she waited.

And waited.

She heard his bedroom door close. Ah. Retrieving his things to move into here, no doubt.

Still, he was taking a very long time. She passed it by remembering how his chest had looked. How his lips had felt. Her shift grew uncomfortably hot, and she wanted to tear it away, so that she would be nude when he finally came to her.

Burning with frustration, she sat up and called, “Edward?”

He appeared at her door a moment later, hair wild, gaze darting to the window. “Yes?”

He’d been in bed, she realized. Sleeping—or trying to. Suddenly aware of her bare breasts beneath the thin shift, she pulled her sheet up to her chin.

Temperance almost lost her courage before she found it again. “I thought you might sleep with me from now on.”

His blush covered his face, his neck. How far down did it go? Her gaze dropped, then stopped at the linen stretched over his hips, the tent tall enough to house a fair. Her fingers shook, and the ache started again, so needy, so deep.

“I think that you would like to come to bed, too,” she said. Oh, and how she wanted him to.

His eyes closed. His voice was tortured. “I haven’t…before.”

So? “Neither have I. But I’m sure we’ll manage to fit everything into the right places.”

He nodded, and her heart thumped as he approached the bed. She scooted to give him room. He lay on his side, his feet at the very bottom. Gently, he stroked her cheek.

She touched his, felt the heat. “My sister once warned me that a man who blushed so easily was probably a Man With Appetites.”

His fingers stilled, and worry crept into his eyes. “I might be. I want so much, Temperance. But I don’t want to frighten you. Or hurt you.”

He was the sweetest, most perfect man. She brought her face close to his.

“You cannot hurt me, Edward.”

His nod was small, a bare movement of his head. Their lips were close. His ragged breath swept across her mouth before he filled the distance between them.

And, oh so sweet. His kiss was a slow taste, a tease against her lips before he opened his mouth on a groan and took it deeper. His hands found her waist, hauled her against his rigid body. She felt the hard press of him against her hip, and she’d never, never have imagined that simply knowing how he wanted her could strike sparks through her body, could make her squirm against him, until she was panting and wet—so wet!—between her thighs that she could not even look at him when he first touched her there. Wanton. But he didn’t push her away; it only seemed to inflame him, tearing her shift up over her body, his mouth suddenly hot on her nipples and his fingers pressing inside her.

She gasped, squeezing her thighs around his hand. Edward stilled.

“Am I hurting you?”

Unable to speak, she shook her head. But now his mouth was slower as he bent his head, the suction of his lips and tongue at her breast matching the languorous movement of his hand. Tension began to roll through her, some deep, awful, wonderful tightening that seemed to cramp at her calves and push her hips into wild gyrations, leaving her crying out his name and sobbing for some release—and suddenly it was there, in great pulsing waves that shook her, shook her like the convulsions of a cough, but so luscious.

Edward’s mouth found hers again, his hips settling in the cradle of her thighs. She felt him, thick and probing. She closed her eyes and stilled as a new ache formed, moving deeper, deeper, and her fingers dug into his shoulders. He groaned and his weight came over her, the ache not so painful anymore but just so there, it was all that she could feel.

His body shook. With her hands on the bunched muscles in his shoulders, she urged him to move. He withdrew and surged, and that easily Temperance forgot herself, forgot everything but the strength of his body, the sweetness of his mouth, the heat of his skin. The tension came again, building, and she strained to meet it, rising with him, falling, circling her legs around his hips to hold him close, arching her back as it swept through her, coming again and again with each heavy thrust. He called her name then, his body suddenly still but for the pulse of him deep within.

With a groan, he settled over her. Temperance wrapped him in her arms, felt the heaviness over her chest that was her constable, pinning her to the bed—and for the first time not making her fear that she was dead, because she’d never been so alive.

She kissed his jaw. “I love you,” she said, and laughed as he rolled over, carrying her with him. “And thank you for saving my life.”

“Saving you saved mine,” he said gruffly.

“I’m glad,” she said, and smoothed her hand down his side. His blush rose, and she grinned. “I ought to warn you that I’ve just discovered that I’m also a Woman With Appetites.”

He smiled. “Then it’s a fine thing we’re in London. No one will come when you scream.”

She laughed and lowered her head. Yes. A fine thing to be in London, indeed.
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