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				Chapter 1

				Even after eight months of marriage, Detective Inspector Mina Wentworth couldn’t decide whether it was better to let her husband know that she’d been hurt on the job as soon as she returned home, or to wait until they readied for bed, where he’d see the evidence of her injuries for himself.

				She didn’t know if there was a better time to tell him, or if when didn’t matter at all. Either way, Rhys always worried and regretted not being there to protect her.

				Perhaps he worried too much. The latest wasn’t so bad—just a bruise on her back, the result of a foot chase in pursuit of a suspect that morning, followed by the tussle when she’d caught him. Mina barely felt the ache in the muscles below her shoulder anymore, and her bugs would probably finish healing the damage by bedtime. She wanted to believe that if her husband didn’t see the bruise, then it was almost as if nothing had happened. She wanted to believe that if she concealed the evidence—if Rhys never knew—then he wouldn’t have to worry so much . . . but she couldn’t.

				When Mina had lived with her parents, she’d always hidden her bruises—those that she could hide, at least. Whether the injury had come from her job or had been a personal attack because she resembled the Mongol officials who’d ruled over the Horde-occupied England, she’d taken great pains to avoid the haunted expression that appeared on their faces whenever she’d been hurt. But as one of the most visible people in England, she couldn’t hide her injuries from Rhys, even if the evidence disappeared.

				After she’d thrown herself into the path of a bullet to save Rhys Trahaearn’s life—to save the Iron Duke, England’s most beloved hero—hardly a day passed when her name wasn’t mentioned in the newssheets. While she’d been recovering, journalists recounted every step of the murder investigation that had first brought her to the Iron Duke’s door, then had sent Rhys and Mina in pursuit of a deadly weapon that threatened everyone in England. When the Blacksmith had successfully replaced her clockwork heart with a new one made of mechanical flesh, the newssheets had devoted a full column to describing the man’s arrival at her home, the length of time the operation had taken, and the Blacksmith’s expression when he’d left. After she’d returned to work, journalists had dogged her footsteps for almost a month, even following along behind the police cart that Mina and her assistant, Newberry, used to get around London. They’d impeded her investigations and frustrated Mina to the point of fury—until, abruptly, they’d stopped hounding her so closely.

				Though she’d never confirmed it, Mina suspected now that Rhys had been the reason the journalists had retreated. Both the police commissioner and Superintendent Hale had warned them away without much effect, and although the Iron Duke couldn’t stop them from reporting, a threat from him would be powerful enough to change the way they gathered information on her.

				Three months after Mina had been shot—the day she’d first seen Rhys again, striding toward her across Anglesey Square—she hadn’t noticed any journalists in the area. Yet they must have been there or they’d talked to someone who had been, because the next morning the newssheets had reported that she and the Iron Duke had argued before he’d picked her up and carried her into a nearby building. Someone must have seen and guessed the reason for Mina’s happy tears when they’d returned to the square; the following day, newsboys had been shouting “Will the Iron Duke marry Inspector Wentworth?” on the street corners. When they had married a week later, the headline filled half the front page.

				Mina had hoped that would be the end of their fascination with her, but she ought to have known that her and Rhys’s combined celebrity and the nature of her job meant the journalists would follow every murder she investigated with glee. Though she often had to drag a single word from witnesses, they were all too happy to speak with journalists paying for details about whom she’d visited and the questions she’d asked—and, if the journalists were lucky, a description of any fights or chases that took place in the course of an investigation.

				Mina had quickly discovered that there was no hiding her injuries from Rhys. The first time, she hadn’t even meant to hide it. The graze from a murderer’s knife across her cheek had stopped bleeding within minutes, and was healed by the time she’d returned home; she hadn’t even thought to mention the incident to him. The next morning, however, they’d been enjoying their breakfast when Rhys had suddenly grown quiet and dropped the newssheet he’d unfolded. She’d only had a glimpse of the headline—“Inspector Wentworth Ravaged by Knife-Wielding Madman”—before he’d hauled Mina out of her chair and carried her up the stairs. Heart pounding, she’d assured him that the shallow cut hadn’t been anything akin to “ravaged,” but Rhys hadn’t stopped shaking until he’d stripped her down, inspected every inch of her skin. When he’d kissed her, she’d tasted his relief, and she’d matched his need when he’d taken her fast and hard on the bed, desperate to let him know that she was all right.

				So hiding the bruises and cuts didn’t save him from worry—and Mina preferred that Rhys heard the mundane truth from her rather than some exaggerated account.

				Still, she hated to see the tension and fear that overcame him in those moments before he confirmed that she wasn’t truly hurt. She hated being the cause of it, and would have given anything to hide any injury from him, as she had from her parents for so long.

				But Mina didn’t live with her parents anymore.

				The last of a brilliant orange sunset faded as the steamcoach approached the gate guarding the entrance to the Iron Duke’s estate. Grizzled and gray, Wills peered through the gatehouse window. Inside the open carriage, Mina lifted her hand in greeting. The gatekeeper waved them on, and the steamcoach rumbled past the tall, wrought-iron fence that surrounded the estate’s park. Wide expanses of lawn stretched out on both sides of the lane, calm and lovely after the chaos of town. In the past week, they’d had a series of those rare days when most of the smoke cleared from the air, a breeze kept the temperature from climbing uncomfortably high, and the sky almost appeared blue instead of yellowish-gray. The typically thick, stifling days of summer would return, no doubt, but Mina didn’t mind.

				As far as she was concerned, every single day since she’d married Rhys had been perfect. She didn’t expect that to change.

				She sat forward in her seat as they neared the mansion, her indecision regarding her injury giving way to anticipation. Her heart pounded as the coach entered the courtyard and stopped in front of the wide steps leading to the door. Gray stone walls gave the impression of bleak solidity, unyielding strength. Before she’d married Rhys, never had she imagined that the sight of his fortress would soften everything within her. She’d loved living with her family in their London town house; her home had been safe, comforting. Rhys’s was safe, beyond a doubt—but she was still surprised at how quickly the mansion had become her home, until it seemed that those hard gray walls only existed to welcome her in and protect her.

				And even after eight months, she still felt anticipation and joy every day, simply because she was home again, because she’d soon see him again. Before Rhys, she’d never imagined that marriage would be this. She’d imagined devoted companionship of the sort her parents had—not companionship and a racing pulse.

				Mina met the housekeeper in the foyer, where she handed over her hat. “Good evening, Mrs. Lavery. Any messages?”

				Mrs. Lavery knew that she didn’t mean the social invitations that arrived every day, or the confirmations from those attending Rhys’s ball next week. “Only a gram from Miss Anne, Your Grace.”

				“Thank you.” She accepted the folded paper and looked down the long hall. The library door was closed. “Is he in with someone?”

				Rhys had told her to walk in whenever she wished; but though she wanted to see him the moment she arrived home, Mina didn’t like to interrupt his meetings. When Parliament had been in session at the palace near police headquarters, he’d often come home in the steamcoach with her and spend many of the evening hours working. Now that the summer recess had begun, he focused on business during the day, which allowed them more time together at night. If she went in now, he might not be able to finish as quickly.

				“He is with Lord Scarsdale, ma’am.”

				Rhys’s friend, business partner, and the man he relied on to navigate through the murky waters of London society. She felt comfortable walking in unannounced, then—though she wouldn’t. Mina grinned and started down the hall.

				Two weeks ago, she’d opened the library door without warning. Rhys and Scarsdale had been standing close together in the middle of the room, and at her entry, had quickly moved in opposite directions—the cheeks of both slightly flushed, Scarsdale walking stiffly to the sofa. Mina pretended not to have seen anything. She’d allow her husband his secrets, and when he wanted to surprise her, she would pretend to be surprised.

				This time, she knocked at the library door and read the gram from Anne while waiting for his reply. His response came a few seconds later than it normally did. When she entered, both men were breathing heavily, as if from exertion. Frustration marked Rhys’s bold features, darkening his expression with lowered brows and a scowl. Though Scarsdale appeared amused as always, his mouth was tight with pain.

				Poor, brave Scarsdale. With bones made of iron, Rhys was a heavy man. Scarsdale’s toes had certainly suffered—and all to save her toes on the night of the ball, no doubt.

				Rhys’s scowl lightened when his eyes met Mina’s. He came to her as he always did, his gaze locked on her face as if his entire being focused on her. She waited by the door, barely able to breathe until he took her hands, bent his head to hers. With Scarsdale here, it was only a brief kiss instead of the hungry taste that he often greeted her with, but it still burned Mina to her toes, made it difficult to let him go.

				She’d never imagined that, either. Though Mina had always hoped that she’d find love and companionship, she’d never really dreamed they would actually be hers. Yet she had them now, and she loved being married to Rhys. Every day, she knew him better and loved him more.

				It was astonishing how much she did, really. And a little frightening. If Rhys wanted to, he could hurt her worse than a knife-wielding madman ever could—and she thanked the blue heavens that he never would.

				His hand in hers, he led her back to the sofa. As soon as she’d settled next to Scarsdale, he sat against the front edge of his desk, facing them. Her husband didn’t trust chairs, she’d learned—even those designed to support his weight.

				His gaze fell to the folded paper in her hand. “Is that another message from Anne?”

				And here was another worry. Though he didn’t express it in so many words, she knew that he’d come to care for the young tinker who’d lived with Mina for almost a year now—and who’d lived with them since they’d been married. “She’s staying at my father’s house again tonight.”

				As the girl had for several nights that week. It wasn’t completely unusual—at the Blacksmith’s suggestion, Mina’s father had begun teaching at the Crèche and setting up an apprenticeship with the older children who wanted to study medicine. Though the children raised in the walled compound in Whitechapel were notoriously secretive and rarely let an adult past their front gates, the Blacksmith had somehow convinced them—but had also known that his word alone wouldn’t ease the children’s suspicions and fear. During the first week of teaching, the Blacksmith had given Anne time away from his smithy to accompany Mina’s father. The tinker girl had lived in the Crèche before she’d moved in with Mina; even if the children didn’t completely trust the Blacksmith or Mina’s father, they did her. So Anne had stayed with Mina’s father and mother that week, the easier to travel back and forth—and on the days when Anne didn’t work at the Blacksmith’s, she sometimes still stayed the night with her father and visited the Crèche with him during the day.

				But this time, Anne was due at the Blacksmith’s in the morning, and her father was well-established at the Crèche. Why stay another night?

				Mina missed the girl and wanted her to come home, but she didn’t know how hard to push. Eleven years old now, Anne had been little more than a baby when the Horde had been forced out of England during the revolution. She’d grown up with the other children of the Crèche and followed their rules. Though she and Mina had seemed to adopt each other, Mina didn’t know if she could step in as a mother—or if mother would even mean anything to Anne.

				Did it? Mina simply couldn’t guess. She didn’t want to alienate the girl with too many restrictions—and at least she knew where Anne was, that she was staying at her parents. Perhaps that was good for them, too. With Mina married, her brother Andrew serving as a midshipman on the Terror, and Henry living up north, perhaps Anne’s presence would ease the sudden emptiness of their house. Mina couldn’t think of anywhere safer or anywhere better for the girl to stay . . . except with her and Rhys.

				Because she’s mine. A little sister, a daughter—Mina didn’t know exactly what she felt for the girl, but Anne belonged to her now. So she’d let the girl have tonight, but if Anne didn’t return after that, Mina would go and get her.

				Rhys gave a small nod, as if reading the sudden determination on her face and agreeing with it. “Yes,” he said. “We’ll have her back.”

				“Try a smile when you do, captain, so that you don’t terrify the poor girl,” Scarsdale told him before offering one to Mina. “And how was your day, inspector?”

				Which part of it? Mina chose her favorite. “Inspector Mason brought in the body of a man whose lover said he fell down a flight of stairs. I spent the afternoon proving that the shape of the victim’s head wound matched the back side of the cutting apparatus grafted onto her arm, not the edge of a step.”

				“So she killed him?”

				“Oh, yes.”

				Scarsdale gave a mock shudder. “I hate to think of the sins you’d discover if you ever opened me up.”

				Not many that she didn’t already know. Scarsdale was one of the rare men who didn’t need to be opened up to find the truth of a story; he opened his mouth of his own volition. But then, she’d discovered that many bounders did—perhaps because they’d never lived under the oppressive rule of the Horde. Many of them talked long, they talked often, and said nothing worth hearing at all.

				With exceptions, of course. Scarsdale couched almost everything he said in humor, yet every word was sharp and only a fool refused to listen. Her assistant, Newberry, spoke only good, strong sense, and Mina often looked to Superintendent Hale’s example as a model for her own career.

				Yet even they had something in common with the others: Every bounder that Mina had ever met could tell the story of each ancestor who’d escaped to the New World before the Horde had infected England. The tales had been passed along until they’d become family legends—the nobles and the gentry almost always including descriptions of what they’d left behind and how much they’d spent for passage across the Atlantic. Those bounders who were descended from laborers always mentioned which aristocratic or moneyed family they’d attached themselves to, and whether they begged, borrowed, or stowed away—or sold themselves into indentured servitude. Some were proud that their ancestors had been among the first to go, and spoke of them as if they’d descended from prescient deities. If their forefathers had been the last to sail, they invariably included a tale of a harrowing escape, as if the Horde had conquered England with their war machines instead of nanoagents concealed in sugar and tea.

				Families like Mina’s had stories of ancestors who’d remained in England. Two hundred and fifty years ago, William Wentworth, the fourth Earl of Rockingham, had stood in Parliament and named every noble who didn’t stay to fight and to protect England, calling them all cowards. He’d stood in attendance when the Archbishop of Canterbury had placed the crown on Charles the Second’s head after the old king had died—and who had been the last king whose reign hadn’t fallen under Horde rule. Over the next half century, the Earl of Rockingham also witnessed the Horde darga coronate Charles’s son, had seen his estate in Northampton seized and the remainder of his holdings slowly shaved away to pay the Horde’s taxes, until the only property the Wentworths owned was the town house in London where Mina’s parents lived now.

				But the man who’d been on Mina’s examination table that afternoon probably had no stories of ancestors to tell. Unlike the aristocracy and landed gentry, the commoners hadn’t been given the privilege of keeping a family. Their children had been taken and raised in a crèche, where they were trained for work and their bodies modified for the Horde’s use. The next generation had been bred in the Frenzies that were induced by the Horde’s radio signals—and the resulting generation also reared in a crèche. The man on her table likely hadn’t known who his father and mother were, let alone those who’d lived two hundred years ago.

				Had the man lived, however, he would have had another story to carry on, a story shared by everyone in England: where he’d been the night the Iron Duke had sailed his pirate ship up the Thames and destroyed the Horde’s tower. He could have told his children about the emotions that had flooded him when the radio signal the Horde used to prevent the strong, enhanced population from rebelling—suppressing their hate, their love, their fear—had suddenly stopped broadcasting. He’d have said how many of the Horde he’d bloodied in the revolution that followed, how many of their buildings he’d helped burn.

				The Horde’s holdings where Rhys’s mansion sat now might have been one of them. Perhaps that man had helped rebuild part of London after the Horde had fled . . . but he would never say so, and Mina would never know that story now. She only knew that his lover had smashed his brains in.

				“So that is why you are late,” Rhys said softly—and with a hint of relief. He’d been thinking the worst, Mina realized. “You were doing another inspector’s work.”

				Not exactly. Inspector Mason couldn’t have performed the examination, but it needed to be done, so it became Mina’s work. Yet Rhys wasn’t wrong, either. The examination had added to her duties, and she had run late because of it.

				“Yes,” she said. “That and the horrid traffic on Viktrey Road.”

				“And your morning?” he asked. Just as Mina would have in his place, Rhys picked up on the part of the day she hadn’t mentioned—and assumed she deliberately hadn’t mentioned it.

				“I survived it in one piece.” Her eyes locked on his. “I caught a dockworker who strangled a boy. He got a blow in before Newberry took him down.”

				She saw the sudden tension in him, the way his gaze moved all over her, though he’d already looked her up and down when she’d come in, though he’d already watched her walk across the room without any lingering stiffness. Many dockworkers had been augmented with pneumatic pistons in their shoulders and steel arms, increasing their strength. Rhys would know that any blow a dockworker laid on her wouldn’t have been a light one.

				“Are you all right?”

				“Yes,” she assured him.

				That reassurance wasn’t enough, she knew. If Scarsdale hadn’t been here, she’d have been stretched out on this sofa within a few seconds, naked as Rhys looked her over—then holding him as he shagged her, hard and fast.

				As much as she enjoyed Scarsdale’s company, there were times when Mina wished the bounder wasn’t here so often. She saw the same thought enter Rhys’s mind, the humor that lifted the corners of his mouth.

				But despite that smile, his tension didn’t leave, and a small heavy weight settled in her gut. That worry couldn’t just be about her injury. He knew she wasn’t hurt. This fear had to be based on something more . . . and it appeared too often.

				Sometimes she thought Rhys wasn’t adjusting to marriage as well as she was.

				Ignoring that ache, she looked to Scarsdale. “And did you tackle any dockworkers today?”

				“Unfortunately, no. Not while I’m still searching for a wife.”

				He’d been searching for months—but eventually, Mina knew he’d stop looking and choose a woman to marry, even if he was never physically attracted to her. Scarsdale felt his responsibility as a future marquess too keenly to ignore his duties . . . but he’d keep on running for a while longer. Mina hoped he found someone who could be a companion to him, even if they didn’t share a passionate love.

				Dear heavens, she’d been so very lucky, hadn’t she?

				She looked to Rhys. With a single glance, she’d already seen how he’d spent part of his day—his valet had obviously forced him to sit still long enough for a trim. Mina would thank the man later. As much as she loved to sink her fingers into Rhys’s dark, overlong hair, she loved even more seeing those small gold hoops at the tops of his ears and the strong line at the back of his neck. “And you, sir?”

				“I wish I could have tackled a dockworker—and I’ve already found my wife.”

				He surprised her. Though he never made many jokes, his humor came more often and more easily than it once had. “So you have. Picked her right out of Anglesey Square.”

				And thank the heavens for that, for his stubbornness that matched hers. While she’d been sitting alone at the feet of his statue, he’d come to her, insisting that they would be together, despite her protests and her certainty that he no longer wanted her. How long ago that seemed now—the pain of not being with him, of thinking that he was done with her. Whatever small doubts and aches still lingered, they were nothing compared to that agony.

				“Yes, he has a wife to tackle dockworkers for us,” Scarsdale said. “So we have spent the better part of a day trying to put together an expedition to search for a lost ship in the Arctic, and offering absurd amounts of money for a Vashon to lead it.”

				The famous family of airship captains. “Will you get him?”

				“Her,” Rhys said. “And, yes. I want her, so I’ll have her.”

				Of course he would say that. He hadn’t bought Mina, but the Iron Duke was still so certain that he could buy everyone else. Mina didn’t think she was the only exception . . . but there were apparently so few exceptions that his usual methods still worked.

				She smiled faintly. “Hopefully you won’t convince her as you did me.”

				Oh. And that had not come out as lightly as she’d intended it. All remaining traces of humor left Rhys’s face, drawing his skin tight. Her heart pounded.

				“No,” he said. His voice was gruff, as if rasped by smoke. “No, I wouldn’t.”

				“Partially because Captain Vashon has enough years on her to be his grandmother,” Scarsdale said easily, as if he didn’t notice Rhys’s tension—but of course he did. He always did. He knew Rhys well.

				He knew Rhys so well—and perhaps that was why Mina was afraid to ask Scarsdale about certain things, fearful of what the answer might be. Perhaps he’d tell her that Rhys’s fierce lovemaking wasn’t just because she’d been injured, but because he was driven now and again by the same need that had driven him before: to possess her. But he had her now . . . and Mina was a liar if she didn’t sometimes wonder whether he felt his pursuit had been more satisfying than the having.

				He loved her. She knew that. But maybe he didn’t love her more than he had eight months ago. He’d asked her to fight with him . . . but maybe he was fighting to stay excited, fighting to keep his desire for her alive.

				The sick ball in her stomach became heavier. She needed him, needed to feel him against her, inside her. Now. Rising to her feet, she said, “Excuse me. I can still smell the slums on me, so I ought to change out of this uniform before dinner. I’ll return in a moment.”

				Mina knew Rhys would follow her. That tension meant he’d devour her. She needed that at this moment, more than anything—the reassurance of his touch, of his kiss, of his need.

				She almost ran into Mrs. Lavery outside the door. The housekeeper held a folded gram, her blue eyes wide and worried.

				“A wiregram from Superintendent Hale, Your Grace.”

				Likely a murder, then—one that the superintendent wanted Mina to handle, since she was being summoned after her shift had ended. Damn it. Mina unfolded the message, hoping she was wrong.

				Viscount Redditch. By the heavens. She and Rhys had just eaten dinner with him the evening before.

				She looked to Rhys, who’d come into the hall after her. “It’s Redditch. He’s been killed.”

				Surprise passed over his expression. “Where is he?”

				“His garden. In Westminster.” On the other side of London.

				“Ask Mr. Muller to ready the two-seater,” he told Mrs. Lavery before catching Mina’s hand in his. “The balloon will be faster than the river or the roads. Do you want me to fly you there?”

				It wasn’t the sort of time alone with him that she’d hoped for, but Mina would take it. “Yes.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Rhys had lived through danger before, through hardship. He’d looked Death in the eye more times than he could count. Yet the past eight months had been the most terrifying of his life—and he feared the worst was still coming.

				Rhys feared that he would lose the woman he loved.

				He shouldn’t have been afraid of anything. He’d married Mina within a week after finding her in the square. He’d made her his. He’d thought the fear would diminish then, the terror that had followed him since he’d realized that he loved her—after she’d insisted that a relationship between them couldn’t work until everyone in England began seeing her differently. He’d thought the terror of watching her fall in front of a bullet would be over, along with the fear that she might never return to him.

				So Rhys had gone to her when he’d found her in that square, desperate and afraid, and had insisted that she give him another chance. She’d changed everyone’s opinion by saving his life—and it had worked between them. She was his. The danger ought to have passed.

				But she still lived in danger, and Rhys in fear. Every controlling instinct in him said to make her quit her job . . . but he would lose her if he did. He could effectively force her into a safer position by making her pregnant, but if she’d discovered that he had manipulated her in that way, she’d leave him.

				He’d never risk that. So instead he watched her risk her life, every single day.

				God. With the people who worked for him, it was easy enough to make demands or to take away choices to produce the results he wanted. He couldn’t do that with her.

				And the doubt he saw in her expression every once in a while, the uncertainty—it was his damned fault. Rhys had no idea how to be a husband. Scarsdale had once said that he had the sensitivity and subtlety of a mud brick, and Rhys recognized the truth of it. But with Mina, Rhys fought to be better—yet he still cocked up and made the stupidest declarations . . . like how he wanted another woman.

				But Mina had to know the want he’d spoken of wasn’t anything like his need for her. That was business, not his heart. She had to know. Didn’t she?

				He followed her out the rear of the mansion, where the two-seater waited for them on the lawn. The gas lamps lighting their path washed its oval balloon in pale yellow. Unlike most two-seaters, they couldn’t sit side by side—his weight would unbalance it all, so they sat in tandem, with Rhys in front and Mina behind. Nor did they pedal to spin the propellers. The design already had to compensate for his weight, so he’d added an engine and speed.

				The furnace beneath the tail had been stoked, the boiler steaming and the engine huffing. Rhys paused before boarding and let the noise cover his voice. “I wouldn’t.”

				Mina looked up at him. God, her eyes. Flat and calculating, she was already working, already the inspector. They could look right through a man. He didn’t want her to see his terror. “You wouldn’t what?”

				“The Vashon woman. It’s not the same.”

				Her gaze softened. “I know.”

				That should have eased his fear. But Rhys knew it wouldn’t ease until he could hold her, until he could feel her against him, around him, his. Then the panic went away for a while.

				But he had to push it back now. She depended on him.

				He climbed into the front, waited until she’d settled into the seat behind him. Muller tossed off the tethering cables, and the rattling frame lifted off the ground. Rhys eased open the propeller valve, lowered the flaps. The balloon flew forward, quickly gaining speed as they rose into the air. The Thames served as the perfect guide to the heart of London, several miles west of his estate. On the roads below, the lanterns from carts and coaches showed the haphazard tangle of traffic. Full-sized airships weren’t allowed over the town, but two-seater balloons were becoming more common—though not nearly as common as in the New World. Most people didn’t have enough money to buy the vehicles, and those who did had difficulty finding room to keep one.

				He felt Mina’s hands on his shoulders as she leaned forward and called out, “Did Redditch seem at all concerned or upset when he was at our dinner last night?”

				Not that Rhys had noticed. He shook his head.

				“I didn’t think so, either!”

				She leaned back again, and he knew that she was reviewing every moment of their dinner, wondering if she’d missed some sign, any indication that the man might have been in fear for his life.

				A bounder who’d recently relocated to England from Manhattan City, Redditch had contacted Rhys several times, trying to drum up support for his labor initiative to reward factories that didn’t install fully automated machinery, putting manual workers out of a job. After Rhys had become active in Parliament, society dinners became an unfortunate necessity—and the night before, he’d invited Redditch to hear what the man had to say. At the end of it, though Rhys agreed that protecting the laborers was a fine notion, he thought Redditch’s initiative was the wrong way of going about it, and would eventually cripple England’s industries. When Rhys had told the viscount that he wouldn’t support the bill as it was currently written, the man had been disappointed, but not angry—and he hadn’t seemed concerned about anything else, either.

				Ten minutes later, Mina leaned forward again, pointed past him to a circle of stone rubble that had once housed a bevy of Horde officials, and was now home to urchins and anyone else that cared to stake a claim on it. “There’s Grosvenor Square!” she called. “Portman Square is just north of it.”

				That square had fared better during the revolution. All of the buildings still stood, and had become a preferred location for many of the bounders returning from Manhattan City. They’d replanted the small park at the center, poured money into the houses. Columned facades looked out over the square, freshly repainted and the windows all replaced.

				Rhys lifted the flaps, opened the steam valves to stop the engine, and gently set the two-seater down outside the southeast edge of the park. He hopped out and tethered the balloon to the park’s wrought-iron fence before giving his hand to Mina. Her slim fingers folded over his as he helped her out—not that she needed help. He just couldn’t pass up any opportunity to touch her.

				Thank God, her faint smile said the same.

				Her gaze met his for a moment before searching the row of houses. “His is number thirty-eight. There.”

				She nodded at a five-story house at the center of the southern row. Rhys scanned the lane that circled the square; he didn’t see her assistant’s police cart.

				“Newberry hasn’t arrived yet,” Rhys said. “The traffic was locked up on Oxford Street. He might be some time.”

				Even though her Horde blood no longer inspired as much hatred from Englishmen—and was hardly an issue for many bounders—he knew she still didn’t like going into the scene of a murder alone, preferred to have someone watching her back. He also knew she hated waiting.

				“Yes,” she said, and before he could offer, added, “Will you come in with me?”

				Rhys would do anything she asked, but he was surprised by her request. Aside from his front steps the night they’d met, he hadn’t yet been to a site of a murder with her, not while she was on the job. And though Mina hadn’t said as much, he understood that she needed to keep the Iron Duke out of her investigations. He couldn’t walk into a room without people looking to him as an authority; when Mina was investigating, she should be the authority. A ship didn’t run smoothly under two captains—and she couldn’t escape her own celebrity, but she could try to separate it from his, to the point of calling herself Detective Inspector Wentworth while she worked instead of taking his name or title. She had asked him once whether that bothered him, but of course it didn’t. That was her title, hers alone and appropriate for the job—and just as appropriate as when she filled her role as a duchess and signed her name Wilhelmina Anglesey on social correspondence.

				By any name, she was his. That was all that mattered to him. And if she wanted him at her side, he’d be there. Hell, he’d have always been there if his presence wouldn’t have interfered with her work. There was nothing he wanted more than to protect her—but when Mina was on the job, she relied on Constable Newberry for that.

				Rhys couldn’t even be jealous of the giant red-haired constable. He was too damn grateful Newberry was always there with her.

				“I’ll protect you.” As if he would ever do anything different. “But I won’t be as useful as Newberry.”

				“If I wanted you to be useful, I would have brought a police kit and ferrotype camera for you to haul around—though I suppose the magnetized iron might stick to your hands instead of creating a photograph.” God, but he loved how her eyes narrowed slightly and her incredible mouth thinned when she suppressed her humor. “Just be with me. And don’t touch anything.”

				Rhys laughed. He’d listened to her rage about the destruction of a scene too many times to need that warning. “I won’t.”

				He started across the lane with her, looking forward to seeing her in action. When they’d first met, her inspector’s mind had immediately fascinated him—all of that intelligence, the flat gaze that saw everything, the confidence in her own abilities . . . her refusal to bend to his will. Yet he’d also been frustrated by his difficulty reading her expressions and his inability to fathom the sort of woman she was. In time, he’d found that the clever, unflappable inspector was also strong, passionate—and to see her on the job now, knowing Mina as he did, she was beyond fascinating.

				She was incredible.

				Rhys had grown up hard and received nothing for free, and he’d given the same back. Though an earl’s daughter, Mina hadn’t had it any easier—and in some ways, she’d had it worse. Except for her family, almost everyone in England had looked upon her as if she were shit, simply because she resembled the Mongols who’d once occupied the country. Yet she still fought for Englishmen. Sought justice for them. She gave back more than they deserved.

				Mina gave him more than he deserved. Rhys didn’t fool himself on that point. And he wished to God he knew how to be more for her than a terrified husband who feared for her life every fucking day.

				But perhaps he just ought to be grateful that he hadn’t yet descended into hysterics. The thin, balding butler who stood at Redditch’s front door was just short of it. With wet eyes and cracking voice, he asked them inside after Mina identified herself—and she didn’t give his name at all, Rhys noted with amusement. It didn’t matter. Once inside the foyer, the man immediately looked to Rhys. The other servants had lined up on the stairs, most appearing frightened, some weeping openly.

				“His lordship’s in the garden, Your Graces. I’ll escort you there.”

				Mina didn’t move. “Just a moment, Mr . . . ?”

				He stopped, wringing his hands. “Prescott, ma’am.”

				“Mr. Prescott. You oversee the domestics in this household?”

				His gaze flicked to Rhys before returning to Mina’s face. “Yes, ma’am. Eighteen men and women.”

				She looked toward the stairs. “I only see thirteen. Where are the others?”

				Prescott glanced round at the servants, almost seemed surprised that they weren’t all there. Almost immediately, the man seemed to steady. “Cook and her girl are in the kitchens, ma’am. I sent James and Reginald after the physician. Mrs. Kenley is locking up the rooms.”

				“Mrs. Kenley is the housekeeper?”

				This time, the butler didn’t look to Rhys before answering. “Yes, ma’am.”

				“All right. Mr. Prescott, after I’ve seen to Lord Redditch, I’ll need to interview every member of your staff. I ask that they don’t speak of the incident with each other until I’ve had a chance to question them. Will you please make certain of it? Then I’ll ask you to show me to the garden.”

				With a short bow, the man immediately complied. God, that had been beautifully done. Rhys would have ordered the butler to find his balls. But with a few simple questions, Mina let the man find them on his own and steered him into recognizing her authority.

				Now he watched her study the servants, as if measuring the authenticity of their grief. In person, Redditch had been an affable, fair-minded man. The servants’ distress suggested that he’d been the same at home.

				Prescott returned, his expression stoic. “It is as you requested, Your Grace.”

				“Inspector, please.” She corrected him in an easy tone, and continued before the butler had a moment to worry if he’d erred or offended, “Is his lordship’s family at home?”

				Redditch had told them during dinner that his wife and son were in the country, avoiding the heat and London’s smoky air. She nodded when the butler told her exactly the same thing. No discrepancy there, then.

				“And did you see what happened to his lordship?”

				“No, ma’am.”

				“Did anyone see it?”

				The butler shook his head. “I only went out to the garden after I saw the brass wheel rolling past the library window. But James, the footman, said that he heard his lordship crying out for help shortly before that. He’s the one who found his lordship’s body.”

				A brass wheel? A slight furrow formed between Mina’s eyebrows. She quickly met Rhys’s eyes, as if to confirm that she’d heard correctly. But though he nodded, she didn’t immediately pursue more information about the wheel.

				“When did you last see his lordship alive?”

				“At half-past seven, when he informed me of his intention to walk in the gardens.”

				“What did you do then?”

				“I took my dinner. When I finished, I walked through the parlor and library to make certain that everything had been straightened after his guest departed.”

				“He had a visitor? Who?”

				The butler hesitated for a moment, as if uncertain whether to divulge the information. Rhys glanced at Mina, saw the speculation in her gaze. Had Redditch taken a lover while his wife was away? Someone might consider that reason to kill a man. God knew Rhys would kill any man who ever touched Mina.

				If she didn’t do it first. He knew she’d never invite another man’s touch, which meant she’d shoot any bastard who dared without permission. Rhys would only be left with an unconscious man to beat into a pulp or a corpse to rip apart.

				Not ideal, but still satisfying.

				“Who was he with, Mr. Prescott?” Mina’s tone had steel in it.

				The butler folded. “Mr. Percival Foley came for dinner, ma’am.”

				Rhys saw that she recognized the name—and no surprise there. Redditch had mentioned the man several times the night before. A bounder and the owner of a spark lighter manufactory, Foley planned to install automatons that threatened to displace his laborers. But though Redditch had spoken of Foley, the viscount hadn’t said anything of an upcoming meeting.

				“Did you expect Mr. Foley tonight or was it an impromptu arrangement?”

				“We expected him, ma’am. He accepted his lordship’s invitation almost two weeks ago.”

				“When did he arrive?”

				“At seven o’ clock.”

				“And when did he leave?”

				“Only a few minutes before his lordship took his walk in the garden.”

				“He left at seven-thirty, after only a half hour in this house? That’s hardly enough time for dinner.” When the butler hesitated again, Mina pressed, “Did they argue?”

				“I shouldn’t say—”

				“You should, Mr. Prescott, so that I may find who killed your employer.”

				“They didn’t argue. Not loudly enough to be heard, at any rate. But Mr. Foley appeared unhappy when he left the library, where they’d been speaking. He refused to stay for dinner, and made the excuse of a meeting with his solicitor.”

				“And after he left, what did his lordship do?”

				“He remained in the library for a few more minutes. Then he went to the gardens.”

				“Will you show us the gardens, Mr. Prescott?” When he nodded, she gestured for him to precede her down the hall. “Does he often walk outside in the evening?”

				“Almost every night after dinner or after his guests left.”

				“And you used the opportunity to take your dinner before making certain the rooms were in order, yes?” When the butler nodded, she asked, “How much time passed between your last seeing his lordship and when you saw the brass wheel from the window?”

				“Forty-five minutes, perhaps. I was standing beside the desk when I saw the wheel roll past. No, no—that is not accurate.” A frown creased his narrow face. “I heard it first, a loud clicking, though I didn’t know what it was. I recall looking up, trying to place the sound, and that was why I faced the window.”

				He showed them into the library, where more paintings than books filled the walls. Heavy green drapes framed the window behind a large desk. Through the reflection in the glass, Rhys saw grass and shrubs lit by gas lamps. A set of double doors led outside.

				Mina moved to the window and looked out. “And the wheel was clicking?”

				“Or a machine shaped like a wheel. It was large—as tall as man, perhaps, and made of brass or copper. I saw only the side of it. The part facing me was flat, but the body of it was round and solid, rolling over the ground.”

				Mina glanced at Rhys and he shook his head. He’d never heard of such a thing. She turned to the butler again. “Were there any markings?”

				“There were lines on the side that came together in the center—like a tart cut into pieces. Not like spokes. I couldn’t see through it.” He shook his head again. “I didn’t see more than that; it rolled past too quickly. And I was standing there, still perplexed by the sight of it when I heard the footman come into the house, shouting that he’d just found his lordship’s body.”

				Mina nodded and started for the double doors. “Thank you, Mr. Prescott. Wait here for now, please. When the footman returns, make certain he doesn’t speak with any of the others until I have an opportunity to interview him. My assistant, Constable Newberry, should be arriving soon, as well. Please show him through to the gardens immediately.”

				“Of course, ma’am.”

				Rhys followed her outside. She paused on the slate tiles that formed a path through the enclosed garden. Tall stone walls separated Redditch’s lot from those beside him. At the center, a marble cherub spit water into a fountain. Only recently planted, the garden itself was sparse, with a few young trees, low shrubbery, and grass to justify its name. The space had been laid out with the obvious plan of cultivating more. Perhaps that had been Redditch’s intention for the next spring. A damn shame that he wouldn’t see it.

				In the southeast corner, a pale cloth covered a body-sized lump. Rhys nodded toward it, but saw that Mina’s sharp eyes had already found the body. Still, she didn’t yet move in that direction, her gaze scanning the rest of the garden.

				“A giant brass wheel,” she said quietly. “Have you heard of a similar machine used in that way?”

				“No.” But four yards ahead of them, a path of crushed grass caught his attention at the same moment Mina began moving toward it. “But I don’t think Prescott was too far off.”

				Without stepping off the slate tiles, she crouched beside the three-foot-wide swath of flattened grass. She pointed to a narrow strip of grass that was not crushed as the others, then another, all evenly spaced along the wheel’s path. “It’s not completely smooth. It must be shaped like a gear, and these the uncrushed sections are from the valleys between the cogs . . . but no, the spacing isn’t right. It runs on a track, perhaps—and these flattened sections are the plates. Hopefully they will lead us on a path back to their owner.”

				The viscount lay in the corner, near the wall. Aside from removing the covering, Mina didn’t immediately touch him, but studied the body. Redditch wore a black suit similar to the one he’d worn the previous night, with a linen cravat and a bounder’s trousers instead of breeches. Blood surrounded a dark, gaping hole in his chest. Mina bent over him, eyes narrowed.

				“The entry wound is an inch and a half in diameter. This isn’t from a bullet. Or if it is, the largest bullet I’ve ever seen.”

				In the smugglers’ havens of Australia, Rhys had seen musket balls almost as big, but firing one would have made considerable noise. “No one mentioned hearing a gunshot,” he said.

				“Perhaps he was impaled on a metal rod of some sort.” She glanced around the area again, as if looking for a tool that matched the wound. “I don’t think it went all the way through his body. There’s not enough blood beneath him. But I can’t be certain without turning him over, and I’ll wait for Newberry to arrive and take photographs before I do.”

				She briefly examined his hands, his mouth, and face. Redditch’s bronze skin had turned waxy in death, his features slack and eyes open. She closed his eyelids before standing, looking down at him.

				“Damn it,” she said quietly. “He seemed a decent sort, didn’t he?”

				Rhys supposed Redditch had been. He didn’t often think of people in that way—there were simply those who were necessary to him for some reason, those he protected or were useful to him, those few he cared for—and the one woman he loved. Redditch might have been useful as a political ally, but so were many other members of society. Unlike many of the others, however, Rhys wouldn’t have minded passing more time in the man’s company.

				But he knew that to Mina, Redditch had represented something more. The first time she’d seen the viscount in person, she’d been fascinated by the darkness of his skin, his native blood. She was too familiar with the docks to be surprised by his race in general—a good portion of the sailors coming in from Manhattan City were either native, Liberé, or mixed—but it had been her first time seeing it in a member of the aristocracy.

				And it hadn’t just been the fact of his native blood, Rhys knew, but that no other New Worlder had thought a thing of it. Unlike Mina, who’d endured stares and hatred her entire life, Redditch hadn’t likely encountered the same. Centuries ago, he might have, when the first trade agreements with the native confederacies had been sealed with marriages, strengthening political ties. But now, marriages between New Worlders of native, European, or African descent took place for all the usual reasons—money, religion, progeny—and for the damn lucky ones, the same reason Rhys had married: love.

				Seeing the native viscount and learning his story had given Mina hope that England might eventually be the same—for her, for Anne, for their children. Hell, it had given Rhys hope, too.

				Now he hoped that this murder wouldn’t take away Mina’s optimism. He hoped that when she discovered who’d killed him, the reasons wouldn’t have a thing to do with Redditch’s ancestry.

				“He did seem the decent sort,” Rhys finally said, and meant it when he added, “I’m sorry he’s gone.”

				Her gaze flattened again. “Hopefully I will make someone else a lot sorrier.”

				Rhys had no doubt she would. He walked with her as she followed the crushed path across the grass, and wondered how the Black Guard felt about aristocrats with native blood. The brotherhood wanted a purified country, settled by Englishmen with no nanoagents infecting their blood. But in his lifetime, Rhys had run into plenty of men who thought “pure” meant no native blood, no Liberé blood. Did the Black Guard feel the same way?

				He couldn’t know. The one member of the Black Guard they might have asked had committed suicide in his cell while awaiting trial.

				But though he wondered, he wouldn’t suggest the Black Guard’s involvement now. If it began to look as if the brotherhood had been involved, Mina would come to that conclusion, too—but she’d use evidence, not conjecture.

				“And that’s Newberry,” she said, tilting her head. Faintly, Rhys heard the puttering of the police cart. “Good. I’ll ask him to take pictures of these tracks, too, before the grass recovers. At least they tell us how the wheel got in and out.”

				The path of crushed grass led to the garden gate set into the rear wall. Mina tugged on the handle, and it opened easily. Arching her brows, she looked back at him. “It only locks from the inside.”

				“So someone unlocked it to let the wheel in,” Rhys said.

				“We’ll find out if the household was diligent about locking the gate, but yes. Perhaps someone even opened it for them—though I don’t see any footprints in this area. It might have been unlocked earlier, in anticipation. Redditch regularly walked in his gardens; they knew he’d be out here eventually.” She bent to examine the face of the wooden gate. “There are no scratches, nothing that tells me a giant wheel pushed it open—and if it runs on a track as the impression in the grass suggests, it would at least be scraped. Come, let’s see how far we can follow it.”

				Not far. The track remained clear in the dust of the alley between the garden wall and the mews, but disappeared where the alley met the cobblestone street.

				Frustration tightened her mouth. “Blast. We’ll have to ask people whether they’ve seen it.”

				Rhys knew that she found eyewitness testimony unreliable at best, and impossible to procure at its worst. “There are always people out at this time of night. Now that Newberry’s here, I’ll walk the streets around the square and ask if anyone saw it.”

				She looked up from the tracks, studied him as if considering his offer—though by the humor tilting the corners of her eyes, he knew she’d already decided it was impossible. “And what would you do if they obviously had seen something but didn’t want to talk?”

				“Drag them here by the scruff of their necks.”

				Her grin lit her face, twisted straight through his gut. God, what she did to him. If there hadn’t been a dead man on the other side of the garden wall, he’d have taken advantage of the shadows and shagged her against it.

				But he wouldn’t interfere with her work. In the space of a few minutes, he’d seen how brilliant she was at her job, at looking, at seeing. Mina was more than he’d ever deserved, but she was exactly what a good man like Redditch deserved; no investigator would work harder or do better to bring the viscount’s murderer to justice.

				Mina sighed as she started back toward the garden. “This wasn’t how I intended to spend this evening.”

				He hadn’t, either—but they’d get to what he’d intended later. “Neither did Redditch,” he said dryly.

				His reply brought a quick smile to her lips. It was gone by the time they returned through the gate. A head taller than the butler and twice as wide, Newberry stood at the library door with Prescott. Mina waved the constable into the garden, pointing him toward the body before turning back to Rhys.

				“That is all, then. I’ll be speaking with the staff, knocking on doors and asking whether any of the neighbors saw anything, trying to track down Percival Foley, then examining the body at headquarters. I don’t know how late I’ll be.”

				“I’ll wait up for you,” he said.

				She smiled. Her inspector’s flat stare dropped away for a moment, her gaze softening as she looked up at him. After a long, searching glance that he felt over every inch of his skin, her eyes unfocused and a frown marred her brow.

				“What is it?” Whatever concerned her was a concern for him, too.

				“Anne.”

				“You’re worried about her reasons for staying over again?” Rhys guessed, and when she nodded, he asked, “Do you want me to stop by your parents’ house and bring her home?”

				“Yes.” She closed her eyes, gave a short laugh. “But I don’t know if we should. I’m not her mother. I don’t . . . I don’t know how much I can tell her to do.”

				He’d never known a mother or father, so Rhys was the last person to advise her on this. But he couldn’t deny he felt the same. He’d grown as possessive and as protective of the girl as she had.

				“And at least she’s not on the streets,” Mina said, then shook her head. “But if she was, would she think that a problem? She’s lived years without us and done perfectly well.”

				Right or wrong, he knew his feelings on this. “She might have got along perfectly well without us, but she’s ours now.”

				“You would say that. I was doing perfectly well, too, until you came along.”

				And made her his. “And now you aren’t?”

				“Now I am even better, and the thought of getting along without you tears me apart.” Her hand found his, her gaze holding his just as tight. “But Anne’s not used to having a family. Perhaps she doesn’t know that because we care, because we worry, we need more than a gram that says she’s not coming home.”

				Rhys wouldn’t have known that either, but he was learning. “So I’ll stop by their house and take her home.”

				“No. I don’t want her to feel she’s done something wrong. We’ll speak with her tomorrow.” Her fingers squeezed his. “I must work now.”

				He knew. But because she had not let go of his hand yet, because only Newberry was out there to see, he bent his head and kissed her on that beautiful, incredible mouth. “Be safe.”

				It was as close to an order as he could give her, but more like a prayer.

				“I will.”

				Her promise had to be enough, because lurking over her would only drive her away. So he forced himself to walk away, past the blushing constable, and leave Mina to her work.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				No one whom Mina and Newberry spoke with saw anything. The giant wheel rolling out of a rich man’s garden, through an alley, and down a well-lit street might as well have been invisible. Mina was not surprised. Everything in this city might as well have been invisible. Everyone was afraid that, eventually, something they said might come back and harm them—especially if it were about something they didn’t understand to begin with.

				But as she and Newberry walked the neighborhood, and not one claimed to have seen it, Mina began to wonder whether there had been nothing to see. Perhaps the wheel had rolled to a nearby home or into the back of a lorry. If someone had opened the gate for the wheel, it was possible that someone had also been waiting to help it quickly escape.

				Wherever the wheel had gone, they were not making any progress finding it near Portman Square. She’d return in the morning with Newberry and knock on more doors, make another round of the streets.

				The corpse collectors arrived to take the viscount back to headquarters. Mina oversaw the loading of the canvas-wrapped body into the wagon before climbing into Newberry’s police cart. Prescott had found Percival Foley’s direction written on the viscount’s recent correspondence, saving Mina the effort of discovering the location of his manufactory.

				“Foley’s in St. Olave, constable,” Mina said as she settled onto the cart’s rattling bench. “Let’s hope that the traffic has cleared or we’ll not see dinner before midnight.”

				The color in the constable’s face deepened to a dark pink against the red of his beard. “St. Olave, sir?”

				Relatively new to London, the constable hadn’t completely gotten his bearings, especially when their work took them across the Thames. It was nothing to blush about—there were many places in the London area that even Mina hadn’t visited—but one of Newberry’s charms was his tendency to redden on a blink.

				“Just over London Bridge, constable,” she said, and grinned when dismay replaced the blush. Crowded with shops, vehicles, and pedestrians, the bridge was a nightmare to pass at the best of times. “Or we can cross at Trahaearn Bridge and drive east, braving the rookeries.”

				Where even an armed constable and inspector might not intimidate the worst of the criminal lot, particularly at night. Many of the slums in Southwark had burned during an outbreak of fires the previous year, but they’d quickly rebuilt, tiny warlords establishing small territories.

				“My flat is en route to Trahaearn Bridge, sir. I suggest that we head in that direction, beg my wife for a bit of something that we can take with us to eat, and drive on to London Bridge.”

				Good man. Mina nodded her agreement and braced herself as the cart jolted forward. They made good time to his small, cozy flat on the second level of a converted mews, where Newberry’s sensible—and very pregnant—wife asked him to cut and wrap hunks of cheese, bread, and salted boiled eggs while she chatted with Mina. Newberry blushed for a record length of time after Temperance checked on his progress and complimented his skillful use of a knife, then again when she laid a farewell kiss on his cheek.

				So sweet. It still surprised Mina that the prudish bounder had ever taken off his clothes long enough to make a baby, and she’d have wagered that he’d been fiery red the entire time.

				Temperance was smiling as they left. Mina couldn’t help but notice how her gaze remained on Newberry until the moment the door closed. Rhys watched her in the same way when she left in the morning—Mina knew, because she always looked back for that final glimpse of him, too. But was it just love? Or more?

				“Does she worry?” Mina wondered, stepping into the cart.

				Newberry looked up over the bonnet, where he’d been re-lighting the cart’s gas lanterns and unlocking the tires. “Sir?”

				“Does your wife worry when you’re on the job?”

				“Yes.” The cart’s frame creaked as he took his seat. “Some days worse than others, but she always worries a little.”

				Even though he was a giant of a man—strong, sensible, and armed with opium darts and guns—that wouldn’t matter, she knew. The first week that Newberry had been paired with Mina, shrapnel from an exploding boiler had almost gutted him as they’d chased down a suspect. How could Temperance not worry after that? If it had been Rhys, Mina would have worried, too.

				“Is there anything you do to make it easier for her?”

				“Yes, sir,” Newberry said. “I keep coming home.”

				And Mina would continue returning home to Rhys. She nodded, gestured for Newberry to start for London Bridge. The noise of the cart forced them to shout when they spoke, but Mina didn’t attempt any conversation. She mulled over the viscount’s murder as she ate, reviewing the staff’s statements, looking for inconsistencies in their accounts. She didn’t find any. Hopefully her interview with Foley would give her more to go on.

				The bridge was the usual tangle of vehicles, with urchins darting in front of the cart and forcing them to a stop, peddlers closing in from the side when they did, and the stench of the Thames perfuming it all. Newberry made it over without swearing once—that Mina heard, at any rate. Once past, they waited on the Borough until traffic to the bridge lightened enough for the cart to cross onto Tooley, where Mina had Newberry slow again so that she could study the buildings they passed. Though untouched by the slum fires of the previous year, most were in sorry shape, stone crumbling and boards rotted, almost every window broken. In the dark, the numbers were impossible to read, but a few of the structures were more recognizable than others.

				A peaked roof on the northern side of the street gave Mina her bearings. “There’s the old church! Turn right up here.”

				A rutted lane led up Church Yard Alley. A few lights flickered in the windows of the one-level rows of houses they passed. Men and women sat on doorsteps, sharing opium pipes—most of them laborers in the stockyard meat market, judging by the cleavers and bone saws attached to their arms. A wrinkled woman with a boisterous laugh and her lower legs grafted to a rolling peddler’s cart shouted an offer to exchange her tires for theirs. Mina grinned and shook her head, and as soon as they were past, reminded Newberry to double-lock the wheels when they arrived at Foley’s factory.

				Set in the yard of an old school, the spark-lighter manufactory took up one wing of the building, with a tin-roofed warehouse attached to the far end. Gray smoke rose from columned chimneys. The windows had been boarded over, with slits of light peeking through. Like most factories in the London area, Foley’s laborers worked in two ten-hour shifts, from four in the morning until midnight.

				Inside, the work floor was more brightly lit than most Mina had been in, but just as hot. Tired-eyed women and children sat on benches in front of long tables, mechanically assembling igniter heads to the wick tubes and tossing the finished lighters into crates. Most of the women had stripped down to chemises, clinging and transparent with sweat. At a nearby station, a thin-chested man with hydraulic hammers at his wrists pounded wires flat against a steel table. Sparks flew as metal sheets were cut into thin strips, and a rotten, garlicky odor hung over the room.

				“It’s the phosphorus,” Mina said when she saw Newberry’s hard swallow, and nodded to the far end of the work floor, where women wearing gloves and goggles dipped igniter wires into large vats. Open windows at the back and exhaust fans dissipated most of the fumes, preventing them from reaching combustible levels, but the smell still permeated everything in the factory.

				Though the work never stopped and most of the laborers hadn’t been chatting, a hush seemed to fall over the floor as they noticed Mina. Not just because she’d been in the newssheets, obviously—one woman turned and spit on the floor. Saving the Iron Duke didn’t overcome the taint of her Horde blood in everyone’s eyes, but as long as they weren’t spitting on her, Mina wasn’t interested in fighting that perception tonight.

				She was only interested in a brass wheel, and the reason Foley had left Redditch’s home so abruptly. She looked to the nearest station, where a quartet of women rolled strips of tin into circles. “Where might I find Mr. Foley? Is he here?”

				A young blond with scarred fingers nodded, gesturing with her chin without taking her eyes from Mina’s face. “Up that stair. He lives in the old headmaster’s quarters.”

				“Has he been up there all evening?”

				“No, Your Gracious—”

				“Grace,” one of the other women said under her breath.

				“‘Inspector’ will do,” Mina said with a faint smile.

				“He wasn’t here all evening, inspector. He left halfway through our shift and was out until . . .” She shook her head and looked to the others for help. “What time was it?”

				“Half-past eight.” The gray-haired woman’s hands and arms were skeletal prosthetics, made from steel and configured like bones. Instead of using pliers to bend the metal strips, she simply pinched and rolled. “We’d just come off dinner bell and were having a nip outside when his cart came into the yard.”

				Given the time it would take to travel from Westminster to St. Olave in heavy traffic, that was consistent with the butler’s statement that Foley had left Redditch’s at seven-thirty—and it meant that Foley had arrived only fifteen minutes after Redditch had been killed. Even Rhys’s engine-powered two-seater balloon could barely cover the distance in that short time.

				So Foley might have arranged the murder or unlocked the gate, but he hadn’t been in Portman Square when the wheel had entered the garden.

				“Thank you.” Mina started for the stairs, aware that conversation had begun again, quiet and quick over tables and workstations, full of speculation. What had Foley done?

				Nothing, yet. She knocked at the door to his quarters. The bounder who answered was only a bit taller than Mina but probably weighed twice as much, stout and thick with muscle. Dressed in shirtsleeves and trousers, he’d pushed his suspenders from his shoulders and let them hang in loops at the sides of his legs. Short-cropped brown curls were shot through with gray, and lines of exhaustion bracketed his thin mouth.

				Holding the door open, Foley looked at her for a long moment without expression, but he must have been thinking her presence through, searching for a reason. “You’re that Wentworth woman.”

				“Detective Inspector Wentworth, yes. May I speak with you, Mr. Foley?”

				“Yes.” He stepped out onto the stair landing, his gaze searching the work floor below. “In the newssheets, you’re always investigating murders. Is it one of mine?”

				One of his laborers killed, or one of his murders? “May we speak with you inside?”

				Nodding, he turned and led her into the small quarters that served as residence and office. A single chair sat in front of a desk. On the surface, a ledger lay open, the ink in the columns fresh. She’d interrupted him in the middle of work, then. A small amount of amber liquor remained in a glass beside the adding machine, and Mina spotted the bottle on the shelf—new, imported from the New World. Too expensive for most manufactory owners.

				At the desk, Foley pulled up his suspenders and reached for the jacket hanging on the back of his chair. “Is it one of my workers?” he asked again.

				“I am not aware of any death involving your employees, Mr. Foley. We understand that you had dinner with Lord Redditch tonight.”

				He frowned a little, sat. His gaze landed on the liquor bottle. “I did.”

				“Was that a gift from his lordship?”

				“Yes. Or you might call it a bribe, maybe.”

				“For what?”

				Bitterness laced his reply. “His attempt to persuade me not to install automatons.”

				“And you didn’t appreciate his attempt to bribe you?”

				“I was appreciative enough not to leave the bottle there.” He shook his head. “But no, I wasn’t appreciative of what he had to say. He sits in that big house of his, sits on his ideals. He can shove them up his ass.”

				“Did you argue?”

				“You could say that. He tried to make me see reason. I told him what reason was.”

				“What is it?”

				Foley settled back in his chair, laced his fingers over his stomach. “He tells me I’d be doing all of my employees a disservice if I bring in automatons. He says I’ll be putting them out of work, taking food out of their bellies.”

				“Isn’t that true?”

				“Some of them would lose their jobs, yes. I’ll still need hands to load the machines, to wind them. Not all of them will go, but some of them.” His jaw set briefly. “But they would have gone anyway. In the New World, they had problems with phossy jaw. You’ve heard of that?”

				Mina shook her head.

				Newberry said, “I knew a match girl with most of her mouth gone. The phosphorus rots out their jawbones.”

				“That’s right. Go long enough, and it rots their brains, too. It doesn’t affect anyone infected with nanoagents, which is why you haven’t heard of it, Inspector Wentworth. So you’d think we’d have an advantage making spark lighters here instead of in Manhattan City, because the chemicals don’t rot their heads. God knows it’s why I came here six years ago; I couldn’t stand seeing another one go like that.”

				A bounder with a conscience—or a tendency to run from problems? “But you don’t have an advantage?”

				“No. In the past two or three years, a few of the matchmen in Manhattan City and Johannesland have started putting in automated machines. Now their prices are so low that even with the tariffs on the spark lighters coming in from the New World, I can’t compete. Half of my workers will soon be out of a job anyway, while I’m hoping to hang on.”

				“And you told Redditch this?”

				“I did, and he didn’t understand it. Why would he? There’s a man who has never worried about money, about paying his people. But there’s more than that. You had a look at the work floor?”

				“Yes.”

				“I make this the best place I can. I’ve got the fans going, the lights up. There’s still always someone losing a finger or an eye. There’s always the flare-ups from a spark. So I put the ones with prosthetics and metal hands on the cutters, the stampers. Urchins come to me, ask for little jobs, I put them to dipping match heads and selling them on the streets, but it’s still hardly enough to feed them. One girl about thirteen, fourteen, she came to me and asked when I had an opening for a cutter. I said she can’t work with the sheet metal, because I’ve had too many lose their hands. So she went and sold herself to some blacksmith and came back with steel hands. I didn’t have a place for her anymore—she sold herself, cut off her damn hands for nothing. But when I bring in those automated machines, it won’t matter if she’s got hands of flesh or metal. If I have a spot open, she can work either way.”

				If he had a spot open—but there would be fewer spots to have. “And you told Redditch this, too?”

				“I told him. But all that he heard was that some of my people would be out of a job. And since he obviously wasn’t going to listen to the rest, I left.”

				“What time?”

				“I don’t know. A half hour after I arrived, maybe.”

				Consistent with every other statement—and forty-five minutes before Redditch had been killed. “How did Redditch appear when you left?”

				“He was still trying to butter me up. I wasn’t having none of it.” His eyes narrowed. “It’s him, isn’t it? He’s the one who’s dead—and you’re wondering if I did it.”

				“Would you have?”

				“No.” He gave a tired laugh. “He was trying to write up some bill for Parliament, and I know better to fight aristocratic types and politicians, have them turn against me—especially the Iron Duke. Redditch said he had your husband’s support. So I left and hoped they’d all just forget about my little factory here.”

				Mina didn’t think Redditch had Rhys’s support, not to the extent the viscount hoped—but she wouldn’t say so now. Her husband was quite capable of making his views known, and he often did so very loudly.

				“Did you see anyone as you left?”

				“I was angry. I didn’t see much of anyone or anything until I was across the river.” He took a deep breath, his gaze unfocused as if retracing the route through his memory. “I suppose you mean someone waiting around Redditch’s home, someone who didn’t look like they should be there. No, I can’t recall.”

				“Did you see anything else that struck you as unusual?” When he shook his head, Mina asked, “Have you ever heard of or seen a machine that looks like a six-foot-tall brass wheel that rolls along by itself?”

				He frowned. “No.”

				“Did you stay inside the house with Redditch?” The butler had said they’d remained in the library, but perhaps he and Redditch had gone into the garden through the library doors without drawing notice.

				“Yes,” he said. “In the parlor, then the library.”

				“Did you ever go outside?”

				“Not until I left.”

				“Which door did you leave by?”

				“The front.” A brief, hard smile touched his mouth. “He was trying to butter me up, remember. And I might smell like a match factory, but I’m not a servant.”

				“All right.” She shot a glance at Newberry to see if he had anything to add. With a tiny shake of his head, the constable replied that he didn’t. “Thank you, Mr. Foley. Please contact me if you recall anything else during your time at Lord Redditch’s home, even if it seems insignificant.”

				“I will.”

				Almost everyone on the work floor glanced up as she and Newberry left Foley’s office. How many of them would be put out of work? Whether Foley brought the automatons in or continued on as he was, it seemed that half of them—at the very least—would soon be looking for another way to earn a wage.

				That fear might give someone motivation to kill. If Redditch’s bill had passed and Foley wasn’t able to install his machines, he’d lose his factory.

				It was a reason to kill . . . but she didn’t see it in Foley. He’d seemed resigned, but not yet desperate. Mina would keep him in mind, though—and also look at anyone else who might have been threatened by Redditch’s bill.

				Hopefully, she would find a substantial lead before that, however. Redditch’s body might give her one when they returned to headquarters. Tomorrow, they’d return to Portman Square and knock on doors again—asking about the wheel, but also about a lorry waiting in the alley or the street that might have taken it away. In that area, that early in the evening, someone had to have seen something. That wheel hadn’t simply disappeared.

				But their front tires had.

				Mina stopped outside the factory door, heard Newberry’s quick breath as he halted behind her. In the middle of the yard, the police cart sat with its nose in the ground. She pursed her lips.

				“I did double-lock them, sir.”

				“I know it, constable.” Her reliable assistant wouldn’t have forgotten. “I was just thinking what a lovely night it is for a walk. Don’t you agree?”

				His red mustache twitched when he smiled. “The evening is rather pleasant, sir.”

				“It is settled, then. I had planned to return to headquarters and examine Redditch’s body, but I think we shall have a little stroll to the London Bridge, where we will find us each a cab to take home. We will meet at headquarters two hours before shift tomorrow morning, instead. The body can wait for us that long.” She felt a bit of relief when Newberry unlocked the boot. At least the thieves hadn’t taken their equipment. “I’ll carry the kit if you will carry the camera, constable.”

				“I can carry them both, sir.”

				“Don’t be absurd, Newberry.” The ferrotype camera assembly weighed as much as Mina did, and the trunk containing their kit half as much. Strengthened by her bugs, she could easily manage either one, and there was no sense in him trying to balance both. “We are in luck that the bridge is not far, and that it is not a repeat of our hike in the rain from Chiswick.”

				With his head in the boot, she couldn’t clearly hear his reply, but she thought Newberry might have groaned at the reminder. They had not exactly hiked—“waded through knee-deep mud” would have been more accurate, and considering the number of cows grazing alongside the road, Mina wasn’t certain that “mud” was accurate, either.

				He straightened, the camera assembly cradled in his big arms. “Very lucky, sir.”

				She reached in for the kit, hefted it against her chest. “All right, then. March on, constable.”

				There was no point in looking for the person who’d stolen the tires. No one in this area would have seen anything at all tonight.

				Unless, of course, the newssheets caught wind of Inspector Wentworth’s predicament. Then everyone would have seen her. So Mina began to walk, and wondered whether the story of her trek through St. Olave would appear in the next morning’s news, or if an entire day would pass before it showed up.

				* * *

				It was almost midnight when Mina’s cab returned her home. Rhys wasn’t just waiting up—he came out onto the front steps, waved aside the footman and opened the steamcoach door for her. Not something a duke would do. Not the normal sort of duke, at least.

				But he would never be that. A normal duke did not begin life in a crèche, and then as a slave sold in the Ivory Market’s skin trade. A normal duke did not mutiny aboard an English vessel, taking the ship for his own and using it in an eight-year run of piracy. A normal duke did not blow up a Horde tower in a fit of anger and spark a revolution that destroyed half a city.

				His big hand closed over hers. A single touch, and anticipation tightened her skin, shortened her breath. Mina didn’t know if a normal duke could have had the same effect on her; so far, only Rhys did.

				His dark gaze slid from her head to the tips of her boots. “You’re all right?”

				“Yes.”

				“Any leads?”

				“No. Aside from Prescott, no one saw anything. So we’ve called it a night, and will begin again early tomorrow.” As she spoke, the intensity of his gaze deepened. Mina’s heart pounded. “I need to change my clothing, wash off this smell.”

				“Smell?” He leaned forward, bent his head toward her neck, inhaled. Humor warmed his voice. “Have you been swimming in the Thames?”

				Even through her laughter, need began to build, a hot quiver in her stomach. Her breath stilled as his lips opened against her throat.

				“I would have you even if you’d been rolling with pigs,” he said softly, before raising his head and pressing a sweet kiss to her mouth that stopped her laugh.

				Oh. How did she melt so easily? Mina clung to his biceps, lifting to her toes to deepen the incredible sensation of his mouth against hers. Who cared what the cab driver might see and report this kiss to the newssheets? Who cared that the footman would pretend to see nothing at all? Here in his arms, it mattered not a whit what anyone else did or didn’t see. There was nothing in the world clearer to Mina, more solid, than her love for this man.

				Even if he didn’t have a smooth way with words. She tucked her hand into his elbow as they climbed the steps to the entrance. “Rolling with pigs, truly? That’s not worse than the Thames. I suddenly doubt your devotion.”

				“You’ve caught me out. In truth, I’d throw a bucket of water at you first.”

				“And if it was water from the Thames?”

				“You still couldn’t smell worse than the Terror’s crew, two months away from any bath.”

				“But you didn’t bed them.”

				“They wouldn’t have me. My odor wasn’t any better. So I settled for a wife who smells like bilgewater.” His grin appeared when she laughed, then softened as he took another long look at her. “Have you had a chance to eat?”

				“We stopped by Newberry’s flat for our dinner, but wine would be welcome,” she admitted. After his horrifying loss of sense when they’d once been drunk together, Rhys never took any alcohol, but Mina enjoyed a glass to smooth the edges of a long day. “So would enough warm water that I can wash my hair.”

				Rhys relayed that to the housekeeper as soon as they passed through the door, and a moment later, maids were scurrying to comply. He turned to face Mina, his gaze meeting hers before he stepped away. “I’ll bring the wine up to you.”

				That also wasn’t something a duke did, but Mina understood that he didn’t want to be interrupted after he joined her upstairs. That suited her perfectly, as well.

				In her dressing room, she stripped off her jacket and trousers, suppressed the thought of hanging them outside the window to air, and tossed them in a basket to be laundered instead. It was still so strange, not having to think of ways to save the maid any extra work. It was strange to have a clean uniform for every day of the week, and many other finely made dresses, besides. It was strange to have a rich husband and a salary that was completely her own, with no reason to pinch pennies—though after years of frugality, she still did. A few times since her marriage, Mina had gone through deliberate bouts of spending, reminding herself that she could . . . but they’d all been followed by crippling guilt and weeks of hoarding her pennies. Perhaps one day she would be able to carelessly throw away money like a Manhattan City duchess, but apparently she’d require several years to work up to it.

				Like Foley, Mina knew what it was to worry that her household staff wouldn’t eat, that her family wouldn’t be able to pay them. She knew what it was to wonder whether letting them go and allowing them to pursue other opportunities of employment would do them more good than staying in a poor household—or a failing manufactory, where the work was dangerous and the wages low.

				In that situation, there was never any good choice. How could anyone know whether they’d be better off staying or going?

				Still in her short pants and chemise, she heard the door close behind Rhys, followed by the rasp of the lock. The familiar, excited tremble started in her belly as he crossed the room toward her. He stopped close enough to touch. She took the wineglass, sighed in pleasure as he moved behind her, his hands sliding into the hair coiled at her nape in search of pins.

				She let her head fall forward, closing her eyes. “Have you ever met Foley?”

				“No.” His fingers threaded through her loose hair, pushing the long black strands forward over her shoulder. His mouth pressed to her nape, sent a shiver racing through her. “What was your impression of him?”

				Mina forced herself to think—never an easy task when he was touching her. “New World automation is putting him out of business, so if he doesn’t install the machines, he’ll lose the factory. But I think he’d have wanted the automation, anyway. It will be safer for the workers he’ll have left.”

				“Yes.”

				His gruff reply made her realize that he might have had to make that impossible decision, too. Though primarily a shipping merchant, Rhys had interests in many areas—and now that she thought about it, Mina seemed to recall conversations between him and Scarsdale that might have referred to manufactories that he owned.

				“Do you have many? How many would lose their jobs if you automated all of yours?”

				“Three thousand. Fifteen percent of them children.”

				Sweet heavens. She turned and looked up at him, searching the hard lines of his face. There were more people than that dependent upon him—many more—yet she’d never heard even a portion of them condensed into a number.

				But she knew they were more than a number to him. Rhys saw himself as captain of a very, very large ship—and part of his duty was to watch over the crew that labored for him. After someone entered his employ, if they put in even half the effort that he did, Rhys wouldn’t easily toss them away.

				“Will you have to automate, too?”

				His mouth tight, he nodded. “Eventually.”

				“How do you bear it?”

				“By searching for other options to give them.”

				Not just hoping that they’d find something better. Creating something better. “What will you propose?”

				“To start with, building schools similar to the Crèche. If the children don’t have to work to eat, if they don’t need a job, that’s already a lot fewer who might lose a position as more of my factories install automated machines, and a lot fewer jobs that are needed overall. Then I’ll put books in front of them, so they can grow up and invent ways to make more money for me.”

				She grinned. Rhys took care of his people, but it couldn’t be said that he was driven by altruism. “Is that your plan for next session?”

				“Yes.” He slipped the wide straps of her chemise over her shoulders, down her arms. “But if I can’t convince Parliament to pay for it, I’ll do it myself. I’m already drawing up the plans.”

				With a soft sweep of his thumbs across the tips of her breasts, her nipples hardened into beads. She drew a ragged breath. “You haven’t said anything.”

				“It took me a while to get to it. There are a lot of problems to look at, everyone demanding that we solve them now, but all of these children growing up without an education or a crèche will be one hell of a problem in ten or fifteen years if we don’t do something about it soon.” His hand flattened over her stomach. “I promised that I’d make this a better place for us, for our children—and for Anne. It was after knowing her, seeing what the Crèche has managed to do, and speaking with your father . . . I finally had a better idea of how to go about it.”

				Could she possibly love this man any more than she did? It seemed impossible. Yet her heart, already so full, seemed to stretch infinitely bigger again. It didn’t matter that, at the root, his motivations were only to fulfill a promise to her, only to benefit him. She knew he would cross any line for her. He’d killed, he’d burned cities—and at a word from her, he’d do it again.

				But this was more than that. Now Rhys fought for something that he never had before. He was willing to change the world for the better . . . simply because he loved her.

				It was incredible—and humbling. But he wasn’t humbled. Rhys was arrogant enough to believe he could change the world, and was determined to actually do it.

				Arrogance and determination. He could have ruined her with them. He loved her instead, and used them to make everything he touched a little better.

				Rhys moved behind her. “Where were you hurt this morning?”

				Of course he hadn’t forgotten. “Beneath my right shoulder.”

				His hands gentle, he turned her so the lamp on the bureau illuminated her skin. His silence weighed heavily in the room.

				“Is it bad?” She didn’t think it would be. She hadn’t felt so much as a twinge for hours.

				“It’s almost completely gone.”

				Which meant it had been bad enough that the bruise hadn’t yet disappeared. When she faced him, that terrible tension filled him again, whitening the edges of his lips, tightening the skin over his cheeks.

				She could wash her hair later. Mina put her glass aside.

				His lips found hers, softly at first but quickly demanding, taking. Oh. This what she’d waited for, but now that he touched her, the anticipation only sharpened. Her fingers pushed into his hair, her thumbs running over those small gold hoops that drove her mad whenever she saw them. With a hungry growl, Rhys lifted her against his broad chest. Mouth fastened to hers, he carried her across the room, pausing once to collect a square parchment envelope from the vanity. His tension never receded, and she knew that this time would be fierce, hard—pure possession.

				By the blue heavens, she couldn’t wait for it.

				Rough fingers stripped away her short pants and chemise. Face rigid with control, he laid her, naked, on the edge of the bed. Standing, still dressed, he pushed between her thighs, spreading them wide. His left hand tore at his breeches while he glided gentle fingers between her soft folds. Already so wet, so ready, his touch electrified her. Panting, she rocked her sex against his hand. His fingers breached her entrance, and her slick channel contracted around him. Oh, blue. Mina cried out, her head falling back. Over the pounding of her heart, she heard his tortured groan.

				Parchment crackled. He smoothed the oiled sheath over his thick length, pressed the broad head against her burning flesh. With a heavy stroke, he pushed deep.

				Sweet heaven. Her body bowed with the force of his possession, hands bunching in the coverlet. They froze together, locked in the moment—as they had every time since they’d married. No matter how frantic their coupling, the moment he was fully embedded, Rhys looked down, as if capturing her, and she looked up at him, taking in his stark beauty, his rough need. She had the barest second to realize that he hadn’t even tied the sheath, but held it on with his fingers wrapped at the base of his shaft, as if his need to come into her had been so great that every triviality had been tossed aside. His hands trembled now as he tied the strings, each tug teasing the sensitized flesh stretched around him, making her wetter, hotter, making it almost impossible to remain still until he finished. His callused thumb stroked over her clit. Urgent pleasure stole her breath. Her body tightened.

				He surged forward. Again, again, his hands braced beside her shoulders and his mouth devouring hers, until she cried out, convulsing around him. He raised her knees alongside his ribs and drove harder, pushing away reason, pushing away every sensation but the heat of his skin, his thick intrusion, her clamping flesh. He pushed until she shook uncontrollably, ecstasy wringing little sobs from every breath—until he was shaking with her, and the tension finally left him.

				Then he shed his clothes, came up on the bed, and savored her slowly again.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				Mina loved mornings. She loved waking up to Rhys’s furnace of a body against hers, to his exquisitely slow possession. She loved reading the newssheets over breakfast with him, loved talking with him—and usually, she loved teasing Anne, whose surly scowl in the morning was only matched by her mischievous grin after she’d fully wakened. She loved riding with Anne to the Blacksmith’s in the Narrow, and then loved her time alone as she traveled the remaining distance to headquarters.

				This morning, Mina kissed Rhys farewell over an early breakfast eaten hastily in bed. She climbed into the waiting steamcoach alone. Traffic was light, and the steamcoach made good time—good enough that she could first stop at Leicester Square, and see Anne before she and Mina’s father left for the day.

				Though Mina visited her parents often, even after eight months she still couldn’t decide whether to knock or to walk through the front door. This time, she chose to walk in. A new wind-up butler waited in the foyer, as tall as her shoulder—and naked. Her mother must not have been satisfied with his performance yet, and had left his gears exposed so that she could tweak and adjust him as necessary.

				A new blue rug ran the length of the hall. After her parents had paid off their debt to the Blacksmith, her mother’s automatons had provided a large and steady income, supplemented by her father’s position at the Crèche—but like Mina, they found it difficult to spend, fearing that it might all disappear again. Aside from hiring another maid and an assistant for Cook, they’d barely undertaken any improvements to their home, and had only made the most critical repairs.

				The rug told Mina that some of their fear must have eased. Good. Perhaps within a year or so, when she learned to throw away money like a duchess, they would let her spend Rhys’s money on them, too.

				She heard a noise from the top of the stairs and looked up. Sally had paused to glance over the banister, her dust rag in hand.

				“Good morning, Sally.” Mina smiled up at the young maid. “Are they still at breakfast?”

				“Yes, Your Grace.”

				It still felt odd to be addressed as “Your Grace” in this house. At the mansion, everything felt new, and the “Your Grace” had been a part of that newness. But Sally liked to say it, and took pride in knowing that her inspector was married to the Iron Duke, so Mina wouldn’t stop her.

				She continued on to the dining room. Sitting close together, her mother’s pale blond hair against her father’s dark, her parents glanced up from the newssheets as she entered. Mina’s smile faltered.

				No place had been set for Anne. Even if the girl had already finished up and excused herself, the servants left the plates until the family had all departed the room.

				“Oh, dear.” With mirrored eyes made from mechanical flesh, her mother read her face too easily. “Tell us what has happened.”

				Nothing. Please let it be nothing. “Anne hasn’t come down?”

				Now her father stilled, carefully watching her face. “Anne?”

				“She spent last night with you.”

				“No.”

				A tight knot formed in her stomach. Fear? Anger? Mina didn’t know. “And the night before?”

				“We haven’t seen her since Saturday,” her father said.

				Their regular day to visit the Crèche together—three days past. That left two nights unaccounted for.

				Why?

				Her mother said quietly, “Anne told you otherwise?”

				“Yes. She sent me a gram, and I didn’t . . .” Mina hadn’t verified the truth of it. Should she have verified it? She’d expected that Anne might have different ideas about living with a family than Mina did. But this meant Anne had lied. Why? Was she in trouble? “Did she seem all right on Saturday?”

				Her father nodded. “Perfectly well.”

				With a sick ball of worry in her gut, Mina turned to go. “I need to look for her.”

				Her mother called, “And what of Viscount Redditch? His murder is all over the newssheets—along with a tale of a brass wheel that kills men in their gardens.”

				Damn those journalists. But Redditch would have to wait. Mina shook her head, but her father said, “I’ll ask at the Crèche, Mina. Most likely she’s there, and simply didn’t want to worry you. I’ll let you know if she’s not.”

				“But—”

				“Where would you go to find her?”

				She looked to her father again. Anne had been due at work today. It was still early, but it was Mina’s best bet. “The Blacksmith’s.”

				“Your husband can be there in a quarter of the time it will take you. You are five minutes from headquarters. Send him a wiregram.”

				“And if she’s not there?”

				“Where would you look next?”

				The Crèche. She flattened her lips in frustration.

				“If it’s the Crèche, I am already headed there—and the children won’t talk to you. But they won’t think anything of it if I ask after her.”

				Why was her father always so reasonable? And worse, he was right. Crèche children might as well have lived in a silent, invisible city. They never saw or heard anything—especially when they were protecting their own.

				Blast it all.

				“All right,” Mina said. “I’ll be in my examination room for a few hours, then at Portman Square again. Please let me know right away whether she’s there—and let Rhys know, too. I’ll send him a gram as soon as I arrive at headquarters.”

				Then try to focus on work. She couldn’t do anything to find Anne that Rhys and her father wouldn’t. That was part of being a family, too—relying on them, trusting them.

				And there was no one better to rely on than Rhys or her parents. With both helping her, Mina didn’t have anything to fear.

				But she felt it, anyway.

				* * *

				The gram from Mina had long since crumpled in his hand by the time the two-seater balloon was ready. Throwing the engine to full, Rhys launched into the air and aimed the nose toward the Narrow, trying not to let the worry overwhelm his sense.

				He knew the simplest explanation was the most likely: Anne had lied. But he’d lived through too much, had seen too much, and could too easily imagine other possibilities. Like Mina, the girl had Horde blood, and many people who’d lived during the occupation couldn’t look past that fact. She might have been attacked, hurt. Slavers abducted people from London for the skin trade or to work in the Lusitanian coal mines, and a tinker was always valuable. Most slavers wouldn’t risk taking someone wearing the Blacksmith’s guild mark—but although it wasn’t common knowledge that the Blacksmith was away from London this week, someone might have known.

				They might not have known Anne belonged to Rhys, too. Or they had known—and that was why they continued sending grams, trying to cover their asses before the Iron Duke came for them. He already had a man heading to the wiregram station where Anne’s messages had originated from, trying to discover who had sent the grams. Except for government offices and some of the newer, wealthy residences, everyone had to use a station to send a message, and they could easily be traced. But reason told him that most likely, Anne had sent them herself.

				God, what could have kept the girl away?

				Mina must be terrified. Rhys’s chest ached with the need to go to her, but he knew the only thing that could stop her fear would be to find Anne.

				It would be the only thing to ease his worry for the girl, too.

				The balloon roared in over the Narrow, where the Blacksmith’s warehouse sat up against the north bank of the Thames. Empty but for the stone rubble that piled at the front of the buildings and into the street, the Narrow would later be crowded with dockworkers and laborers hoping to pick up an odd job for the day. If Rhys hadn’t found Anne by then, he’d pay every one of them a year’s wages to search every borough around London.

				He set the two-seater down directly in front of the Blacksmith’s door, and didn’t bother to lock it down. No one would dare steal the balloon from him.

				Eyes widened as he walked into the smithy. Rhys wasn’t a stranger here—in the past ten years, he’d met with the Blacksmith too often for that—but he’d always sent a gram first. Still, his unannounced arrival didn’t explain the unease he saw on several faces. His gut tightened. They knew Anne was his, and they knew something. What was it?

				Rhys scanned each work station, looking for her, listening for the sound of her voice over the noise of the exhaust fans, the pounding of metal. She wasn’t here, but there were two more floors above this one. If necessary, he’d tear the smithy apart looking for her.

				The floor supervisor came toward him, pushing her welding goggles up over short dark hair. Lottie’s face was set, her eyes hard, and she folded her gray arms of mechanical flesh across her aproned chest. She offered him a short nod, but no greeting.

				“He’s not here,” she said simply. “Come back when he is.”

				Rhys wasn’t looking for the Blacksmith. “I’m searching for Anne the Tinker.”

				“I know. You won’t find her here. She doesn’t come back until the Blacksmith does.”

				Lottie sounded as if she preferred that Anne never returned. His girl. He unclenched his jaw, evened out his anger into steel determination. “Why?”

				“She broke the guild’s rules. He decides whether to erase her mark.”

				“What did she do?” Whatever Anne had done, he’d fix it.

				“You don’t have a mark, I don’t say.”

				God damn her and their fucking rules. “Where is she now? Here?”

				“She doesn’t come back until he does. Where she is until then is none of my business.”

				But Lottie obviously knew.

				She knew and was keeping Anne from him. A red haze swam in front of his eyes, and for a brief moment he considered slamming her against the wall, his hand around her throat until she talked. He’d start a war with the Blacksmith, but if it meant finding Anne, he’d risk it. There wasn’t a single line he wouldn’t cross.

				But he wouldn’t have to cross any lines yet. He took a deep breath, pushed back the anger. His gaze swept the room before he started for the exit. He stopped at the door.

				“I have a heavy purse.” His voice carried across the smithy. “And I’ll give it to the first person who tells me where Anne the Tinker is.”

				And he went outside to wait.

				* * *

				Five minutes later, he was heading north to Whitechapel and the Crèche. Mina’s gram had said that Rockingham would be looking for Anne there, too, but Rhys needed to see for himself. His gaze swept the streets below, searching the upturned face of every dark-haired child he passed.

				With stone walls rising thirty feet high, the Crèche covered an area roughly half the size of Rhys’s estate. From above, gardens made a patchwork of the northwest corner. Well-kept buildings sat in rows, and formed narrow streets within the Crèche. He’d never been inside—this was the children’s sanctuary, with few adults allowed past its gates—but as a boy, he’d been in one much like it during the Horde occupation. They’d fed him, taught him to listen, but not much more than that.

				Now, all the children aged ten years and older worked, but also spent hours in their schools. Every child raised in the Crèche was well fed, well dressed, adept at reading and writing, and knowledgeable in maths.

				Though the man never took credit for it, Rhys knew the Blacksmith had been responsible for the strong direction the Crèche had taken after the revolution, pouring money into it, staying in the background while offering the children advice and support. For as long as Rhys had known him, the Blacksmith had a soft spot for children.

				Rhys hadn’t, not until recently. Before Anne, before the possibility that he might have his own with Mina, he’d never thought of them much. They’d simply been there, boys on his ship who’d needed extra protection while they learned the ropes—and he gave it to them. After settling in London, there’d been the urchins who didn’t live in the Crèche and that needed small jobs to survive, and he gave those to them. To Rhys, the Horde’s crèches had been a place for children to live until they went to work, and he hadn’t known any other way—so when the Horde had fled England, he’d provided work. But he recognized that the Whitechapel crèche was better. For some children, it was better than a life with their parents would have been.

				Until today, he’d believed Anne thought that living at his home was better. Now he wasn’t so certain—and God, that uncertainty tore him apart.

				Though every possessive instinct shouted at him to fly straight into the Crèche and land in the middle of their walled city, to search every inch until he found her, Rhys forced himself to land near the front gates.

				The children might have shot him down, anyway. The rail cannons mounted around the top of the stone walls told him they were capable of it.

				A boy of fourteen or fifteen years of age stood guard at the entrance, a steel pipe hooked to his belt. Judging by the boy’s awestruck expression, the guard recognized him. As in most of England, Rhys was a hero to these children, but he didn’t think that would get him any further than it had at the Blacksmith’s.

				“I’m looking for Anne the Tinker.”

				As if recalling that he had a duty to perform, the boy suddenly straightened, throwing back his shoulders. “We’ve heard.”

				Of course he had. The moment Rhys had left the Blacksmith’s, one of the tinkers had probably sent a gram to the Crèche, warning them. The children’s communication system was faster and more efficient than any other in London.

				“May I see her?”

				“I’ll ask if she wants to come out. Wait here.”

				If he hadn’t been so ready to tear down the walls to look for her, Rhys might have been amused that the boy had told him to wait.

				But it wasn’t long. Only a minute passed before the gate clanked open a few feet, and a slim girl in a blue tunic and trousers slipped through.

				Anne. A yellow bruise marred her cheekbone, and a faint pink line that had once been a cut extended from the corner of her left eye—mostly healed now, but someone had put them there. Sudden rage shook him; helpless pain tore at his chest. Rhys didn’t let her see it. She looked terrified, shoulders hunched and eyes brimming with tears.

				He must seem like a giant towering over her. Rhys went down on his knee, extended his hand to her. “Are you all right?”

				With her teeth digging into her bottom lip, she nodded. His heart pounded with dizzy relief as she put her palm in his.

				Carefully, he pulled her into an embrace, closed his eyes when she threw her arms around his shoulders. God, he’d needed this. Needed to feel her little arms around him. How had he not known that before? “Come home,” he said, voice thick. “Whatever happened, we’ll help you.”

				She mumbled against his neck. “You might not want me anymore.”

				He couldn’t bear that she might think so—not when he remembered saying it to Mina once. At the time, Rhys hadn’t known how he’d hurt her, but he saw a similar pain now in this girl. He didn’t know how, but he’d find some way to convince Anne that he would never not want her, for any reason.

				But for now, he’d give her what he had.

				“We do want you. I swear it.” He smoothed her hair back from her face, looked her in the eyes. “All right?”

				Though she still looked uncertain, the girl nodded. Perhaps that was all that she could give now, too. If it brought her home, it was enough.

				He looked her quickly over when she stepped back. Except for the bruise and the cut, he didn’t see any other injuries—and though he wanted to crush whoever had done this to her, Rhys wouldn’t push her about it now. He’d wait until Mina was with him . . . but he wasn’t certain whether to take her to Mina now, or to wait.

				But there was one man here who’d know better than any other. “Is Mina’s father here?”

				“I’m here.” Rockingham’s voice answered. Rhys glanced up. Mina’s father stood near the gate, with a sleeping infant cradled in his arm. The earl studied Anne for a long second, seemed satisfied by what he saw. “This baby was left at the gate a little while ago. Anne had just been helping me infect it with nanoagents when you arrived. Mina used to assist me when she was Anne’s age, too.”

				Hearing that pleased the girl. Her face brightened.

				“How many babies are left here?” Rhys wondered.

				“Enough that I stay busy,” Rockingham said, and Rhys wasn’t surprised. A crèche was a way of life for many of the others who’d been raised in one, too—they would never imagine keeping a child. The earl glanced at Anne before looking to Rhys again. “I sent a message on to Mina, letting her know that Anne was here, but she’ll probably want to see her.”

				Anne’s expression dimmed. “Will she be angry?”

				Not if her reaction was anything like Rhys’s had been.

				“I think she’ll be so glad to see you that nothing else will matter. But even if she is angry, she’ll listen to you. And no matter what you’ve done, if she understands why you’ve done it, her anger will probably pass.” Rhys knew this too well. Drunk, he’d once lost all sense and terrified Mina, forced himself on her. Nothing Anne could do would ever equal that trespass. Mina had forgiven him because he hadn’t meant to hurt her, because he hadn’t realized that he was frightening rather than pleasuring her—and because he’d been horrified when he had realized the truth of it. He hadn’t deserved her pardon, but he thanked God that she’d given it. “She’s an inspector, remember. She always considers motivations, intentions. Did you mean any harm?”

				Eyes filling again, Anne shook her head.

				“So tell her—and don’t lie. If you do, she’ll know, eventually. So even if you’re ashamed of what happened, tell her the truth.”

				“All right.” Her voice was thin, uncertain again. “Will we wait for her at home?”

				Rhys didn’t know. He looked to Mina’s father, who knew how family worked, who knew what little girls needed. Rockingham gave a small nod.

				“We’ll wait at home,” Rhys confirmed. “We’ll send another message and let her know you’ll be there when she comes home tonight. Now, I’ve got an empty seat in my balloon. Will you ride with me?”

				Excitement lit the girl’s face. Her familiar grin broke through. “Can I fly it?”

				Fly it? Anxiety hollowed out his gut. Rhys looked to Rockingham again for advice, but the earl had disappeared back into the Crèche.

				God help him.

				* * *

				As useless as she’d been before Rhys’s message arrived, Mina ought to have just gone to the Crèche, too. But though she still worried and wondered what had kept Anne from home, she finally settled enough to focus on the task at hand: removing the metal bolt embedded deep in Redditch’s chest.

				“Look here, Newberry.” With the tip of her pincers, she pointed to the edges of the entry wound. “What do you see?”

				The constable’s eyes seemed to bulge behind the lenses of his magnifying goggles. His throat worked as he bent over the body. After a year with her, Newberry no longer questioned the necessity of these morbid examinations, but the close inspection still proved difficult for him. He simply didn’t have the stomach for it.

				But at least he was trying, Mina thought. Many inspectors only conducted a cursory exam after bringing a body in, and even those inspectors who took more time often overlooked or misinterpreted physical evidence. She wished that it were mandatory for all of them to spend years assisting a surgeon or physician—as Mina had assisted her father—but the logistics were impossible. She sighed. At least Newberry would have developed a good eye by the time he advanced to inspector, and hopefully learn to keep down his dinner.

				Or breakfast. He straightened again, breathing deep. It was incredible that he could see the worst sorts of injuries and mutilations in the street without this reaction, and yet the moment he magnified a bit of exposed muscle or organs, he was swaying like a seasick urchin.

				Mina pursed her lips. Eventually, she would be promoted from inspector and leave the streets behind; she’d always intended to mimic Hale’s career and take a supervisory role, but lately she’d begun to consider a position where she could perform these morbid exams, instead. Enough bodies came in to keep her fully occupied every day—and the dead deserved more than what many inspectors could give them.

				Perhaps it would be easier on the inspectors, too.

				“Constable?”

				Newberry swallowed hard. “The edges are relatively clean, sir. There’s a small amount of tearing, but they aren’t ragged.”

				“And that means?”

				“That bolt in his chest either has straight edges at the head to match, or more likely, it punched into him with great force—and probably not from very far away.”

				Perfect. “So let’s see, shall we?”

				She pushed the pincers in past broken ribs, gripped the end of the bolt. When she saw Newberry close his eyes and turn his head, as if to avoid hearing the sound, Mina said, “You lived in Manhattan City until last year. Did you know anything of Redditch then?”

				“No, sir.”

				“Did you hear any gossip?”

				“No, sir. Gossiping was punishable by a fine, so no one was likely to do it with a constable of the law.”

				Mina paused, looked up at him. To her knowledge, he’d never lied or exaggerated when giving details about life in Manhattan City, but some were so absurd that she automatically took them for a joke. Yet he wasn’t joking at all, she realized. “A fine?”

				“Yes, sir. Wagging tongues make idle hands.” His cheeks reddened. “Of course I have heard gossiping, but none of it was about Lord Redditch. I was nowhere near the same society as he was.”

				No, of course not. Even under the Horde, the classes in England had remained distinct, but those distinctions did not begin to approach the level of stratification in Manhattan City.

				“Don’t they have newssheets?” she wondered. Without gossip, there would be hardly anything for the journalists to report.

				“We had pamphlets.” He cleared his throat. “I also spoke to my wife last night.”

				“Did you? You must make a very fine husband, constable.”

				His color deepened to a lovely shade of beet. “About the murder, sir.”

				Mina grinned and focused on the bolt again. “What did she have to say? I recall that she’s a viscount’s granddaughter, isn’t she?”

				“Yes, sir, with marriages between her relations and Redditch’s. His wife is a cousin several times removed.”

				And not likely to invite Temperance to tea. Newberry’s wife had been ruined before she’d married him, and though she’d been dying of consumption, her family had not been able to ship her off to England fast enough and wash their hands of her. Mina didn’t like to think that the amiable Lord Redditch wouldn’t have allowed Temperance Newberry to step foot in his home, but she knew it was probably true.

				Yes, there were many things about Manhattan City that she wished were a joke.

				Mouth set, she slowly worked the bolt from his chest. “Continue, constable.”

				“There’s not much to tell. Both families are of the Good Works sort.”

				“I have no idea what that means, Newberry.”

				A short silence fell. Mina glanced up. The constable’s eyes appeared huge behind his goggles, and for a moment, he seemed taken aback—or at a loss to explain.

				“But it’s . . . Everyone is—” He shook his head, started again. “There are those who are saved, and there are those who aren’t. We don’t know who. But for those who work hard, who live frugally, you can see from the fruits of their labor whether they are one of those who have attained grace.”

				Ah. The old churches in England were mostly used for business and sleeping now, but the New Worlders kept their pews well-filled. “So what are the Good Works sort?”

				“Well, they say the same, sir, and they make certain everyone else lives by it. But they’re born with wealth, and don’t labor for a bit of it—and they don’t live frugally. They run a lot of charities, instead.”

				“Charities are worthwhile.”

				“I have no argument with that, sir. I do have an argument with anyone who has never labored a day in his life telling someone who has worked her fingers to the bone that if she just worked harder she wouldn’t need charity.”

				The flush on his cheeks now wasn’t embarrassment, but anger or resentment. A surprising man, her Newberry. Mina wouldn’t pry, wouldn’t ask if that woman had been his mother or a friend, or simply someone he’d once seen.

				“And so this is partially why Redditch was so adamant that the factories do not lose their workers. He wasn’t just saving them from going hungry; he’s saving their souls.”

				Newberry seemed to cringe at her phrasing, but he nodded. “In a manner of speaking.”

				She pursed her lips, considered that. “If a man can be judged by the fruits of his labor, my husband ought to be lounging on a gold throne in Heaven right now.”

				Newberry seemed to choke. After a few odd noises, he managed, “His Grace isn’t all that frugal, sir. Or pious.”

				“I suppose not. And here is our bolt, constable.” Made of steel, an inch and a half wide at the head, three inches long. “It has a mushroomed head, so it must have taken a great deal of force to penetrate as it did. Shot by a pneumatic launcher, maybe, since no one heard a gun.”

				“What of a rail gun?”

				Mina considered that. Accelerated by electromagnetic forces, the bullets achieved high speeds and the guns made no sound when fired. “Perhaps. It would require electricity, but maybe there was a generator inside that wheel. Damn it. We need to find that blasted wheel.”

				Newberry’s mustache twitched before his mouth suddenly firmed. “Yes, sir.”

				Her eyes narrowed. Oh, but that smile did not interest her as much as his reason for concealing it. “What amuses you, constable?”

				For a moment she wondered if he would feign a misunderstanding. Then he said, “You do, sir.”

				Oh? Mina only had to arch her brows, and either his courage failed him or his good sense returned—as did the heat in his cheeks.

				“Not you, sir!” he hastily amended. “I was simply thinking back to my expectations of you when we were first paired, given what I’d heard about your family from the other constables—and what little I knew of aristocrats.”

				“Gossiping, Newberry?”

				He went from pink to red in the space of a heartbeat. “No, sir. It was research.”

				“And what did you learn?”

				“When I was told to whom I’d been assigned, sir, I thought that meant I’d been assigned to mind a woman who’d only been given a position because of her father’s.”

				Ah. So Newberry had believed the earl’s daughter had only become a detective inspector through her father’s name and influence—and that Newberry had been assigned to watch Mina while she bungled her way through the investigations.

				Well, he wasn’t entirely wrong. In the first years after the revolution, the police force couldn’t be particular when hiring their constables or inspectors—they needed people to fill positions immediately. And although a woman like Superintendent Hale would have been acceptable at any time due to her experience in Manhattan City, the earl’s status might very well have tied the superintendent’s hands when Mina had applied her services to the force, and made Hale feel obligated to give Mina the job.

				But the earl’s daughter had remained on the job only because Hale had recognized how very good Mina was at it. And Hale hadn’t given Mina an assistant to watch her bumble about, but so that Mina could work unmolested.

				“And although I once questioned your methods, sir, I cannot question the results. You’re like a dog on a bone.”

				Mina had to laugh. Yes, perhaps she was. “This time, I am a dog chasing after a wheel. So let us finish here, and we’ll begin knocking on doors again . . . and hopefully we’ll sniff something out.”

				* * *

				They didn’t, and by the end of her shift, Mina was hot and irritated. The sweltering days of summer had returned full force. Beneath her heavy hat, sweat plastered her hair to her head. Her chemise seemed a thin bit of nothing between her skin and chafing body armor. Though she had already sat an hour in this rumbling steamcoach, traffic was not moving. Damn it all. On her next spending binge, she would buy herself a two-seater balloon.

				And she needed to shake herself out of this foul mood before she reached home. Anne waited.

				The deep breath she took smelled of dirt and smoke. She glanced out the window as the steamcoach jolted forward a few inches. In the cab beside her, a brown-haired man sat with his face in his hands—

				Oh, sweet heavens. She was saved. “Scarsdale!”

				His head came up. The bleakness of his expression stabbed at her chest before he grinned, tipped his hat to her. “Inspector! How do you—Oh, bloody hell.”

				He suddenly hopped out of the cab into the road, and staggered. A steamcart honked. Mina covered her cry of alarm as a spider rickshaw nearly scuttled over him. She lurched for the carriage door, flung it open. On unsteady legs, he weaved his way toward her, clambered into the coach. Alcohol fumes overwhelmed the smoke and dirt.

				By the starry sky, he was utterly soused.

				“Forgive me.” He plopped down beside her. “I can’t sit facing backward.”

				Mina could, but she didn’t want him to vomit on her feet. “Are you well?”

				“I must be.” He lifted his hands, offered a beatific smile. “I have just signed a marriage contract.”

				Smoking hells. “Before or after you began drinking?”

				“Before.”

				At least there was that. “And so you’re engaged to be married to whom?”

				“Does it matter? It was one of the ladies I courted. I’m certain she was pretty. I will still have to close my eyes.”

				“Did you tell her of your preference for men?”

				His bitter laugh was answer enough. No, of course he hadn’t. Mina didn’t know whether to feel more sympathy for him or the woman. Both of them, perhaps.

				She took his hand, and his fingers shook against hers. “I used to envy you once,” she said softly. “Because you could hide what you were from those who would hate you for it. But I am sorry that you have to hide.”

				“I envy you,” he said. “And the captain.”

				Never the duke, always the captain. “He would change the world for you, too.”

				“You are kind to think so, inspector.” He lifted the back of her hand to his lips. “He might try. But don’t think that even he is capable of that change. Let him change it for his family.”

				“You are his family, you blind idiot.”

				His gaze sharpened. “Do you think he knows that?”

				“I think that he will eventually figure it out.”

				“Ah, so you have discovered what a thick-skulled lackwit your husband is—”

				Mina yanked her hand from his. “Tread carefully, sir.”

				“—when he is trying to sort his emotions.” Scarsdale finished with a grin.

				Oh. Well, he was not all wrong. “So that he cannot put into words the difference between wanting an airship captain for an expedition and wanting me, even though he feels a difference?”

				“Quite so. We are speaking of a man who could only think of you in terms of possession, because he didn’t know the word he needed was love.” Even weaving in his seat, he looked rather smug. “Not until I said it to him.”

				“I am in your debt, then.” And about to go deeper. “He fears for me when I work.”

				“Oh, yes. Terrified.”

				Her heart twisted painfully. “How do I help him?”

				Scarsdale laughed, holding his stomach. “Oh, now who is the blind idiot?”

				Yes, there was one obvious solution. “I don’t want to quit my job.”

				But should she?

				“Dear God. What would quitting do? Then he would be terrified when you went to the milliner’s. When you took the stairs. When you used a fork.” He shook his head. “Use your inspector’s brain. Tell me, do you worry for your brother? He is out on the high seas somewhere, on a ship that has already been taken by airship pirates once this year.”

				Yes, she worried. “But it is not a fear like Rhys’s.”

				“Because you have had years to become accustomed to it. But the captain has never loved before you. He has never had family. Now he does, and all of the little worries that he never felt before are crashing in on him.”

				That made perfect sense. And it meant that he simply needed time. Mina would give him all that he wanted. “Thank you,” she said.

				“Well, do try not to be shot through the heart again. That was beyond terror for him. And I almost lost four toes waiting with him in a freezing steamcoach outside your window.”

				Mina’s lips parted. She’d been in bed, stricken with bug fever, with a rusty clockwork heart ticking on her breast. Now she had a heart of mechanical flesh—though she barely noticed the difference. She could run fast and far without tiring, but it still pounded. It still ached with pain or unbearable love.

				And now, that heart made of metal fibers and nanoagents seemed to squeeze tight within her chest. “I was told he never came, that it was too dangerous.”

				“Well, we were not supposed to. You were not to have any excitement at all. So we made certain that no one knew we were there.” He gave her a narrowed look. “Did you truly think he wouldn’t come?”

				“I didn’t know then,” she whispered. “I didn’t know.”

				“And now?”

				“I would climb out the window to find him, certain he was there.”

				“Saving my toes, as well.” He sighed. “They might fall off before his ball, anyway. Ah! Today we received Lady Redditch’s regrets that she will not be able to attend. I’m rather surprised. We have several others coming out of mourning early for it. Hell, there are some crossing an ocean for it.”

				Mina grinned. Rhys had scheduled the ball during the height of summer, when Parliament was in recess and the temperatures drove most of the aristocratic bounders away from London and into the country or back to Manhattan City. He’d hoped that would keep the numbers low and fulfill his social duty for the year.

				“Does he have any idea how many people have accepted his invitation?”

				There was a wicked slant to his smile. “I’ve only showed him a few.”

				“Oh, you’re awful. You are like a brother.”

				“And will you tell him the truth?”

				“Of course not.” Mina laughed, shaking her head. “He’s already been terrified enough.”

				* * *

				Though in truth, Mina didn’t believe a ball would frighten Rhys. He simply did not care much about it, whether one person showed or a thousand. He would not care if people said it was the best ball of the year or the worst. He would only care what Mina, her parents, and Scarsdale thought of it.

				Mina could not speak for the others, but she would be equally happy sitting in a corner with her friend Felicity or dancing with Rhys—or, if she was very clever, slipping away with him into some darkened room while the hundreds of attendees had their fun without them.

				Perhaps she would suggest the last plan to him later tonight.

				He waited for her on the front steps again, Anne by his side. Her heart seemed to swell at the sight, and her throat ached enough that she could barely form a word when he opened the carriage door and held out his hand. He frowned slightly when he spotted Scarsdale sprawled across the bench and sawing off snores.

				“Absinthe,” Mina said softly. “A lot of it. He signed a marriage contract today.”

				Dismay filled his gaze, followed by frustration. “Christ. What can I do for him?”

				She squeezed his hand. “Be his friend. And carry him inside.”

				He nodded, kissed her briefly before climbing into the carriage. Mina turned to Anne, waiting a few yards away. Her gaze swept over the girl’s face, her arms. No injuries that she could see. “Good evening to you, Tinker Anne. Are you well? I hope you are.”

				The girl smiled. “I am.”

				With a few steps, Mina crossed the distance the separated them. She slipped her arm around the girl’s shoulders, began walking with her toward the house. “You aren’t at the Blacksmith’s today?”

				The girl’s small frame stiffened. “I can’t go back.”

				What? “Why not?”

				Anne didn’t have a moment to answer. Rhys’s heavy tread sounded behind them before he drew even. He’d thrown Scarsdale over his shoulder, face down and ass up.

				The girl blinked. “What happened to him?”

				“He had a difficult day,” Rhys said gruffly. He looked to Mina. “And you?”

				“I think we all had a difficult day.” Mina slipped her hand into Anne’s, walked up the stairs—with Rhys at her side, and his soused friend over his shoulder.

				Her new little family.

				“But it’s already better,” she said.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				Aside from the bedrooms, the library had always seemed the warmest, most comfortable room in Rhys’s house, and so Mina chose to take Anne there. She poured herself a glass of wine. A maid brought in a tray with bowls of strawberries and cream. It would ruin the girl’s dinner, perhaps, but Mina could not think of a better night for it.

				Rhys came down after depositing Scarsdale in his room upstairs. He looked to her, appearing slightly uncertain—oh, that was not an expression familiar to his face—but Mina had no idea how to proceed. She couldn’t interview the girl like a witness.

				Perhaps it was best to start where they’d already begun. “Anne, why can’t you return to the Blacksmith’s?”

				“Oh.” The girl sank a little lower in her armchair. She glanced at Rhys before focusing on Mina again. “I should tell you everything, right? Including my motivations.”

				“If you feel that you can,” Mina said. “Or we can wait until you’re ready. But if you need help for any reason, I hope that you’ll let us know.”

				“I don’t need help. But I thought . . . I thought someone else did.” Her lips quivered slightly, and she touched the side of her face.

				Mina tensed. Oh, she knew that touch. She’d seen hundreds of women make that same gesture. Someone had hit her girl. She glanced at Rhys, saw the same banked rage burning in his eyes.

				“Who did, Anne? Does this person need our help?”

				The tinker shook her head, took a deep breath. “No. It was a mistake. Geordie took an apprenticeship with another blacksmith. An inventor. He didn’t pass his test for work at the Blacksmith’s, but I told him to just wait another year. And I didn’t hear from him for a while, and none of the others did either, so I was worried.”

				Mina decided not to make a point at that moment. “I’d have worried, too,” she said. “Did you try to find him?”

				“Yes. It wasn’t hard. I knew he was apprenticed under Wilbur the Reacher.” She glanced at Rhys when he drew a sudden breath, his lips white. “You know him?”

				Her heart pounding, Mina watched him struggle for an even tone. “I only know of him, and the automated machinery that he builds,” Rhys said. “And that his workshop is in Birdcage Alley.”

				Smoking hells. Farther into Southwark than she and Newberry had ventured the night before, and although not as dangerous as some of the rookeries farther west, Birdcage Alley was still not an area that she’d ever want Anne venturing to alone.

				Blast it all, Mina would not venture there alone.

				“That’s right.” Anne nodded, apparently oblivious to their horror.

				“Did you go there?”

				“I sent grams to the workshop from the Blacksmith’s,” she said, but Mina’s relief was short-lived. “Geordie never answered them, though. So I went across the river a few times during the day; Wilbur the Reacher said Geordie was busy. He was always busy. So I realized I needed to go at night, instead.”

				Mina barely stopped the moan from passing her lips. Anne was here, in one piece. She’d obviously made it through. Looking a little ill himself, Rhys came to her side. The sofa legs creaked when he sat heavily next to her, took her hand. She held on for dear life.

				“So on Saturday, I sent that first gram to you,” Anne said. Her fingers began twisting together. “But I didn’t make it to the workshop. Mary and I didn’t like the way a pair of lamplighters were looking at us. So we stayed on the bridge and played knucklebones at a lemon ice shop.”

				“Mary?” Rhys asked.

				“My friend. She’s got a hammer.” Anne clenched her right fist, imitating a hammering apparatus. “I wouldn’t go alone. I’m not daft.”

				“Of course not,” he said. The grip of his hand didn’t loosen on Mina’s. “And you went again last night.”

				“Yes. We thought midnight was a good time, just in case Geordie was working a second shift. So I saw him open a shutter in the workshop, and I catted to him.” She took in their blank stares. “Miow. We signal that way in the Crèche. Then Geordie came out and he was . . . he was all in a rage. ‘You just want my apprenticeship, you jade whore, you get out of here!’”

				Oh, Anne. Mina’s eyes filled and she slipped across the space between them, kneeled in front of the girl’s chair. She took the small hand in hers. “I’m so sorry.”

				“It wasn’t you who said it.” With a hunch of her shoulder, the girl firmed her trembling lips. “I pounded one into his face.”

				“Good,” Mina said.

				“He got me back. Then Mary was shouting to wake the dead, and the next I know there are two constables, and Geordie was telling them that I was trying to steal Wilbur the Reacher’s designs. So they dragged Mary and me up to the Blacksmith’s, and Lottie sent me away for stealing.” Brimming with tears, her eyes locked on Mina’s. “I didn’t. I swear I didn’t.”

				“I believe it.” She smoothed her hand down the side of the girl’s hair. “I absolutely believe you.”

				“The Blacksmith will, too,” Rhys reassured her.

				“Do you think so? But he might not. Will you still want me then, if I can’t be a blacksmith?”

				Mina frowned. “Of course we would. That wouldn’t make a bit of difference.”

				“But I’ll only be a tinker.”

				“You could spend your days scooping shit out of the river and making piles on the lawn, and it wouldn’t make a difference to us,” Rhys said from behind her.

				Mina’s lips smashed together, and she met Anne’s eyes. The girl giggled.

				“I hope it will be something other than that,” Mina said. “But I have a question for you: Why didn’t you come to us so that we could help you find Geordie?”

				The tinker squirmed a little in her seat. “I didn’t want to be a bother.”

				“You’re not,” Rhys said. “You can’t be. If you need help, if your friends do, come to us. Please.”

				Oh, but Mina loved him for remembering to add the last bit.

				Anne’s small hands tightened on hers. “I will.”

				“There’s more,” Mina said. “Rhys and I, we consider you our family. That means we think you belong to us. It means we’ll take care of you, help you any way we can, never let you go. Is that all right? Tell us now if it’s not.”

				Even if Anne said it wasn’t, Mina wasn’t sure she’d be able to let go. Her heart didn’t seem to beat in the long second before the tinker nodded.

				She heard Rhys’s soft exhalation of relief behind her, but Mina wasn’t done. “It also means that we belong to you. So you have to take care of us a little, too. We worry easily.”

				Understanding glimmered in the girl’s eyes, and she nodded sagely. “Because you’re so old.”

				Mina huffed out a laugh. “Yes, because we’re old. So if you’re going to be late, try to let us know. If you’re going to be out, let us know where. If you need something we haven’t given you, tell us. And it’s all right to let us worry. It only means that we’re thinking of you, and that we care for you.”

				To her surprise, Anne sat forward, wrapped her arms around Mina’s neck. “I care about you, too.”

				“Well.” Her throat ached. Oh, damn, she was beginning to cry. “That’s settled, then.”

				“Perfectly settled,” Rhys said.

				Almost.

				* * *

				Later, Mina waited until Rhys was unhooking the back of her dress before saying, “You can’t kill the boy for hitting her.”

				His hands stilled. “I wouldn’t kill a boy.”

				She knew. “But for a second, he wasn’t a boy—he was just someone who’d hurt her. And you wanted to strangle him.”

				His arms came around her waist, hauling her back against his chest. His mouth searched out her ear, and she heard the laughter in his voice. “So did you, Mina.”

				She smiled and leaned her head back against his shoulder. “Yes. But just so that we are clear: We do not even seek this boy out—no matter how tempting it would be to frighten him a bit. If Anne is done with him, so will we be.”

				There was no humor now. “You ask a lot.”

				“I know. I also asked it of my parents. I’m asking the same of myself, too, and it’s harder than I ever dreamed. I think that we will definitely wait a few more years before having more children.”

				He grinned against her cheek. “But we’re so old.”

				Her laugh turned into a gasp as his teeth closed over her earlobe. She forced herself to concentrate. This needed to be said. “And you are afraid.”

				Rhys stiffened behind her. “No,” he said gruffly.

				“Every day I leave for work.”

				His body shook. “No.”

				“Rhys.”

				“What would you do with a terrified husband?” His arms tightened, almost cutting off her breath. “What use is a man always in fear? I have never been . . . And I can’t bear it if you—Ah, God.”

				Realization struck her, the root of his fear. “I would never leave you.”

				“Mina.” His harsh breaths rasped against her ear. “It is fear of everything. I can’t control it. I worry that a boiler will explode in your steamcoach. I worry that you will slip as you run. Christ, I stay awake at night and worry that if I fall asleep, I’ll roll over and crush you.”

				“But you still hold me through the night, and manage to sleep.”

				“I shouldn’t even risk that. God, Mina, you deserve better.”

				“You are the better I need.” She turned in his arms, lifted her hands to his tortured face. “Did you know my mother did the same to me? After she realized that she’d been raped, after she’d mutilated her eyes, I was still hers—and she slept beside me every night. Later, she said that she lived in fear of rolling over on top of me . . . but that a part of her always knew I was there, even in sleep. A part of you knows it, too. Trust that.”

				He closed his eyes. “I want to.”

				“I know it’s difficult for you.” She smoothed her fingers down his rough jaw. “This is new.”

				His laugh was harsh. “It is that. I have never belonged to someone before. I’ve been a slave, I’ve been used—but they never owned me. But you, Mina. You could destroy me with a word.”

				“Trust that I never would.”

				“I do. But if I lost you, if you were hurt . . .” He shook his head, met her eyes again. “I know you’ll be fine. You’re clever, strong, and fast. Newberry is devoted. I know that I worry too much. Yet when you come home with just a scratch, I can’t even think until I—”

				“Shag me.”

				His laugh rumbled through his chest again. “You’ve noticed.”

				“Yes.” She rose up, touched her lips to his. “But this is part of being family. We worry. We trust that we’ll take care of each other, that we’ll find a way. And we can’t solve every problem, but we’ll try to make them easier for each other to bear.”

				“I’d bear anything for you.”

				“I don’t want you to have to.” Her fingers traced the shape of his mouth. “Perhaps only time can solve this one. Until then, I swear that I will do everything in my power to come home every night, and I will keep coming home. Eventually, you’ll be more comfortable with the idea of me being out there.”

				He kissed her in reply, a soft and searching taste. When his head lifted, they were both short of breath. “And is there anything that you fear, Mina? Anything I can make easier for you to bear?”

				There was so little. Only—“I wonder, sometimes, if you enjoy being married to me. If it suits you.”

				“Do I enjoy being married . . . ?”

				He trailed off as he stared down at her, his face darkening. Determination set his jaw. Her heart stopped as he swept her up and started for the bed.

				“I love being married to you, Mina.” His voice was rough. “Let me show you how much.”

				* * *

				Mina was his. Absolutely his.

				Rhys had never realized how completely he’d become hers, too. He didn’t know if marriage—or love—typically worked in this way, and Rhys didn’t care. Whatever marriage was supposed to be, they’d made a better version of it.

				At the breakfast table, he watched Mina sip her coffee, her beautiful mouth pursing against the rim of the cup. His gaze caressed the straight center part of her hair and the rounded softness of her cheeks.

				Across from her, Anne muttered curses as she stabbed her egg with a fork. Every one of Wilbur the Reacher’s inventions had been reviewed by the surly girl and found to be lacking. “Stupid designs, all of them. Who wants to pedal in place? He ought to stay with his automatons. And I would not steal any of them, either.”

				Mina looked up at him from beneath her lashes, her eyes bright with laughter. “When does the Blacksmith return?”

				“Next week,” he said.

				Her gaze thoughtful, she nodded. “I won’t wait for him. I’ll stop by the Narrow this morning and ask if anyone in the guild knows of anything like this giant wheel. How can no one see such a thing?”

				Anne stopped muttering. “You’ll ask the blacksmiths if they saw a what?”

				“A big brass or copper wheel, three feet wide. It runs on a track and clicks.”

				Flipping the newssheet around, Rhys showed Anne the illustration on the front page. He deepened his voice and read the headline. “The Wheel of Death.”

				Mina burst out with a laugh, shook her head. The girl’s lips parted. Her brow furrowed.

				Rhys narrowed his eyes on her. “Did you see it?”

				After a short hesitation, she nodded. “When Geordie opened the workshop shutters, there was something like that behind him. It resembled an influence machine—a big one—with pedals on the inside instead of a crank. But I don’t know if it’s the same.”

				“Perhaps not, but we’ll go have a look.” Mina tapped her fingers against the side of her coffee cup, as she always did when she was thinking. “Anne, could an influence machine that large power a rail gun?”

				“If there were layers of spinning disks building up the electrostatic charge, instead of just one,” the tinker said. “I couldn’t see if there were.”

				“That’s all right. I’ll look for myself soon enough.” She looked to Rhys. “Did Redditch ever mention who was providing the automatons for Percival Foley’s spark-lighter manufactory?”

				“No. But you’re thinking that’s motivation, too.”

				“Yes. If a bill prevents factories from fully automating their systems, the inventor loses money, too. That’s reason to kill Redditch.” Her brow furrowed, and her gaze sharpened on his face. “And you, too.”

				“What?”

				“Foley was under the impression that you were supporting Redditch’s bill. Others might be under that impression, too.”

				Ah. She was afraid the Wheel of Death might come for him. “I’ll be fine.”

				Sudden worry darkened her eyes. “Avoid any routines. That was how they killed Redditch—someone knew exactly where he’d be and when, and then got access to the location. Be careful when you leave the house.”

				He couldn’t stop his grin, and after a moment, Mina was laughing with him. Rhys reached for her hand, brought it to his lips, and pressed a warm kiss in the center of her palm.

				“Go on, then,” he said. “Do your job. And come back.”

				“I always will,” she promised.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				In the daytime, they were less likely to lose their tires again, but Mina still had Newberry double-lock theirs after he opened the police cart’s valves and quieted the engine. Birdcage Alley didn’t quiet. Noise from the nearby road leading to the Borough market and London Bridge underscored hammering metal, the screech of sawblades. Wilbur the Reacher’s workshop was but one of many in the Alley—but the only one that didn’t have a curious metalworker or two standing at an open-fronted shop. The one-level building appeared boarded up, shutters closed and the storefront locked.

				Mina pounded her fist on the door, listening for noise from inside. She tilted her head. There seemed to be something . . . but she couldn’t be certain if it were from inside or one of the nearby shops.

				She backed up, studied the building. Wilbur the Reacher built automated machines for factories, but something of that size wouldn’t be loaded through the front doors. “Let’s have a look around the back, Newberry.”

				Though not wide, the workshop extended far into its lot. On the side, small, barred windows were set high in the walls, too high to peek through. Wide, doubled doors opened to a narrow lane that circled back round to the Alley.

				“The loading area, sir,” Newberry said.

				Mina nodded. She pounded on the metal doors, heard no response. Shuttered windows on either side of the doors were probably opened during the heat of the day. Was this where Anne had seen Geordie? She searched for signs of a scuffle, but the cobblestone lane hadn’t left much evidence for her to see.

				“We’ll go back to the side windows,” she said. “You can give me a boost up so that I’ll at least have a chance to look through—”

				She broke off. A faint noise came through the doors. Click click click.

				Unease ran in a ripple up her spine. “Do you hear that, Newberry?”

				“I do, sir.” He moved smoothly out of the path of the doors. “Weapons?”

				Click click click.

				“Bullets.” She drew her gun, backing slowly away. Opium darts wouldn’t have much effect on a brass wheel.

				Click click click. Growing louder. Closer to the door.

				“Away from there, constable. Behind me.”

				Weapon steady, Newberry backed toward her, his giant body all but blocking her view of the doors.

				Click click click. Coming faster now, as if accelerating. Clickclickclick.

				“Behind me, constable,” Mina repeated.

				Clickclickclick—and something more? A muffled shouting, perhaps—

				The doors blew open in an explosion of fire and shrapnel. Shouting, Mina dove to the ground, covering her face and ears. Shards of metal rained to the cobblestones. Burning pain sliced through her forearm.

				Coughing, she looked up. Her constable had thrown himself beside her, his huge form like an unmoving boulder beside her. “Newberry?”

				“Here.” It was a groan.

				“All right?”

				“I think so, sir.”

				Clickclickclick.

				The brass wheel rolled through the swirling smoke. No, she realized. It didn’t all roll—only the track that ran around the outside. The rest of it remained upright. Not all of the triangular sections on the side were closed.

				Inside the wheel, a sandy-haired boy looked through the missing wedge, his color high, freckled face streaked with tears. “I didn’t want to! I didn’t want to!”

				What? Mina scrambled to her feet, ignoring the ache in her knees, the pain in her arm. “Didn’t want to? Come out of there!”

				“I can’t!” He was rocking slightly from side to side, shouting between huffs of exertion. Pedaling, Mina realized. “Take Billy! And maybe I can stop!”

				Billy? But the boy had closed the wedge, and the wheel suddenly started off down the lane, racing over the cobblestones. Oh, no. Mina sprinted after it. The clicking filled her head, but there was another sound now—a steam engine. A lorry waited at the end of the lane, a ramp leading up to the bed. The wheel rolled up. In a great huff of steam, the lorry lurched forward.

				Oh, blast it! She couldn’t shoot the damned thing, not with a boy inside. Tucking in her elbows, she ran behind the belching steam lorry—through Birdcage Alley, almost closing the distance between, until the lorry turned onto Newington Road, and began to gain speed. No traffic slowed it down. Though she could have run farther, Mina knew she’d lost it.

				She needed the cart. Mina turned to look for Newberry, frowned. He wasn’t as fast, but the constable ought to have been behind her. She started back, jogging at first, then sprinting again as worry settled into her gut. He’d said he was all right.

				He wasn’t. Still on the ground, sitting, but his face pale and his mouth in a grimace of pain. His hand pressed to his upper thigh. Blood pooled on the cobblestones beneath him.

				“Newberry!” Mina knelt beside him, trying to stop the shaking of her hands. “Let me see the wound, constable.”

				“Yes, sir.” He sucked a breath through his teeth. “And I’m sorry, sir. I thought I was all right until I pulled that shard out. Did you catch him?”

				“No.” Oh, sweet heavens. Blood pumped in small rivulets from a deep gash in his thigh. The artery nicked. Newberry’s bugs would heal it . . . if he didn’t bleed out first. Heart racing, she ripped off her shirt sleeves, bunching one and shoving it against the wound, then tying the other around his massive thigh. The sleeve wouldn’t hold tight enough, but it would hold the wadded cloth on after the bleeding slowed. She pressed down on the cloth again when the white quickly turned red.

				The constable seemed to choke. “I don’t think this is proper, sir.”

				Mina looked up in disbelief. “What?”

				“Your hand.” He still had enough blood to blush a deep red. “There.”

				“You ought to thank the blessed stars that the shrapnel didn’t damage something a few inches higher, constable.”

				She knew he was going into shock when he replied, “My Temperance will be glad it was not damaged, too.”

				“I’m sure she will.” Taking his hand, Mina shoved his palm against the bunched cloth. “Hold this. Hold it hard. I’m going to bring the cart around, all right?”

				“No, sir. I’ve seen you drive it before. You’ll kill us both.”

				She’d take that chance. “Hold it hard. Don’t let up. And don’t you dare faint on me, constable, or I will give you a reprimand of the likes you never seen.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				Mina ran for the cart. Blasted double-locks. They took extra time. She hauled them off, jumped in, closed the valve. Gears shrieked in protest, but she got it going forward. Down the lane around the workshop. Oh, faster, faster.

				Her heart dropped to her stomach when she rounded the bend. He’d fainted. Sprawled out, no longer holding the cloth bunched at his thigh.

				A little boy was. Perhaps seven years of age, sandy-haired and freckled, he pushed down on the cloth so hard that his arms shook.

				Mina stopped the cart, jumped out. Newberry still breathed, his heartbeat quick but steady. She looked to the boy. “Billy?”

				“Yes. Am I doing it right?”

				“Perfect.” She slid her arms under Newberry’s shoulders. “The bugs should have closed the artery up by now, but I need to get him into the cart. Can you help me with his legs?”

				Billy nodded, scooted around in his threadbare trousers and bare feet. Though skinny, he was strong. He grabbed hold of each of Newberry’s ankles like a boy pushing a wheelbarrow.

				With Newberry’s upper half braced against her chest, Mina backed to the cart. “Was that your brother in the wheel?”

				Billy only shrugged.

				“Can you tell me his name?”

				Nothing.

				“Is it Geordie?”

				Though the boy didn’t reply, the surprised flicker of his lids was answer enough.

				“Will you come with me? When he left, Geordie asked me to ‘Take Billy.’ Does he have reason to want you away from here?”

				The boy’s gaze moved to the cart, as if he were considering it.

				“I’ll take you,” Mina said, lifting Newberry onto the passenger bench. She braced a hand against his chest to prevent him from sliding out. “And then we’ll find him and help him.”

				Uncertainty chased across his face.

				“I could use the help, too,” Mina said. “You could keep my assistant from falling out of the cart.”

				He finally nodded. “I’ll do that.”

				* * *

				God. Rhys leapt from the steamcoach, raced to Rockingham’s front door. He pounded on it, but when a second passed and the door hadn’t opened, he barreled through—almost trampling a headless clockwork butler. Standing next to it, holding the butler’s head in one slender hand and a wrench in the other, the countess looked at him in surprise.

				“Anglesey,” she said. “How unexpected.”

				He had to catch his breath. “Mina—”

				“Is with her father in his medical office, and is perfectly well. So am I, thank you.”

				Had she just chastised him, or was she merely amused? Rhys couldn’t be certain. He never had any idea what Mina’s mother was thinking. But it hardly mattered whether he’d just made an idiot of himself—nothing mattered but seeing Mina.

				Still, Scarsdale had impressed upon him that the one woman he should never anger was a wife’s mother. So he bowed and said, “Thank you, my lady,” before leaving her in the foyer and rushing down the hall. Mina opened the door before he reached it, her eyes widening up at him.

				And she was all right. No blood soaked her white shirt. Relief replaced panic. Pulling her into the hall, he gripped her waist, hauled her up to his mouth. Just one long kiss, just to be certain. She wrapped her arms around his neck, opened her lips to his.

				From inside the office, Rockingham cleared his throat. The man couldn’t see anything, but Rhys probably shouldn’t anger the father, either. Her soft body slid against his as he set her down again, and he was pleased to note that her flush wasn’t embarrassment, but need.

				“I’m so glad you’re here,” she said softly. “Come.”

				Mina’s father stood near his desk, observing a freckled boy who was devouring a plate of apples, bread, and cheese. In his shirtsleeves, Newberry sat on Rockingham’s examination table with a blanket over his legs and his face red. “Your Grace,” he said. “Forgive me for not getting up.”

				Rhys didn’t care whether the other man got up or not. Obviously, the constable had been injured—and was likely the reason Mina wasn’t. If Newberry wanted it, Rhys would hire a team of men to carry him around so that the constable could sit all day.

				“His wife is coming with another pair of trousers,” Mina said, and grinned when Newberry’s blush deepened. She looked to Rhys. “What did you hear?”

				“That you’d driven the police cart over Trahaearn Bridge with your uniform soaked in blood.”

				“Not mine.” Mina confirmed what Rhys had already guessed. “But Newberry’s, because he can’t follow an order. I told you to get behind me, constable.”

				The constable didn’t blink, didn’t blush. “My apologies, sir. I didn’t hear your order.”

				“You’re a good man,” he told Newberry. “Thank you.”

				Mina narrowed her eyes at them both before gesturing subtly to the boy—who was, Rhys realized, staring at him in open-mouthed astonishment. She lowered her voice.

				“We’ve got every police station on alert to look for Wilbur the Reacher and his wheel,” she said. “Geordie was inside it, but I think he might have been forced there. Billy isn’t talking, though. Is Anne with you?”

				Because children from the Crèche would speak to each other. Rhys had to disappoint her. He shook his head. “No. I can have her brought here, though.”

				“We’ll try something else, first. Will you talk to him?”

				He’d do anything she asked, but he wasn’t sure what she was asking. “Like I did with Anne?”

				“No.” She smiled a little. “Not as a father. As the Iron Duke. And Rhys . . . he likes to help.”

				He nodded. This, he could do for her. He’d had cabin boys as young as this one, and though life on a pirate ship was difficult, the way through it was never coddling them. Direction and order was all they needed—and were two things Rhys didn’t have to even think about giving. He faced the boy, crossed his arms over his chest, set his feet.

				“Billy.” The same voice he’d have used on his decks. “You come and stand here now.”

				The boy hastily complied, looking up at him, eyes wide.

				“You know who I am?” When the boy nodded without hesitation, Rhys said, “You know Anne the Tinker? You know she’s mine?”

				Shaking a little, Billy nodded again. “Yes.”

				“Did Geordie hit her?”

				The boy’s knuckles were white. Terrified, but still standing. “Yes.”

				“Did he have a reason for that?”

				Billy nodded.

				“Speak up!”

				“He was helping her! So Wilbur the Reacher couldn’t use her, too.”

				Rhys nodded. He’d still have liked to thrash Geordie for calling Anne a jade whore and hitting her, but he might have thanked the boy for trying to help her, too—and followed it up by telling Geordie a few ways to help someone without hurting them.

				“But Wilbur the Reacher’s still using Geordie, isn’t he? And now Geordie needs our help.”

				The boy’s mouth set. “Yes. He does.”

				“And you’re going to help us, too, Billy. You’ll talk to this inspector and tell her what you know, and you’ll help us find him.”

				Billy looked to Mina and nodded. “Yes, sir.”

				* * *

				By the time she’d finished interviewing the boy, it was apparent that he’d seen and heard almost everything that had taken place in Wilbur the Reacher’s workshop—and outside of the workshop, too. Geordie hadn’t been the only boy Wilbur the Reacher had used: He’d made Billy climb over the wall and unlock Redditch’s gate, and a threat to the boy’s life had convinced Geordie to follow through on the murder. Now that they’d removed that threat, perhaps Geordie would be able to escape . . . but Mina would still be looking for Wilbur the Reacher. Billy offered her a solid picture of the Reacher—though given the man’s actions, it was a picture that Mina could barely wrap her head around, and not the one she’d expected.

				Wilbur the Reacher wasn’t driven by money or the fear of losing his workshop. He wanted to liberate all of the children in England.

				“It was because of a friend who’d been killed in one of the Horde’s factories when they were hardly older than boys,” Mina told Rhys as she walked with him to their steamcoach. After Billy had begun to talk, Rhys had left her and Newberry alone with the boy—not wanting to interfere with her investigation, she knew. “And after the revolution . . . well, you know how many are hurt in the factories every year, and some of them too young to be working at all. At least the Horde kept them in crèches until they were older.”

				“Yes.” His voice was rough, his gaze on the jacket in her hand.

				Oh. Mina glanced down at the black wool. Under the gray sunlight, it was visibly stained with Newberry’s blood. As her parents’ home was so near to headquarters, she kept an extra uniform on hand and had changed out of her ruined shirt before Rhys had arrived.

				“It’s not mine,” she reminded him.

				“I know.” But his expression told her that he couldn’t help imagining that it was. “It’s all right. Go on.”

				She stepped into the coach, and through the window she saw a journalist peering their way from across the square. They’d scented the blood, apparently. They wouldn’t get Newberry’s; she’d already sent him home. Shaking her head, Mina drew the curtains over the windows. Tomorrow, she’d be back at work, and they could sniff around all they liked. The rest of the evening was hers.

				Mina waited until Rhys settled onto the bench beside her, his hard thigh pressing against hers. She relaxed against him with a contented sigh and continued, “Wilbur the Reacher believes that if the factories are automated, it means fewer injuries, fewer deaths—and no jobs for most children, anyway. Redditch stood in the way of that.”

				“And if the children didn’t have money to eat?”

				“I don’t think it matters.” She stared at the empty seat across from them, but in her memory she was seeing so many bodies, hearing the echo of so many confessions. “Murder is a selfish thing, isn’t it? And it’s not really about the children; it’s about Wilbur the Reacher, and what he wants. He doesn’t give a thought to Geordie and how it might be hurting him.”

				“Why is he using Geordie?”

				“So that ‘a child frees them all from the tyranny of labor.’” She quoted Billy, who she didn’t think had even understood what Wilbur the Reacher had meant by it. The boy had listened well, though—and no doubt he’d soon tell his story again. “My father is taking Billy back to the Crèche tomorrow morning. I need to find Wilbur the Reacher before the children do.”

				Rhys’s short laugh rumbled against her side. “What are your chances of that?”

				“Not very good,” she had to admit. The children of the Crèche took care of their own. If they found Wilbur the Reacher and extracted their brand of justice from him, Mina might never know about it—and would never know whether Wilbur the Reacher was still out there, hiding. “And I don’t think even Anne would break their silence and tell me what happened.”

				The coach lurched forward, rocking her against him. His muscles were like steel, his body tense. With gentle fingers, he pushed up her sleeve, exposing the still-healing cut on her forearm. “And if I find him?”

				Oh, but she’d have loved to let him. Not just for Redditch, but because she could still see Newberry on the ground, his blood pooling on the cobblestones.

				“You can’t,” she said, and laced her fingers through his. “But I wouldn’t be adverse to your people keeping an eye out for him—and Geordie.”

				“We will,” he said, and his voice hoarsened. “Mina.”

				She knew. Even before his strong arms dragged her over his lap, her back against his chest, she knew that he needed this. By the blue heavens, she did, too.

				“Tell me no,” he rasped into her ear. “If not in a carriage, if you don’t want it now, tell me no.”

				She couldn’t. Angling her head, she leaned back against his shoulder, her mouth seeking his. With a harsh groan, he bent and opened his lips over hers, plundered. His hands slid up her sides, cupped her breasts, but that wasn’t fast enough, hard enough. Mina’s fingers tore at the laces of her trousers. He lifted her, and she felt his hand working beneath her bottom, felt his ragged breath against her mouth.

				“Touch yourself, Mina.” Need hardened his voice. “Are you wet?”

				Fearing that his great size would hurt her, he never came into her unless she was ready—and he apparently meant to have her now. Anticipation shivered over her skin. Her hand slipped down into slick heat. Her breath escaped on a hiss. “Yes.”

				He ripped open a sheath. “Sit forward and open your legs over mine. Wide.”

				Would he shag her like this, facing forward in his lap? Her heart pounding, she leaned forward and spread her thighs, bracing her hands on his knees. Her fingers tightened as he suddenly slid lower in the seat, half-lying on the bench. His fingers hooked beneath the waist of her trousers, pushed them down over her bottom. They could go no farther with her legs open.

				They went far enough. His rough palm smoothed over naked skin. Her body tight with need, she glanced over her shoulder. His face was stark with arousal, his gaze fixed on her most intimate flesh. He could see everything like this, she realized. A flush swept beneath her skin, searing the ends of her nerves. There wasn’t an inch of her body that he hadn’t kissed and licked, not an inch that he hadn’t seen, yet he’d never her seen her like this—armored and fully clothed, but for the vulnerable flesh exposed to receive him, and possession his only focus. She trembled with the intensity of it.

				“You can see me.”

				His gaze locked with hers. “I only see you, Mina.”

				With his hands on her hips, he guided her back, slowly filled her with exquisite, burning pressure. Mina moaned, her back arching, her fingers digging into his knees. He was so thick, his intrusion endless. His gaze held hers, seeing only her as he filled her completely. Fully embedded, he stilled and took her in.

				“Rhys,” she whispered raggedly. He lifted, surged, and in the dark hot carriage, he was all she heard, all she saw, all she felt. And when she shuddered around him, when he groaned her name, he was all that she knew, too.

				* * *

				No one saw anything of Wilbur the Reacher and Geordie—or if they did, they said nothing of it. Those who did speak saw very little. With Newberry at her side, Mina pursued every lead they received, and each one turned into nothing. Rumors reached them that he was in a Lambeth rookery, that he’d taken a locomotive to Bath, that he’d fled to Port Fallow. Newssheets speculated and created caricatures of Wilbur the Reacher based on descriptions bought from fellow Birdcage Alley residents: of medium height, medium build, medium brown hair—and steel prosthetic arms that unfolded to six feet long from shoulder to hand.

				At breakfast, a surly, half-awake Anne shook her head over the description. “Blind idiots, the whole lot of them. His arms are at least eight feet long,” she said.

				Lovely. Mina would not try to get close when she found him, then, and use her opium darts instead.

				But she didn’t have a chance to use them, and soon other murders demanded her attention, other bodies needed examinations. She spent every spare moment during her shifts following up more leads, while every spare moment at home seemed filled with a duchess’s duties and the demands of a quickly approaching ball. Mina invited Felicity to stay with them in the days prior to the event, and delighted in her friend’s delight in witnessing all of the preparations—and, although there was nothing left to plan at this stage, took her enjoyment from Felicity’s pleasure as they approved a thousand final details.

				Striped tents went up over the lawn and the gardens near the ballroom, until Rhys’s estate resembled Temple Fair, only lacking the oddities and amusements; yet even those would arrive by nightfall, additional entertainments for almost eight hundred guests. Many of the guests who’d been born under Horde rule would not dance—even Mina had not learned until that past year—but there would be other activities available to them so that they would not have to hug the walls.

				An endless number of supply wagons rolled in through the gates, kept wide open throughout the day. Mina did not have to lift a finger, and yet as the time arrived to dress for the ball, she already felt exhausted. She was upstairs when guests began arriving early, a line of steamcoaches that filled a portion of the lawn—some aristocrats, and anyone else that Rhys had been of a mind to invite. He came into their rooms as the maid finished lacing her up. Mina eyed his impeccable jacket and freshly shaved jaw, then raised a brow at his breeches and boots—also impeccable, but hardly the usual costume for a ball.

				“Who was more horrified,” she wondered, “Scarsdale or your valet?”

				“Scarsdale,” he said, and grinned. “It’s my ball. I’ll wear what I damn well want to.”

				And Mina would wager that breeches and boots would soon become the fashion at every other ball that season. “You just want to remind them that you’re a vulgar pirate.”

				“I am that.” He dropped a kiss to her mouth. “You are beautiful. I intend to dance with you all night.”

				She feigned ignorance. “You dance?”

				“Scarsdale has shown me the waltz.”

				Oh, Scarsdale. Mina had to laugh. It was the most scandalous dance. The bounders would all die of apoplexy . . . and she would enjoy every moment. “But they do not only waltz, Rhys. It is played once or twice.”

				“I’ll give them enough to dance to. But I’ll be damned if I can’t hold you in my arms at least half the night. It is the only thing that will make this nonsense tolerable.”

				Pleasure lifted through her, warm and sweet. “And I suppose you must make Scarsdale’s crushed feet worth it.”

				“So he said.” His eyes narrowed. “You knew.”

				Mindful of the maid, she gestured him close and said into his ear, “It was either that or you were shagging him in the library.”

				He drew back, his eyes hot. “Only you. And as soon as we have a moment, so I will again.”

				But that moment wasn’t now. A knock signaled that it was time to go down. Mina took a deep breath and a final look in the mirror before resting her hand on Rhys’s elbow. This would not be so terrible. She was accustomed to having people stare at her. Perhaps not this many people, but she had Rhys at her side.

				Anne waited at the top of the stairs, wearing a darling dress and a huge smile. When Mina’s brows lifted and she looked up at Rhys, he shook his head ruefully.

				“I can’t say no to her,” he admitted, and so Mina was laughing as she came down the stairs into the crush. Her cheeks soon ached from smiling, and even her memory for matching faces to names was soon overtaxed, but relief came in quick bursts as she welcomed Newberry and his wife, Felicity and her husband, Superintendent Hale and the commissioner. Not all strangers, but many friends, too—and their enjoyment made the aching cheeks and curious stares worth it.

				They finally arrived in the enormous ballroom, and even though the doors were open to the gardens to let in air, the heat and number of people were beyond oppressive. As the musicians played a low, swelling note, Rhys led her to the center of the empty floor, and it was the first time Mina felt able to breathe in . . . she did not know how much time had passed. Minutes, perhaps. Forever. They had set up another dancing area outside, another orchestra. Hopefully Rhys would be amenable to moving out there for the remainder of the night.

				She thought he would be. Rhys appeared as if he felt as hot and oppressed, as if he’d like nothing more than to order everyone the hell out of his home. His expression had turned dark, his mouth tight—until he turned to her, slipped his hand around her waist. Then everything dark fell away, and there was only his focus and his intensity, softness and love. Her heart swelled with the music, and over the racing of her pulse and the sweet draw of a bow over strings, she almost didn’t hear the sudden startled cries from the gardens, the click click click.

				Oh, smoking hells. Mina’s eyes widened. Rhys’s hand tightened on hers. He swept her around—behind him, his arm locking her against his back. He faced the doors where their guests were scattering and falling over themselves to get away from the brass wheel rolling into the ballroom. Mina struggled to come up beside Rhys, but he had an unbreakable hold.

				“He’s after you,” Mina cried over the screams and the noise. “You, Rhys!”

				With Parliament out of session, he had no real routine, but everyone had known Rhys would be here in this ballroom. Mina should have guessed. She should have known. The opportunity had been wide open—just as the estate’s gates had been, all damn day. And now Wilbur the Reacher had sent the boy after him.

				“Geordie, stop!” Rhys’s voice thundered across the ballroom. “We have Billy.”

				The wheel halted. So did everyone else. Sudden quiet fell over the crowd.

				He released Mina. His heavy tread echoed as he stalked toward the wheel. “Open that machine, boy!”

				A muffled clank! sounded over the clicking. The top wedge in the side of the wheel opened.

				“Geordie!”

				Mina heard Anne’s disbelieving cry, and intercepted the tinker as she raced across the ballroom floor, skirts hiked to her knees.

				“Stay here until we’re certain,” Mina said. She scanned the crowd, found Newberry just as he pushed through. “Watch her, constable.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				Wineglass in hand, Scarsdale had joined Rhys at the wheel. A slight bulge beneath the man’s perfectly tailored jacket told Mina that he’d armed himself first.

				Oh, but she loved Rhys’s friend.

				Geordie huffed and pedaled at the wheel, his voice rising over the clicking. Terror had whitened his face, slick with sweat and tears. “I can’t, I can’t! He’s rigged it.”

				Rhys stiffened. “Rigged it?”

				“It’s under the seat. If I get out, if I stop pedaling, it will blow.”

				“Christ.” He looked to Mina. “Bluffing?”

				“We can’t take that chance.”

				Rhys nodded, turned to the crowd. “Everyone, onto the lawn!” he bellowed. “Out!”

				Mina met Scarsdale’s eyes, saw his bemusement. Well, at least no one would ever forget this ball. As their guests ran, Mina stepped closer to the open wedge, tried to look in. A rail gun sat on a mount in front of the boy. On the opposite side, a disc spun—part of the influence machine. She couldn’t see anything attached to his seat.

				“Can you open this up, Geordie? We need to see what he’s done.”

				He nodded, reached for a lever. With a crank, a wedge folded back against the brass below. A few more cranks, and all of the wedges but one opened the side of the wheel. Mina crouched, looked beneath the seat, trying to make sense of the complicated wires and gears.

				Blast. After the explosion at his workshop, she didn’t doubt that Wilbur the Reacher could create such a device, but she had no idea how to disarm it. “Is my mother here yet?”

				“I haven’t seen her,” Scarsdale said. “But there’s still a line of steamcoaches making their way in.”

				Damn it all. She couldn’t take time to search them. Mina closed her eyes. “Newberry, bring Anne over here.”

				The tinker crouched beside her, drew a sharp breath. “Oh, Geordie. You’re in a mess.”

				“I know.” The boy began to cry. “I’m sorry I called you a jade.”

				“It’s all right,” Anne said.

				It wasn’t, but they’d talk about it later. Mina touched the girl’s shoulder. “How does it work, Anne?”

				She pointed to a wire attached beneath the seat. “There’s current from the discs. As long as it flows, the fuse in that device behind his legs won’t pop.”

				“So he just needs to keep spinning,” Rhys said. “We can find a wind-up churner in the kitchens to do that.”

				“No, because there’s also this spring.” She pointed beneath the seat. “If the weight lets up, that will break the wire—and the current.”

				“Is there any way to shut it down?”

				“This sequence combination here.” Anne gently touched a row of dials on the exploding device. “But if we guess the wrong number, it blows.”

				Even her mother couldn’t guess a sequence. “We need Wilbur the Reacher,” Mina said and looked to the boy again. “Where did you intend to meet him?”

				“Near the entrance to the South Quay.”

				On Rhys’s docks, not far from the estate. Mina stood. “I’ll bring him back. Newberry, will you ask one of the staff to ready the two-seater balloon? We’ll never get out of the front gates.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“The Blacksmith could open this up in a few seconds,” Scarsdale said. “Is he back?”

				“Yes,” Rhys said, holding her gaze. “I’ll send him a gram.”

				Oh, good—because if Mina didn’t find the Reacher, she didn’t know what would happen to the boy. She stepped close to Rhys, took his hand. Her gaze searched his face. Determination had set in. Did he intend to go with her? She hoped this would not turn into a fight, because he was needed here.

				“Will you stay with Geordie until the Blacksmith comes? He’s terrified, he’s exhausted—but you’re a hero to him. You can keep him going.”

				“I’ll stay.” He cupped her jaw, kissed her softly. “Be safe.”

				“I will.”

				And she’d come back.

				* * *

				Rhys watched her call for the maids to bring her armor and weapons, watched her leave the ballroom with Newberry on her heels.

				Behind him, Anne said quietly, “The Blacksmith hasn’t returned.”

				“I know.” Rhys moved to the side of the wheel, crouched. “All right, Geordie. It’s time to get you off this thing. Anne, does the weight on the seat have to be precise?”

				Scarsdale laughed. “Oh, captain. The inspector will kill you.”

				“Why?” Understanding lit Anne’s small face. “Oh. No, it doesn’t have to be precise, but yours might crush it all and set the device off.”

				“I can—” Scarsdale began.

				“No,” Rhys cut him off. He wouldn’t risk the bounder, not for anything. “I’ll hold it down and turn the pedal with my hand. I just have to turn the one pedal, Anne, is that right? They share a single axle.”

				“Yes,” the tinker said.

				“All right.” He looked up at Geordie. “I’m about to shove my hand under your ass and press down on this seat. When I do, you get off, and you run with Anne through those doors, out of the ballroom. Understood?”

				Out of breath, the boy only nodded.

				“Scarsdale, you help them make it out.”

				The man downed his wine, tossed the glass through the door. “I’m not leaving you, captain.”

				“Get them out, then find a goddamn heavy pot to put on this seat.”

				“Well, I suppose I’ll leave you for that.”

				“Anne, you get going.” Rhys met Geordie’s eyes. “Ready, then? You make certain you run.”

				When he nodded, Rhys gripped the seat, pushed down. The spring beneath it compressed slightly. “All right. Go. Go!”

				The boy staggered when his feet hit the floor. Scarsdale swept him up, ran. Rhys grabbed the pedal, began turning, keeping the same rhythm the boy had set.

				He waited, listening to the clicking discs as they gathered their electrostatic charge. He slowed the pedals; the clicking didn’t immediately slow. Once those big discs gathered momentum, it took a few seconds for them to wind down.

				A few seconds was all that he would need.

				A crowd began to gather outside the doors, watching him crouch, watching him spin. A few cried out his name in dismay. They must have seen Geordie and Anne run out, realized that he’d taken the boy’s place. Rhys let them look, let them cry. They’d be running away again soon enough.

				Three minutes later, Scarsdale hauled in a wine cask. “I found the cheapest one. Still, seems a shame to waste it.”

				“There are more.” He continued holding down the seat, moving his fingers to the edge while Scarsdale balanced the cask atop it. Rhys let the seat go, continued turning the pedal. They both waited.

				They didn’t explode.

				“Well, then,” Scarsdale said. “What now, captain? We take turns pedaling?”

				“We run for the door.”

				“Not a very heroic exit.”

				Rhys shook his head and turned the pedal faster, faster. No reason not to give the disks a little more momentum. “I’m not a hero.”

				“You’re sure as hell not. But tell that to the boy out there.” Scarsdale clapped him on his back. “How long will we have?”

				“Just make it past the doors.” The stone walls would do the rest.

				“All right. Ready, then?”

				Rhys rose from his crouch, gave the pedal a final hard turn. “Go!”

				He pounded across the ballroom, Scarsdale alongside him. Ahead, the crowd began crying out, turning to run. Pulse racing, he tried to hear the slowing clicks over the noise. Click . . . click . . . Click.

				“Down!” he shouted, and leapt for Scarsdale. He caught the man mid-stride, hit the floor with him, shielding his friend’s body. The explosion almost knocked him over. Hot pain tore across his side. The ringing in his ears didn’t deafen him half as much as the screams from outside.

				Beside him, Scarsdale groaned. “You’re the heaviest lout who ever lived.”

				True enough. Rhys sat up, looked at the destruction. Hell. There wouldn’t be any dancing in here, but they’d already set up outside.

				Anne raced in, stopped on a gasp. Her frantic gaze found Rhys. She threw herself at him, wrapped her arms around his neck. The impact seemed to tear his side open again, but he didn’t care. He held her tight.

				“All right?” he asked.

				“All right,” she said, then drew back. Her brows pulled together in the fiercest expression he’d ever seen. “Don’t ever do that again.”

				Rhys grinned. God, he loved this girl.

				“Don’t worry, Anne.” Scarsdale’s amused gaze fell to the blood pouring down Rhys’s side. “After the inspector is done with him, he won’t be able to.”

				Perhaps not. All that Rhys knew for certain was that Wilbur the Reacher was damn lucky Mina didn’t know about this.

				* * *

				Too easy. Sitting in a lorry with the engine idling, Wilbur the Reacher didn’t hear the approaching balloon until they were almost on him. Frantically, he threw the valves closed. The lorry jerked forward with a great huff of smoke, rolling along the docks.

				Mina sat forward in the rear seat, looking down over the side. Always busy, the docks were filled with carts and crates, laborers hauling on lines. The Reacher wouldn’t be able to gain any speed—not that it mattered. He wouldn’t be able to outrun the balloon.

				“Bring me in closer, Newberry!”

				The balloon sank lower, barely ten feet above the Reacher’s lorry. A long, skeletal arm suddenly shot upward, almost caught their frame. Newberry shouted, hauled up.

				“Avoid those arms, constable!” she shouted.

				“It would have never occurred to me, sir!”

				Mina grinned, drew her opium gun, and took aim. No good. The balloon frame wasn’t steady enough, and the Reacher was weaving all over, avoiding the obstacles on the docks.

				“Closer, Newberry!”

				“Trying, sir!”

				The two-seater dipped lower again, just above the bed of the lorry. The Reacher’s broad back made a big target. Mina leaned over the side, fired.

				The dart sank into the Reacher’s shoulder. He slumped over. The lorry kept going—straight to the edge of the docks.

				Oh, blast. Mina scrambled up, threw her leg over the side of the frame, cursing as her skirts caught on the edge. “Hold steady, constable!”

				Worry filled Newberry’s shout. “Sir?”

				She leapt. Fabric ripped. The lorry rushed up to meet her, and she landed heavily, sprawled in the bed. Scrambling to her feet—one slipper lost, damn it—she climbed into the driver’s bench, hauled back the drive lever. Gears shrieked. Instead of stopping, the lorry’s engine whined and the vehicle accelerated. Smoking hells. She shoved the lever forward. Nothing. Where were the valves?

				Above, Newberry was shouting something. She couldn’t make it out over the rumbling and huffing. Dockworkers were shouting, too, sprinting out of the way. She looked up, calculated the distance to the water. Too close—and she couldn’t swim.

				Grabbing the Reacher’s shoulders, she dove off the side. She hit the boards hard, the breath smashing out of her. Shot full of opium, the Reacher probably wouldn’t even feel it. Lucky bastard.

				With a great splash, the lorry drove off into the water. She lifted her head to watch. Steam boiled up with a hiss, then a gurgle as it sank under.

				Newberry set the balloon down. He rushed to her. “Inspector?”

				Mina sat up. “I’m fine, constable.”

				“Yes, sir.” He stopped, blushed a fiery red. He averted his gaze. “Your skirts, sir.”

				Oh, she’d forgotten about the rip. Had she shown her ass all over the docks? That would make for an astonishing headline in the newssheets. Mina glanced down.

				The hem had torn, exposing her ankle.

				With a laugh, she got to her feet. She nudged the unconscious Wilbur the Reacher with her toe. “Let’s get him back to the ball.”

				* * *

				But there was no need, Mina quickly learned. Geordie stood beside Anne and Rhys when Newberry set the two-seater on the lawn. Beneath the tents, dancers twirled to music. Laughter floated across the gardens.

				Mina hopped from the two-seater, turned to Newberry. “Will you take the Reacher to the lockup at the Anglesey station, constable? It should only be five or six minutes by balloon.”

				“I will, sir.”

				“Hurry back, then. I’m sure your wife would like a dance.”

				“Thank you, sir.”

				She stepped away from the balloon and gave him room to lift into the air again, then turned to Rhys. “I want to tell you, before you read it in the newssheets—I was never scandalously unclothed, and it wasn’t that dangerous. I did jump from a two-seater onto a moving lorry, and I did jump from the lorry before it took a dunking, but you can see that I am quite unharmed aside from a few bruises and scrapes.”

				He didn’t take her word for it, but moved in and slipped his hands over her arms, down her back—and she supposed that with her hair a mess, her dress torn, and her slipper missing, he had reason to doubt it.

				She reached up, touched his jaw, hardened with tension. “Do you see?” she said softly. “Perfectly all right.”

				“Yes,” he said gruffly.

				She glanced past him to where Geordie stood with Anne. “And so the Blacksmith arrived?”

				“No.” He pressed a kiss into her palm. “I took care of it.”

				“How?” Had Anne found a flaw in the design after she’d left?

				“Go see,” he said, his eyes on hers. “And then I will meet you in the library.”

				Where he’d shag her. Heat coiled through Mina’s stomach. And even though it was the middle of a ball, why not? Looking at her, no one would be able to tell the difference. She was already mussed.

				“All right.” She looked to Anne. “Will you walk with me to the ballroom? I’d like to hear exactly what happened . . . and whether ‘taking care of it’ came from one of your ideas.”

				A mischievous grin lit the girl’s face. “It didn’t.”

				“Well, then.” Mina took her hand. “Show me.”

				* * *

				Mina burst through the library doors five minutes later, heart pounding. Rhys sat waiting at the edge of his desk, arms folded across his chest. Oh, but he was all right. She’d already known—she’d seen him—but now she had to see again, to make certain.

				She stalked across the room, her gaze searching his face, his eyes, down . . . was he sitting just a little stiffly? Was that a different jacket? Stopping in front of him, she lifted her hands to his face, desperate to know, “Are you all right?”

				“Yes,” he said, but it wasn’t enough. She stripped off his jacket, lifted the edge of his shirt. A raw red streak across his side took her breath, squeezed her heart into nothing.

				“Rhys,” she whispered.

				“It’s all right,” he said, catching her hands.

				She rose up, caught his lips with hers. With a groan, he opened his mouth to her kiss. His arms wrapped around her waist, lifted her against him. That wasn’t enough. She needed him inside her, needed to know he was all right, alive, hers. She shoved at his shoulders, pushed him back on the desk. She reached for the flap of his breeches, already stretched by the force of his erection.

				“Now,” she said against his lips. “Now.”

				There was no sheath. She didn’t care. His hot length filled her, and after a long, endless moment she was riding him, riding until her name on his lips was a hoarse cry, his control tenuous. She lifted and moved back, took him in her mouth, and didn’t let up until he shook, shouted her name.

				Then the desperation eased, and she crawled up and kissed him. His arms came around her, and his lips softened beneath hers, sweetening and lingering.

				Her breath was still ragged when she lifted her head. “It seems you are not the only one who must become accustomed to fear. I had no idea that love could be so terrifying.”

				“It is. God, it is.” His body shook with a laugh. With gentle fingers, he smoothed her hair from her face. His eyes never left hers. “I have many enemies, Mina. And I will make more. There will always be someone hoping to kill me—this is not even the first since we have been married.”

				What? “Why didn’t you say anything?”

				“I didn’t want to worry you,” he said, and she could not stop her laugh. But she quieted when his expression darkened, his jaw set with determination. “But I swear to you now: When you come home to me, I will always be here waiting for you.”

				Her heart filled. Could she possibly ask for anything else?

				No.

				* * *

				There was no one else in the ballroom. Mina did not care that one half of it still smoked. She did not care that the music from outside was hardly loud enough to guide them. She did not care that strangers kept looking in through the doors, and that her feet were bare, and her dress torn.

				Rhys slid his hand around her waist, took her hand in his. She waited, but he did not start. He closed his eyes.

				“I don’t dare,” he said. “Even if you wore shoes, I could not.”

				“Then this.” Mina stepped onto his booted toes. “Or am I too heavy?”

				His kiss was answer enough. His hand tightened on her waist, and then she was swept around, his strong body moving against hers. Oh, but she could become used to this.

				“We will do this again next year,” he said. “If anyone has cods enough to return.”

				Mina laughed. He sorely underestimated the fascination everyone held for him; the Wheel of Death would only strengthen that. “I think that next year we will not just have people coming out of mourning to attend, but coming back from the dead.”

				“Zombies?” He grinned when she shuddered. “We’ll kill them together.”

				Put that way, it didn’t sound so awful, after all. She laid her head against his shoulder. Yes, perhaps next year she would kill zombies with him. No matter what the future held, she knew that they would keep fighting to make this place better . . . whatever form that fight took.

				But they could continue that fight tomorrow. Tonight, they did not need to make anything better.

				Tonight, everything was perfect.

				* * *
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				Chapter One

				Before Annika had begun her journey, her mother had assured her that the people in the New World weren’t all that different from the women in their village of Hannasvik. Annika’s mother reminded her of how the peoples of Africa and Europe had sailed across the Atlantic four hundred years ago, fleeing from the Mongol Horde that had ridden from the east on the backs of their conquering war machines—just as Hanna and the Englishwomen had escaped the New World slavers and had made their home in Iceland a century before. She’d spoken of the enormous mechanical warriors that the New Worlders had built on their coastlines, sentinels that served a warning to the Horde, should that great empire ever develop a navy and follow them across the sea—just as Hannasvik’s trolls protected their village and intimidated any enemies who might attempt to drive them from their home.

				The Horde never followed the New Worlders, however. The sentinels stood for centuries, staring out over the open sea while wars over territory and trade routes were fought behind their backs, and they were slowly stripped of their armaments and engines.

				And they were slowly falling apart. Annika glanced up through the drizzling rain and eyed the immense Castilian warrior guarding the gates to the port city of Navarra. In the four years since she’d left Hannasvik and joined Phatéon’s crew, Annika had come to accept the truth of her mother’s words: Individually, the people of the New World weren’t that different from those in her village.

				The governments and rulers, however, must have been.

				No elder in Hannasvik would have allowed Annika or any of the other engineers to neglect their trolls, not when lives depended upon their maintenance. The same obviously wasn’t true in the New World, and Castile’s sentinel was the worst. Aboard Phatéon, Annika had seen every machine still standing along the Atlantic coastline—from Johannesland’s colossus in the north to the Far Maghreb’s twin warriors, three thousand miles south of the equator—and the warrior in Navarra was by far the most decrepit. Rust ate away at its plate armor and crested helmet; corrosion pitted the iron around every bolt and rivet. Sand had drifted into the crevices, forming a solid mass at every joint, topped by grassy nests. Gray seagull dung crusted the spiked shoulders and gauntlets.

				Once a marvelous and deadly machine, now it was simply dangerous. Even if the sentinel had still possessed the engines to walk, the great hinged knees would have buckled after a single step. Struts buttressed its lower half now, a framework of steel supporting the towering legs that served as Navarra’s port gates.

				What a horrible waste. If the Horde had come to the New World, they likely wouldn’t have been intimidated by such useless machines . . . unless the New Worlders’ defensive strategy was to crush any invaders beneath a rusted ruin. More likely, however, visitors to the city would be killed by falling pieces.

				Visitors like Annika. Only an hour earlier, she had walked the north port road through the gate and into the Castilian city without being crushed—but while she’d been at the printer’s office purchasing another season of personal advertisements, an icy breeze had begun to blow in from the ocean, stinging her cheeks with rain and sand. A strong gust might rip away the sentinel’s giant hand or armored shoulder and throw it to the ground, squashing Annika in the street.

				If a steamcoach didn’t squash her first.

				A horn blasted near her right ear. Two tons of rolling iron sped by, the front wheel whipping her skirts forward. With a yelp, Annika yanked the red silk tight to her leg before the rear wheel could catch the fabric and rip it away—or drag her along the sandy road behind it. That damned idiot driver. Only a blind man wouldn’t have seen her walking along in a brilliant crimson skirt and canary yellow coat.

				Though the coach was already lost from her sight beyond its dense trail of smoke and steam, she yelled after him, “You rotting rabbitchaser!”

				Pointless, but satisfying—until she sucked in a lungful of the acrid smoke. Coughing, she pounded her fist over her chest, then glanced over her shoulder just in time to avoid the three-wheeled cart that rattled around a horse-drawn wagon and attempted to squeeze between the plodding beast and her leg. Her fierce scowl went unnoticed by the driver.

				Well, hang them all. It was true that the row of shops that separated the north and south roads made narrow corridors of each street, leaving little room to maneuver—but they were headed in the same direction, and the port gates were only a hundred yards away. Was running her down to gain a few seconds truly necessary? Given the manner that some of them handled their vehicles, she suspected they were aiming for her.

				Perhaps they were. Perhaps she’d broken some unspoken Castilian rule that no one aboard Phatéon had thought to warn her about. Perhaps she was unintentionally giving a message: Please crush me to a bleeding pulp alongside this road.

				And now that the thought had entered her mind, it wouldn’t leave. She looked over her shoulder again. No vehicles were bearing down on her . . . yet.

				Oh, and her mother would have been shaking her head now, telling Annika that her dread was a product of her imagination. That might have been true, once. Growing up, Annika’s tendency to woolgather had been a source of consternation and amusement for the women in the village. Her imagination had continually gotten the best of her—and was precisely why she currently served as second engineer aboard an airship, flying from port to port, rather than eating supper every night in her mother’s cozy earthen home. She’d often fancied dangers that weren’t there and daydreamed when she should have been wary.

				No longer, though. Within a few months of joining Phatéon’s crew, Annika had discovered that port cities in the New World each came with a unique set of dangers, and she’d learned to be wary until she was familiar with them. Manhattan City’s entry inspectors didn’t just examine the documents proving her origin and certifying that she wasn’t infected by the Horde’s nanoagents. They groped her legs and arms to make certain she wasn’t hiding a mechanical apparatus beneath her clothing—and swinging a fist at an officer who groped too fervently would land her in a cell until her airship’s captain bailed her out. Inside the city, a curse spoken within hearing distance of a constable resulted in a hefty fine; exposing a bare ankle or elbow earned a rebuke and a trip in a paddy wagon back to the port’s gates, where her salacious behavior was reported to Captain Vashon and the airship threatened with docking sanctions.

				In Oyapock, however, Annika could have walked naked down the paved streets without garnering a second look—and given the number of light-fingered war orphans who swarmed visitors entering Liberé’s capital city, it was only by virtue of her trouser buckles that her pants weren’t stolen off her bottom while she wore them. On her first visit to Oyapock, Annika might have considered nudity a blessing, however. The city sat at the mouth of the Orinoco River; accustomed to colder climes, even Annika’s lightest clothing had seemed to suffocate her. But the urchins hadn’t left her nude on that trip—they’d taken her money and her hair instead. She hadn’t felt them lift the purse from her waist. A slight tug at the back of her head had been the only warning before her thick braid had disappeared and her curls sprang into a dark halo. With her hand in her newly shorn hair, she’d stared in openmouthed shock as they’d scampered away. She’d learned, though. Now she kept her hair short and only carried as much money as she needed into Oyapock, leaving the bulk on the airship.

				Annika took her valuables with her in Port-au-Prince. Though a Vashon airship was welcome at any of the French islands in the Caribbean, Phatéon wasn’t exempt from arbitrary searches by the king’s men looking for treasonous nobles or cargo left unaccounted for on the tariff sheets. When Annika had reported her money missing from her berth after a search, Phatéon’s old goat of a quartermaster had laughed before informing Annika that she’d paid “le fou de l’impôt.” She hadn’t known enough French to understand him then, but his meaning had been clear: Only a fool left her money onboard when the king’s men came. Annika preferred to take it with her, anyway. Though many of the French cities seemed to be sinking into an elegant ruin, all trading routes led through the Caribbean, and the islands were ripe with spices and fruits unlike any she’d ever had in Iceland. The fish seemed flakier and the mutton lighter when eaten in a French market, and the stalls were filled with lustrous fabrics that she couldn’t resist purchasing. King’s men or no, Annika always left the islands with an empty purse.

				Now, Annika knew each city’s quirks well enough that she rarely felt trepidation passing through the port gates. Navarra was no exception—and in many ways, was pleasant to visit. Entering the city was painless, the inspection process consisting of a glance at her papers and a wave through the gates. No orphans waited to steal her money. The drapers sold cloth that matched the French markets’ in quality, if not quantity; the food was bold and tangy, and the people she spoke with no more rude or friendly than in any other city, even when she stammered along in her butchered Spanish.

				But she knew not to enter the city if any part of it was burning. She knew that if a crowd began forming in the streets, she needed to return to Phatéon as quickly as possible. The queen’s guard wouldn’t care whether she was actually participating in the bread riots—simply being in the area was enough to justify arrest, and Annika had never heard of any crew member of any airship returning from a Castilian gaol.

				Since leaving home, she’d been as wary as her sense and instincts dictated. And if her imagination suggested a danger that didn’t exist, no harm was done . . . except to her nerves.

				A shout came from another vehicle, the words barely audible over the huffing engine—but she didn’t understand much Spanish, anyway. Shoulders stiff in expectation of being run down, she glanced around. A cab driver gestured and shouted from two feet away, probably telling her to use the wooden walkway that ran along the front of the shops.

				She would have used it, if there’d been room. But a church must have been distributing food nearby—men, women, and children with sunken cheeks and tired eyes stood in lines on the weathered boards, shuffling forward now and again, everyone quiet and orderly.

				The fried sweetbread Annika had purchased near the printer’s office suddenly weighed like a rock in her stomach. In many ways, the New World was nothing like Hannasvik. There was hunger in her village—oh, she’d known it many times, when the winters had been long and the nets empty, when the flocks had been thinned by the wild dogs, when even the rabbits seemed scarce—but if one person lacked food, then everyone in the village did. Here, she dared not even give any of the people the few coins left in her purse. If seen, she’d be arrested for inciting disorder.

				And though she could imagine many ways to secretly pass the money to someone, she could also imagine the gaol too well if she were caught.

				What a strange land, where giving a small bit of help might put a noose around her neck.

				Oh, but she missed home. Longing gripped her chest—to see her mother, to feel the heat of a troll’s belly as she stoked its furnace, to smell the sea and the smoking fish and the sheep. But she couldn’t return, not yet. Not until she found her sister, Källa.

				Until then, she was fortunate that Phatéon had become something of a home, too—and it was not far away now. She was almost to the port gates. Prudently, she opened her canvas umbrella to shield herself from the seagulls’ rain that fell from the buttresses. Ahead, directly beneath the center of the sentinel, port officers watched the south road from a wooden guardhouse, making certain that no one attempted to avoid the inspections on the north road and enter Navarra via the southern gate. Beyond the guardhouse, the sand-strewn cobblestone road widened to accommodate the shops and pubhouses serving the aviators and passengers who weren’t allowed into the city. Steamcoaches idled in front of the inns, the liveried porters loading and unloading luggage.

				A strong gust blew more sand into her face. Around her, above her, the sentinel and the supporting framework seemed to shudder. With the sound of droppings splattering against the taut canvas, Annika didn’t dare look up—and she resisted the urge to break into a run. Sense reminded her that the sentinel had weathered the hurricanes that roared up the coast every summer; surely it could survive a bit more wind.

				On the other hand, how many times had she heard the story of the shepherdess who killed a giant with a single stone . . . ?

				Annika quickened her step. Over the docks, the airships swayed and bobbed in the wind, pulling against their tethers like fat haddock fighting on fishing lines. A large cargo carrier, Phatéon didn’t appear to move as much as the smaller airships, but Annika knew the mooring anchors groaned under the strain and the cables vibrated with tension.

				Far ahead, dark clouds crowded the eastern horizon. If that storm moved in before Phatéon had been fully loaded, the night promised to be a rough one. They’d be jostled in their bunks and stumbling around the decks until the tether was unhooked.

				Not so terrible, except that the second mate—who slept in the bunk above Annika’s—tended to become portsick on such nights.

				Another shout, this one from her left. Annika paid it no mind. If the person wasn’t set to run her down, their business was none of hers, and the noise simply added to the cacophony on the road. Someone was always shouting near port gates; only the language changed. She thought it had been either Spanish or Portuguese, but was only certain the voice had been male.

				Even that had become familiar. Since leaving Iceland to search for Källa, she’d become accustomed to new cities, a new life—and to seeing men everywhere. They were exactly as Annika’s mother had described them: much like women, but hairier. And, when part of a group, stupider.

				The shout came again. Closer, louder. Annika slowed. A uniformed port officer had left the guardhouse and strode in her direction, his thick mustache shadowing his frown. Annika glanced to the side. No one stood nearby. The guard’s gaze had fixed on . . . her.

				Annika’s heart clenched, then began racing. Oh, no. But he was only one man, and not in a group. Whatever it was, surely she’d be able to reason with him.

				A gray dropping splattered against his hat brim. The officer didn’t seem to notice. He spoke again and she felt stupid. She didn’t understand a single word. Most likely it was Spanish, but so quickly said that she couldn’t make it out. Stopping a short distance away, he held out his hand, impatiently flicking his fingers.

				He wanted something from her. But what?

				Annika glanced down at herself, looking for the answer. She didn’t carry anything but her umbrella, and didn’t know how to ask him what the problem was. Her knowledge of the language didn’t extend far beyond No estoy infectada and ¿Cuánto cuesta?

				Her fingers tightened on the umbrella stem. Her imagination didn’t help her now. She could only picture the worst. Sudden nerves made her words loud and shrill. “Parlez-vous français?”

				Annika had been forced to learn French when she’d joined Phatéon’s crew, and not just because Captain Vashon hailed from the Caribbean islands. French was the trader’s language—and this was a port city. Surely he understood a little.

				Dismay slid through her when his mouth firmed. Slowly, he said, “Muéstreme . . . sus . . . cartas.”

				His voice sharpened on cartas. Annika wracked her brain. Had she been blocking a cart or another vehicle? Was it something else? Not the identifying papers she had tucked away in her purse; she knew the word they used for that: documentos.

				But they only asked for those when she was passing the inspection point on the sentinel’s north side. Why stop her while she was leaving?

				Once, she’d been briefly detained in Manhattan City when a constable had asked where she’d acquired her clothing. Even though he’d spoken English—an odd version of it, to be certain, even odder than she’d heard spoken in London—it had still taken Annika several minutes to realize that he suspected her of stealing the clothing, because the expensive fabric lay beyond a stoker’s means. And despite her explanation that she’d purchased the silk on the cheap at the French markets and sewed the pieces herself, he hadn’t seemed to believe her until a nearby group of women had come to her aid. Laughing at the constable, they’d assured him that Annika couldn’t have stolen the clothes, because no woman of quality would own anything so ridiculous as a white skirt over indigo trousers, pairing it with a lavender blue bodice.

				No lady would ever be seen in a costume resembling a Liberé flag.

				Today, Annika wore crimson and yellow. Perhaps the colors had marked her in some way—and she supposed that she did resemble a Lusitanian flag. But what of it? They weren’t at war with Castile.

				There were no women to save her now. She scanned the faces of the people nearby, hoping to recognize someone whom she could call upon. Though several travelers had turned to watch the encounter, she didn’t see any of Phatéon’s crew members.

				And what stranger would dare help? Not here, not in Castile.

				Panic fluttered wildly in her chest. She faced the guard again. “Do you speak English?” As he had, she spoke slowly, trying to make herself understood. “Please tell me, what is the matter?”

				With another sharp word and gesture, he shook his head. His hand shot out, seizing her wrist. He turned toward the guardhouse.

				“No, please! Wait!” She dragged her heels, trying to slow him without openly resisting. Her heart pounded. Only with great effort did she stop herself from smashing her umbrella over his head and sprinting to the docks and Phatéon. Desperate, she tried again. “Norse? Mælt kann norse?”

				“He demands to see your letters of entry.”

				A male voice came from behind her. She barely had a moment to feel her relief when the newcomer spoke again, but not in English—and not directed at her.

				The guard looked around and stiffened, as if in alarm. He let Annika go, his hand dropping to the short club at his belt. “¡Retírese, señor!”

				Whoever he was, the stranger apparently posed more of a threat than Annika did. She opened the purse tucked within her skirts, stealing a glance back. Beneath a wide-brimmed hat, the man wore a faint smile—not exactly an expression of amusement, she thought, but as if he’d heard an old, worn-out joke. A gleaming monocle concealed his left eye. Focused on the guard, he lifted his hands as if to show the officer that he was unarmed.

				Oh, but he was armed. Annika’s fingers froze around her folded papers, and she took another, longer look.

				His right hand resembled every other person’s—large, perhaps, with broad palm and long fingers, but proportional to his height. His left hand and wrist were of the same size, yet they were human only in shape; the skeletal limb had been constructed of steel. The fluid movement as he spread his mechanical fingers was indistinguishable from the same movement in his right hand, and spoke to the intricacy of the design—the contraption wasn’t stiff, but responsive . . . and probably incredibly strong.

				No, he didn’t carry any weapons. But from the guard’s perspective, the man’s hand was a weapon—and the man himself a danger to Castile.

				Prosthetic limbs were common enough in the New World; if not used by soldiers injured at war, then laborers who’d suffered accidents in the factories and fields. Those replacement limbs were often stiff and clunky, however—a hook for a hand, a wooden leg strapped into a boot—and only if replacements were used at all.

				But there was nothing clunky about this man’s elegant hand, which meant that it hadn’t just been contoured around his arm or strapped on, but grafted on so that the steel contraption had become a working part of his body. Only the Horde’s nanoagents could graft a mechanical apparatus to human flesh, making it as maneuverable as a natural arm. This man had to be infected with those tiny machines—the same machines that the Horde had used to forcibly graft tools onto their laborers. Most of those tools hadn’t been designed to function or appear as human as this man’s did, but Annika knew that it wasn’t the hand itself that alarmed the guard. It was the nanoagent infection.

				Although an infected person was stronger and could heal faster, the nanoagents had also allowed the Horde to control the populations in the occupied territories of England and North Africa, using radio signals from tall broadcasting towers. A few of the towers had been destroyed, freeing the people in England and Morocco—but many in the New World thought the revolutions were only a temporary setback in the Horde’s inevitable advance across the ocean. Others in the New World feared that the nanoagents would reanimate their corpses after death and transform them into hungry, savage monsters, like the zombies who roamed much of Europe and Africa, leaving it uninhabitable. Others were revolted by the idea of tiny machines crawling around inside their bodies like bugs.

				Annika knew too many of the infected to share the same fears, but the port officer obviously did not—or he knew many infected people, and still feared that the nanoagents might spread.

				Brandishing his club, the officer gestured toward the nearest inn. Annika didn’t need to understand his sharp commands to know that he was ordering the stranger to turn back, away from the gates.

				The stranger didn’t retreat. He looked to Annika, and the turn of his head offered a better impression of the features between his hat brim and gray wool scarf. He possessed a clean-shaven jaw, perhaps in the native style—or simply because a beard would never grow in evenly. Pale scars raked the left side of his face, with several wide, ragged stripes running diagonally from forehead to cheek. Oh! And that was not a monocle at all, but some sort of optical contraption that had been embedded into his temple, which shielded his left eye with a dark, reflective lens.

				Utterly marvelous. What could he see through that?

				“A noble was poisoned last week.” He spoke clearly, the tones deep. She couldn’t place his accent but had no trouble understanding him. “Rumor is that the assassin was a Liberé woman who carried Lusitanian papers.”

				So she had been marked—not just by the colors of her dress, but also by the darkness of her skin. Truly, if Annika were the assassin, she wouldn’t have announced it so boldly. With a sigh, she unfolded her documents and presented them to the guard.

				“Norway,” she said, and because the officer seemed reluctant to look away from the stranger long enough to verify her origin, Annika helpfully pointed to the proper line. “Born in Bergen.”

				His gaze darted to the papers. Apparently not the least bit concerned about an assassin now, he waved her on. For a moment, she stared at him in disbelief. He could have so easily disrupted—no, destroyed—her life, as if she were nothing. Now he set her free in the same dispassionate manner. It did not engender grateful thoughts, yet she still managed a “Gracias, señor.”

				It did not come out as genuinely as she intended, but he didn’t seem to note the bitter anger lacing her reply—and Annika was not a fool to wait around long enough for him to recognize it. She turned and set a brisk pace, her heart still hammering. The stranger waited, as if making certain that she wouldn’t be further disturbed, before falling into step beside her, his hands clasped behind his back.

				Since coming to the New World, she’d often been told that her manners were coarse, but Annika thought that the application of genuine gratitude could never be found lacking.

				“Thank you, sir. I can’t express how much I appreciate your interference.”

				He nodded. She thought that would be the end of it, that now he would return to the two men waiting in front of a nearby inn, and who were obviously his companions. Dressed in the same style of wool overcoat that buckled asymmetrically across the chest, long trousers, and sturdy boots, the men watched them pass. The young one sporting a pointed red beard and curling mustache seemed to make a remark; the elder shook his head and laughed, his breath puffing in the cold air. Beside them, porters loaded crates onto a lorry.

				They all must have been standing there when the port officer had shouted for her to stop, she realized. Her rescuer had heard her desperation and come to her aid.

				She glanced up at the stranger again. He walked to the left of her, his eye contraption only visible as a glint of metal beyond the bridge of his aquiline nose. His hair was as black as hers, though without a hint of curl. The straight ends touched his shoulders, the forward strands drawn away from his face and contained by four steel beads tucked behind his ears.

				Did he intend to accompany her all the way to Phatéon? Surely that wasn’t necessary. “I’m out of danger now, if you wish to return to your people.”

				“My people?” His brow rose, and he glanced toward the men. “Ah. They’ll manage without me.”

				And she wouldn’t? She ought not to say that, however, not after he’d rendered such an incredible service to her.

				She ought not say it, and so of course she did. “But I can’t manage without you?”

				His sudden grin was nothing like his earlier smile, which had seemed a weary response to an old jest. This appeared to burst through him as if he knew laughter was the only reply he could give.

				Annika had to smile in return, and then laugh when he asked, “I trust you were not hired to kill a Castilian noble?”

				“Perhaps I was,” she said. “If I were a clever assassin, I’d carry fraudulent papers that claim I was born in Norway, not Lusitania.”

				“Are they fraudulent, then?”

				Yes. Not for the purpose of assassination, however, but for the purpose of mobility. This exchange had become unexpectedly fun, however, and so she played along. “Oh, of course.”

				“And what is your true origin?”

				A hidden village on Iceland’s western shore. But even as a joke, she could not risk exposing her people, and chose the farthest location away from them. “A smuggler’s haven in Australia.”

				That seemed to disappoint him. His grin had already faded to a pleasant, amused expression, but now she detected a hint of frustration in the tightness of his mouth and the intensity of his gaze. He was truly looking for an answer, Annika realized. This was not simply polite conversation to pass the time; he wanted to know where she was from.

				Or was that just her imagination? She had guarded the truth of her origin for four years. Perhaps the constant vigilance made her suspect everyone of trying to discern it.

				When he didn’t respond to that lie, she covered her unease with a dramatic sigh. “In truth,” she said, “Australia would be far more exciting, but alas, Norway it was—and is where I am bound again.”

				“You fly out immediately?”

				Perhaps Annika imagined the sudden tension in his voice, but she couldn’t mistake the way his gaze moved over her face, as if searching for the answer—or hoping for a specific reply. “The airship departs later tonight,” she confirmed.

				The stranger’s lips tightened before resolve seemed to firm his expression. He nodded. “En route to Bergen?”

				Eventually. Phatéon was scheduled to fly to the Norwegian port within a month, but it would not be a direct flight.

				“Yes,” she said, her unease deepening. Why did he ask so specifically? Perhaps he was only making small talk, but she wasn’t comfortable with the direction he’d taken. Best to change the subject.

				And if this truly was conversation, it was time that she held up her part and made intrusive inquiries of her own. “Will you also be departing soon? Or do you make a habit of waiting near port gates and running to a stranger’s aid?”

				“No. Typically, I run after erupting volcanoes.”

				“To study them?” Annika guessed. She couldn’t think of any other reason to do such a thing—and only if it paid well. “That is your profession?”

				When he nodded, she studied him more closely. What sort of person made a living from such a thing? She had witnessed eruptions in Iceland before, and would have said that only a reckless fool would go chasing after one. This man didn’t appear foolish, however, and his manner seemed too contained to be reckless. Something else must be driving him to pursue such a dangerous occupation, something that he didn’t readily show.

				Asking him to reveal that reason, however, would require Annika to venture beyond the boundaries of intrusive and into unforgivably rude. Even she couldn’t cross that line. She settled for, “I didn’t realize volcanoes were so fast that one had to run after them.”

				His amusement returned. “In truth, I more often run away from them.”

				She arched her brows and glanced at his mechanical hand, still clasped behind his back. “Not always fast enough?”

				“No, that was another sort of explosion.” His gaze narrowed. “You’ve spent time in England.”

				“In England? Well—Yes?” Confusion tripped her up. What an odd response. She had spent a little time in that country when Phatéon’s route took her there. But why would such a statement follow hers . . . Oh.

				Fierce heat bloomed in her cheeks. Prosthetics and mechanical apparatuses were so common in England as to be unremarkable. But in the New World, such topics were handled with delicacy, if not outright avoided. Her insensitive comment must have distressed him, though he hid it well. Perhaps that was an indication of his fine manners; he didn’t point out her lack of them, though he had every reason to.

				She had long come to terms with her failings, but Annika hated knowing that she might have hurt someone with them. “I am so sorry. How horrid of me to make light of injuries that must have been painful.”

				He shrugged. “And long ago.”

				Was he dismissing the topic or her apology? He didn’t seem distressed, but rather uninterested in discussing himself—and examining her features as if interested in her. Well, if he wanted to know what sort of woman she was, he was soon to learn that she had difficulty letting anything go without proper resolution.

				“Whenever it happened, I am sorry for my words now,” she said. “I’m often told that I don’t possess any proper sensibilities, but that doesn’t excuse—”

				“Who tells you this?”

				“Everyone,” she said ruefully, and the stranger laughed before subjecting her to a considering look.

				“If you wish to make amends,” he said, “eat supper with me now.”

				That was not an offer she expected to come from someone with manners. Not offended, but incredibly surprised, she shook her head. “Pardon? I believe I misheard.”

				“Share a meal with me at the inn,” he said unmistakably, before softening his expression with a smile. “I wouldn’t take advantage of a woman’s obligation to me, but I have no choice. If you leave this evening, I’ll have no other opportunity to enjoy your company, and I want to know you better.”

				The intensity of his gaze deepened as he spoke, as if the entirety of his being had focused on gaining her consent. Annika stared up at him, uncertain how to respond. She’d have liked to spend more time with him, too. She wanted to know why he chased volcanoes, and what had possessed him to come to her aid—and there was nothing that forbade her from sharing a meal with someone. But her instincts were ringing, and she couldn’t ignore the alarm they raised. She had been propositioned before. She’d been flirted with before. This was . . . different. Though she couldn’t have articulated why she felt the need to be wary, Annika was certain that this man wanted something from her—but not company, not courting, not even to share a bed.

				“I’m sorry,” she said, feeling very stiff. “The captain has asked that we all return to the airship early, so that we’re aboard before the storm hits.”

				He nodded, but she saw the clench of his jaw, the frustration that suddenly shadowed his expression. Annika continued her brisk pace. The stranger remained at her side, but as they crossed from the cobblestones onto the wooden docks, the rumble of lorry engines and the shouts of the stevedores made further conversation impossible. Annika walked in silence, her thoughts in tumult. Perhaps she’d been mistaken? Perhaps she was only wary because his offer had been so unexpected. Perhaps she’d just insulted him again.

				If so, nothing could be done now. With relief, she reached Phatéon’s mooring station. The cargo lift had been raised against the side of the airship, but the ladder hung down to the docking boards.

				Annika stopped and folded her umbrella before turning to the stranger, who had tilted his head back to look up at the airship. She had to tilt her head back to look at him. Oh, he was quite tall—and so close. Rarely did Annika feel small, but standing next to him, she did. “Thank you again.”

				His gaze lowered. Though his smile had not returned, she thought he seemed pleased. Satisfied, perhaps. “You travel aboard Phatéon? I’ve heard that she’s a fine ship.”

				“Yes.” She caught the rope ladder, steadied it. “Very fine.”

				He nodded. “I will leave you, then. I wish you a safe journey, miss.”

				“I wish the same for you.”

				Politely, he touched his hat—and stood, waiting . . . for her to climb safely aboard, she realized, and felt silly of a sudden. All this way, he had only been helpful. It had been kind of him to stay with her until he’d made certain that she’d arrived at her destination unharmed. It had been kind of him to offer a meal.

				Still, Annika sensed his gaze on her as she climbed the ladder—and could not shake the feeling that the stranger hadn’t gotten what he wanted, and that he wasn’t done with her. That she would see him again, that he would be waiting for her in Bergen . . . or somewhere else.

				But perhaps that was only her imagination.
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