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  For the first time in three weeks, the gossip columns remained silent on the subject of “Miss Cara Devon, frequent visitor to a nefarious Mayfair address.”


  Her stroll through the smoking room of Red’s, sans skirts, sparked a furore across Europe and divided opinion. Gentlemen’s clubs scrambled to either erect specific “no women” signs, or took them down; secretly hoping another fine form would be game enough to do a Cara Devon.


  Tossing the paper into the trash, Cara dug her toes into the expensive Persian carpet under her desk, using the lush pile to work her digits back and forth. A stretch ran over the sole of her foot and into her arch and she gave a sigh of relief. The one drawback to her nocturnal activities with Nate, he made her toes curl so hard that by morning she had to work the cramp out of her feet.


  More than three months had passed since she came to London to finalise her father’s estate. She planned to stay a few days, a week at the most, and then resume her nomadic lifestyle. Then she tangled with Viscount Nathaniel Lyons and everything changed.


  She took a deep drink from her fresh brewed coffee as the aethergram on the desk rattled into life. The machine spat out a steady stream of thin ticker tape, and it coiled into the wicker basket beneath. She cast a glance at the message, the cargo manifesto for the incoming airship, returning to England after a long voyage in the Orient. She was coming to grips with her new role within the Lyons Airship company, where nothing was ever as simple as it appeared on the surface. The containers described as “Aunt Jemima’s ikebana supplies” were code for Japanese contraband, usually pornographic prints, sometimes beautiful katanas, and last week, an exquisite Geisha.


  Cara was horrified, until she learned the girl was there of her own free will. She bought her freedom from a secluded life by selling herself to the highest English bidder for one year. Unhappy with the arrangement, Cara interrogated the hapless gentleman until she was satisfied he would treat the gentle courtesan with respect for the duration of the engagement. He appeared genuinely delighted with his acquisition and Cara extracted a promise from the woman to stay in touch, so she could keep an eye on the situation. She would play no part in the trafficking of women and made her opinion clear.


  Opening a drawer, she took out a clean sheet of paper and grabbed the end of the ticker tape to write up the incoming manifesto needed to satisfy the Customs officials. The paperwork a mere courtesy; Nate’s influence so pervasive they very rarely examined the containers, and only opened the ones he pointed out.


  The door cracked open and Miguel, the youngest of Nate’s employees, poked his head around. “Any plans for this morning?” he asked. With his auburn hair and hazel eyes, he looked like her younger brother, if she had any siblings.


  “Yes.” She looked up from her paperwork. “I need to take this manifesto down to the hangar. Could you saddle a horse, please? A real one,” she added, in case he decided to be mischievous and throw a saddle on a mechanical equine instead. Miguel was her constant shadow. She gave him the slip six weeks earlier and ended up strapped to a deranged serial killer’s table. The youth blamed himself, despite Cara pointing out she was the one responsible for her predicament.


  His quiet spoken manner and unwavering loyalty to Nate piqued Cara’s curiosity, and they settled on an arrangement. She promised to allow him to accompany her for a month and he would tell her how he ended up in Nate’s debt and employ. With only a few days to go until he had to confess all, her curiosity started a countdown in her head.


  Voices came and went in the entrance, the front door banging shut on some unknown visitor, as she finished her work. She grabbed her boots and laced the soft, brown leather over her shins. Scooping up the battered leather satchel, she shoved the paperwork inside and buckled up the flap. She slung the strap over her head and nestled it across her chest, pausing to pass her fingertips over the sensitive patch of skin next to her breast. Six weeks ago, Weaver Clayton tried to cut her heart out. Within mere days, the wound had healed to a faint pink scar, thanks to the link she shared with Nate through the ancient artifact, Nefertiti’s Heart. Not that either of them understood the bond forged between them that day in the cellar, except she could draw on his strength to heal faster. He could also track her whereabouts using the echo of her heart beat through his body, which made running away pointless.


  Her boot heels clicked on the grey marble of the floor and she glanced at the ornate clock hanging opposite the main door. Its face was two feet wide, delicate filigree hands and dials showed the date, time, temperature and phases of the moon. A beautiful enamelled pair of peacocks sat on either side, tail feathers of rich blues and greens draping over the side. The masterpiece told her it was 10:30 a.m., a week away from the autumn equinox, and a mild 15 degrees Celsius outside.


  The bodyguard manning the door pulled open the heavy panelled barrier to the outside world and in his other hand, held out a grey wool coat. She gave him a nod of thanks as she grabbed the garment and bounced down the wide stairs. Miguel waited in the paved driveway of the Mayfair mansion, a pair of matched bay geldings standing patiently beside him.


  Cara shrugged on the jacket, over the top of her satchel, and pulled the collar up on the coat, when the deep frown in Miguel’s face arrested her attention.


  “What’s wrong?”


  He shoved a piece of paper into her hand. “These were just delivered to most of the men in the house.”


  Cara took the note and read over the few lines contained; it was a conscription notice. The named individual, ordered to report to a newly established training ground on the outskirts of London. If he failed to appear within five days, he faced either prison or the firing squad.


  “Oh hell.” If the notices were rolling out across London it meant only one thing―Victoria was raising an army from the youth of England. A shiver ran down Cara’s spine as she wondered what fuelled the sudden recruitment drive. She reached out to squeeze Miguel’s arm. “She’ll not have you. I’ll talk to Nate and see if he has somewhere we can move you with the other young men, until we see what is happening.”


  The open smile returned to his young face, such was his belief in his master’s ability to sort the matter.


  Cara placed one foot in the stirrup, swung into the saddle, and flicked the tails of her coat over the flank of the horse. Miguel passed up the reins before jumping on his horse. They headed toward the road at a slow walk on a loose rein. The sounds of voices and traffic wafted past the protective oak trees and down the drive, becoming louder as they rounded the corner and headed out the wrought iron gate into Wood Mews.


  A woman in an understated lilac walking gown, with a matching tasselled parasol over her shoulder, raised a hand at the sight of Cara, waving her closer. She gave a sigh and nudged the gelding near the pavement and greeted Nate’s neighbour, Sara Collins. “Lady Collins.”


  “Miss Devon. I am still waiting for you to retrieve my item.” She stood close to the horse’s neck so they wouldn’t be overheard. The gelding sniffed at the parasol and snorted when a tassel tickled his nose.


  Cara had become the go-to person for noble women with seedy problems they didn’t want exposed to all of society. Only now did she remember her promise to Sara Collins, who had lost her engagement ring as a forfeit to a character called the Trickster. “Forgive me, no, the matter completely slipped my mind. I didn’t want to be reminded of Weaver Clayton trying to carve my heart out, so shoved that day to the back of my thoughts.” She tapped a finger to her breast.


  The other woman raised a dark eyebrow while her face remained impassive, an action reminisce of something Nate would do. “You appear fully recovered, and the matter is becoming most urgent. Questions are being asked of me and I can no longer avoid them.”


  Curiosity gnawed its way to the forefront of Cara’s attention. “You know the person who holds the item and you’ve been to his domain before, why haven’t you retrieved it for yourself?”


  A chill wave flowed off the noble woman; Cara had overstepped a mark. “I was foolish once, I’ll not make the same mistake twice. I may be seen or recognised if I venture there again. You will be handsomely rewarded. Please have the task accomplished by the end of the week.”


  Cara stiffened in the saddle. Being an impoverished noble, she needed to find an income. She hated being reliant on Nate, even if she earned her keep untangling his paperwork. “Very well, I’ll have it done in the next few days.”


  Lady Collins nodded, spun on her heel and with parasol over her shoulder, continued down the street.


  Cara let out a breath of held air. She raised a hand and tugged her forelock in a subservient manner.


  Miguel let out a snort of laughter at the gesture.


  “Why am I helping her?” she asked.


  He laughed, his eyes shining with mischief. “Because you are itching to go to Su-Terré and she gives you the perfect reason.”


  Cara shot him a smile. She was longing to visit the club and hoped the illicit playground lived up to its reputation as an escape for the wealthy and lost. “Ah, yes. That was it.”


  They trotted along Oxford Street and High Holborn, slowing as they approached the congested roads closer to the docks. As they rode toward the airship dockyards by the Thames, the slight echo through her body diminished, indicating she drew closer to Nate. The Lyons hangar was the largest structure, dominating thousands of square feet next to the Thames. Grey painted walls soared high above her head, the interior large enough to accommodate two airships in need of repairs.


  Cara jumped from the saddle, and gave the gelding a quick scratch behind the ear before Miguel walked him away to the small stables at the rear of the main building. She turned her attention to the slip running from warehouse entrance, down to the murky river.


  Nate and three of his men stared at the rail that hauled the carts from the airships up into the cargo hangar. A panel halfway down the slip stood open. Another man, only visible from the waist up, stood next to the workings. With his sleeves rolled up and grease on his hands, Nate looked like no other noble she had encountered.


  He glanced up and said something to the workers before walking in her direction. He used a rag to wipe oil and grease from his hands as he approached.


  Cara shook her head in amazement. “I’ve never seen a noble get his hands dirty before.”


  “You know I don’t shy from dirty work.” As a peer, Nathaniel was a lord above ground, but he also ruled the underworld with an extensive network of illegal activities. He earned a fortune through piracy and privateering that saved his near bankrupt titles and estates. He tucked the rag into the back pocket of his breeches, looking like a workman rather than a viscount.


  “Not quite what I meant,” Cara whispered as he hooked a clean finger under the satchel strap running over her chest, and used it to draw her close. His mouth claimed hers in a languid kiss. His tongue licked the seam of her lips before sliding deeper to taste her. He sent fire racing through her limbs before he released her.


  “The mechanism is getting worn. We’ve been increasingly busy. The men will need to use the exoskeletons for a day or two while it’s replaced.”


  “You were gone early this morning,” she murmured, waiting for her pounding heartbeat to return to normal.


  “We had an early shipment.” He wrapped an arm around her waist as they walked back toward the hangar, his warmth against her doing more to ward off the chill autumn air than the wool overcoat she wore.


  She frowned. “No manifesto came through last night.”


  “Customs doesn’t need to know about this one.”


  She sighed. His comment meant the entire shipment was illegal; probably one of his pirate airships, sneaking in with whatever it looted during its time aloft.


  Startled whinnies came from the horses down the lane as a dragon sized shadow swooped over them, accompanied by a low thrum. Cara stopped and raised a hand to shield her eyes, watching the blue and red painted airship glide overhead. Four spherical pods dangled underneath, looking like forgotten Christmas decorations. Each pod contained a soldier on lookout. She watched them spin their weapons toward the Lyons hangar as the airship did a lazy flyover. “There are more military airships around lately.”


  Nate’s gaze flicked upward, tracking the military vessel. “There’s more of them circling. Victoria has her sights set on more jewels for her imperial crown.” Her Majesty’s Aeronautical Service expanded the Empire ever outward at an alarming pace, and their queen now styled herself as Empress.


  “The lads at the house were served conscription notices this morning.”


  Nate nodded. “They came here last week. I’ve been shifting the younger lads to airship duties to keep them out of Victoria’s reach.”


  Something else ate at Cara, not just the increased military presence, but the particular scrutiny over all Lyons holdings. “You would think she was expecting you to raise an objection, given the way they watch you. Or have you been up to something I really don’t want to know about?” Cara searched Nate’s face for any hint, but he remained inscrutable.


  He raised a dark eyebrow. “Do you really want me to answer that?”


  “No. Just keep Miguel and the other men safe.” There were some secrets Cara wasn’t ready to scratch open, like the enormous metal door padlocked shut, far under the ground in a hidden room. Instead she opened the satchel and extracted the paperwork. “I’ve done the Customs documents for this afternoon’s ship. She’s less than an hour away.”


  They entered the dim interior and paused, waiting for their eyes to adjust to the lower light. Cara loved the smell of the cargo hangar. The exotic aromas reminiscent of her travels around the world made her wish for an adventure far away from the London smog. The numerous crates, boxes, and different shaped containers intrigued her and her hands itched to pull everything open to see what lay inside. They taunted her like mysterious gifts waiting under a Christmas tree.


  They walked to the back of the hangar, where the office was located. Thin wooden shutters allowed the occupant to control the amount of light that could escape and also what the workers outside could see happening within.


  Cara tossed the manifesto on to the desk and perched on the edge as Nate sunk into the black leather chair. “If you don’t have any further work for me here, I’m going to visit to Helene.”


  He ran a quick eye over the manifesto. “You two have become strange friends.”


  Cara shrugged. Helene, Countess de Sal was dying; having lost her mind, social standing, and her nose, to syphilis. Once the paramour of Nate’s uncle, she supplied Cara with the rare books necessary for her research into old and mystic artifacts. “I feel normal around her, by comparison. Besides, she doesn’t have much longer. I think it’s important someone cares about what happens to her.”


  Nate tossed the paperwork to the desk. “This is the only ship arriving today, so there’s nothing else that needs immediate attention.”


  “One other thing, do you have any plans for this evening?” she asked.


  His eyes raked over her form perched on his desk. His desire burned in his gaze and along their common bond. “You mean apart from stripping you naked and licking honey from every inch of your body?”


  “Apart from that,” she murmured, her mind already drifting to the scene conjured by his words.


  “Then, no. Unless you have something in mind you want to try?”


  She had to blink to stop her brain from thinking of all the ways Nate drove her to oblivion with his strong hands and practiced tongue. “I need to go to Su-Terré. I told Sara Collins I would try and get her engagement ring back from the Trickster.”


  “Sara Collins?” A dark eyebrow shot up, exhibiting a life of its own. “She’s a cold one. How did you get ensnared in her web?”


  “I appear to have become the solution for noble women with indelicate problems.” Cara straddled two worlds, though noble born, her association with Nate gave her access to the underworld. “I’m surprised you haven’t snagged Sara. She’s controlled, like you. Her family is well connected and wealthy. You’d make the perfect couple.”


  He ran his hands up Cara’s buckskin clad thighs, his palms blazing against her body as his steel gaze held hers. “She’s not my type. I wouldn’t put anything near her I didn’t want frozen off. I prefer something much warmer, and spirited, in my bed.”
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  Perfect for tonight then, Cara thought.


  The green taffeta waterfall pleats brushed her ankles behind, but the swag front barely came to mid-thigh, exposing her lace stocking tops and garter clips. A single green gem, in the centre of each black clip, drew the eye to the exposed creamy skin between stocking and skirt. Below, she wore black high heeled boots, reaching to mid-calf, and above, a green and silver halter top corset. Long drops of emerald and diamonds hung from her ears and swayed against her neck.


  Nate’s hungry eyes roved over her body as he leaned on the doorjamb, his fingers tucking the end of the cravat into his deep green waistcoat. “Are you sure you want to go out? I have a hankering to stay in.”


  “Work first, play later.” Cara made a show of straightening the top of her stocking, giving him a teaser of things to come.


  “Business is always a pleasure with you, cara mia.” He moved closer to run his palms over her exposed shoulders and dropped a kiss on the nape of her neck. “The carriage is waiting for us downstairs.”
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  The mechanical horses trotted on felt padded feet as they pulled the carriage. They halted by the river in an unremarkable looking spot in a lower class neighbourhood on the south bank. Cara glanced around; she had never been to Su-Terré, its name only ever caught in whispers, so had no idea what to expect. Part of her thought to see a red light over a doorway, luring them inside. The terrace houses across the road were red brick sentinels, their curtains tightly drawn either against the chill air, or in a fabric gesture of see no evil. The inhabitants within remained blissfully unaware of the nocturnal happenings on their street.


  The carriage glided away, leaving her to chew her bottom lip, wondering what game Nate played. He maintained a cold persona, but each day she learned there were depths of heat and humour hidden beneath the surface.


  He slid his arm around her waist. “You’re looking in the wrong direction.”


  He turned her around and led her to the water’s edge, his arms wrapped around her to share his body warmth as they stared over the reflective surface. The river flowed under a nearby bridge and swirled beyond the reach of the meagre street lights. A black void gapped to the left of the bridge and a dancing firefly drew Cara’s attention. As she focused on the spinning wisp, it grew in size. Her eyes widened as she realised she stared down a tunnel, and the light headed toward them.


  Behind her, Nate’s chest rumbled with laughter, but no sound broke his lips.


  “You’re enjoying this far too much,” she muttered, practically holding her breath in anticipation as the dancing speck approached.


  A small, unoccupied boat nudged up against the brickwork and came to a halt. A long pole extended from the front of the little craft, a single light dangled from the end, suspended out over the water.


  “You’re carriage to Su-Terré awaits.” Nate’s lips brushed the base of her neck, sending a shiver over her body.


  Cara’s eyes flicked from the dingy to the inky depths of the tunnel. “This is how we get there?”


  The corner of Nate’s mouth twitched in amusement. “Yes.”


  “It looks a like lot a sewer tunnel.”


  “The hint is in the name, Su-Terré, below ground. It makes it harder for the Enforcers to raid. We can return to the house if you’re not brave enough.”


  She bristled at the subtle taunt and reviewed her options. Pitch darkness drew in any light and gave nothing in return. She could hear the lap of water slapping against the stone lining, but no hint of what lay beyond. The boat waited, reminiscent of the Greek Ferryman myth. It was up to her to either accept or decline the offer.


  “What guides the boat?” She tried to peer into the water, but given the blanketing darkness, she had no hope of figuring out what made it move or told the vessel where to go.


  Nate watched her careful examination with amusement. “There’s a track under the water, the boat is attached, and a mechanism controls the movement along the guiderail.”


  “There better not be any rats.” Her decision made, she gave her hand to Nate. She placed one foot on the base of the boat and stepped down, taking the rear padded seat. She hadn’t come this far to back out, not when one of London’s best kept secrets awaited her discovery.


  Nate gave her a rare smile. “Rats should be the least of your worries.”


  Once they were both seated, the little boat rocked forward, following an invisible current as it entered the tunnel. The ceiling pressed so low they had to remain seated or risk scraping their heads on the top bricks enclosing them. They travelled underneath the streets of London; only the trickle of damp and scuttle of unseen tiny feet broke the silence.


  Time and distance lost all meaning; one stretch of tunnel illuminated by the pale yellow light looked the exact same as the next bit. Even the lap of water sounded repetitive, the same noise cycling over and over. Claustrophobia reared its head in Cara’s gut and started to claw its way up. She had images of being trapped in the never ending tunnel. At least she had Nate to protect her from the vicious water rats. She hoped they weren’t stranded so long he resorted to eating her. Or maybe just a wee nibble … .


  Her fingers tightened on Nate’s hand.


  “Breath, cara mia. The tunnel is sound and it’s not much further.”


  The sight of a small dock broke the monotony of their journey. The boat gave a gentle nudge against a tiny jetty just big enough for two people to walk abreast. Along the waiting path, tall metal poles were topped with yellow lights in cast iron cages. They illuminated the short walk to the large double doors. Nate leapt out of their small conveyance, and extended a hand to Cara.


  She stepped ashore, relieved to leave the tunnel, but with no idea of where in London they were. Or more exactly, where under London they were.


  They approached the imposing doors, the thick wood blackened by age. Not a single sliver of light, nor whisper of sound, escaped from behind them. Enormous iron hinges hugged the surface of the door, and two inch spikes were scattered all over in a random pattern to stop anyone trying to put their shoulder to the wood and force an entry.


  “Are you ready?” he asked.


  At a nod from her, he pushed the doors open and underground London washed over Cara. They stepped over the threshold and the heavy wood swung shut behind. Nate tightened his hold around her waist as people flowed around them and threatened to pull her away with the current of their bodies.


  Her first impression was heat. It prickled on her skin, and even the breath she inhaled burned in her throat. Noise assaulted her next. Visceral music pulsed down through her bones to her booted toes. Laughter, chatter, and feminine shrieks of delight rode over the top of the strange music. Acrid sweat, jasmine perfume, malty alcohol, and sweet smoke combined and swirled in her nostrils. Every pore of her body soaked up the experience. Every sense tingled, stretched, and challenged by this strange new world.


  Her eyes were round with wonder like a child on Christmas morning. She turned in Nate’s arms, unwilling to miss a single moment as her mind flitted from one sight to another. They drifted through the crowd, stopping at each spectacle.


  Over one large table, a long red sheet tumbled from the ceiling. A nubile woman wearing only red French knickers and matching sparkling pasties hung, suspended. With one leg wrapped around the gathered fabric, she swayed back and forth above the patrons and their grasping hands. Her long blonde ponytail brushed over their heads in an exotic caress as she teased the men below. They sought to stroke her flesh and tuck bank notes into her panties as she performed acrobatics with the piece of heavy silk, spinning and tossing her body toward the spectators, only to climb out of their reach at the last moment.


  In a darkened corner, another semi-naked woman reclined on an ornate gilded throne. Gargoyles sat on the uprights, impartial eyes watching over their queen. Black chain wrapped her body, circling one leg, around her torso, and down the opposite hand. She held the end of the metal in her fingers, clasping and unclasping around cool links. Her pale limbs were splayed in stark contrast to the black velvet seat. The people gathered around her were supplicants, eager to touch and taste her flesh. Her head was thrown back in ecstasy as the many mouths and tongues lapped and licked at her skin. A man knelt before her, his hands caressing her legs as he suckled from the juncture of her thigh. He threw back his head, eyes closed, and Cara shuddered to see the trickle of blood run down his chin.


  “Blood drinkers,” Nate whispered in her ear. “Tastes like copper and if you over indulge, you end up doubled over, vomiting up someone else’s blood.”


  “You sound like you’ve tried it?” She flicked her gaze at him, trying to imagine his dark head bowed to lap at a woman’s life force. The mental image sent a tingle down her spine.


  He shrugged, watching the display with a detached eye. “I was eighteen and looking for something.”


  “Did you find it?”


  “Yes.” He curled his hand around the nape of her neck, pulling her closer to him. “Up a tree in Hyde Park.”


  She smiled at the shared memory. Eleven year old Cara had been up that particular tree, hurling acorns at an infuriated governess, who quit on the spot and left three Enforcers to extract the girl. It was the moment Nate realised how different she was to other noble girls. The moment he decided the hell-kitten was the one for him.


  Taking in the mass of bodies, a question zinged into the back of the head. “How did all these people get here on that little boat? And what happens if there is a fire, or we all need to get out fast?”


  A laugh rumbled through Nate’s chest as he kept her close. “There are doors that lead up through the tunnels to the streets above. We took the scenic route.”


  Cara snorted a laugh. “Only you would call a trip through the sewers scenic.”


  She tried to penetrate the dark where beyond the reach of the light, shadows moved in the deep recesses of the club. From the darkness, groans and moans of ecstasy and pain washed over the patrons, heightening the atmosphere. Nate guided her in the direction of the bar, the beacon of light amongst the dark. The wood was so highly polished, the waxed surface reflected all around it. The barman wore tight black pants, a black waistcoat, and nothing else. His oiled torso shone silver in the light as though he had been sprinkled with fairy dust.


  He gave Cara a lascivious grin as he leaned close so she could name her drink. One hand pulled a bottle from the top shelf behind the bar while the other unhooked a small glass from the rows hanging in front of a mirrored wall. Then he poured a rich green liquid into the petite crystal tumbler. Reaching under the counter, he produced an ornate silver spoon and balanced it over the top of the rim. The spoon portrayed a filigree angel, her wings outstretched to hold the sugar cube placed on her back. Taking up a chilled carafe, the bartender dripped iced water onto the sugar cube. The cold liquid gradually melted the sugar and it dripped through the fairy into the absinthe below her body.


  Cara watched, fascinated, as a drop plunged into the alcohol and the deep green started to bloom. As the sugar dissolved under the ice water onslaught, the drink turned a milky white with a slight mint tinge.


  “Saluté.” The bar tender pushed the drink toward her.


  Cara inhaled tendrils of aniseed before laying aside the fairy spoon and tossing back the drink. She slammed the glass down on the counter and gestured for him to set it up again.


  “Are you sure?” A smile played on his face as he dared her.


  “Go hard or go home.” She grinned as he topped up her glass and placed a fresh cube on the spoon. Cara tossed back drink number two and waited for the mischievous green fairy to spread her wings and take her flying. Warmth radiated through her body, but her mind remained clear. I wonder if I’ll start hallucinating? 


  The bartender went to pour a third, but Nate put his hand over the top of the glass. “I don’t think so.” He leaned in close so his breath tickled the back of her neck. “Absinthe creeps up on you, and I want you sober when I get you home tonight. You can’t wrap those delicious, stocking clad legs around my hips if you’re passed out drunk.”


  His hand moved down to stroke the inside of her thigh, just above the patterned stocking top. A flicker of electricity shot along her skin straight to her core. His words and touch heated her blood more efficiently than the absinthe.


  “I’d better find this blasted ring and put a smile on Sara Collins’ face then.”


  “The Trickster will be at the gaming tables in the back.” With one possessive hand on her waist, they made their way through the undulating mass of lost souls making up Su-Terré. Cara stepped over a young buck prone on the floor, waving his arms and legs, and declaring himself a floor angel.


  “Too much absinthe,” Nate muttered, shooting Cara a pointed look.


  In an adjourning room, there were three gaming tables of different hued felt; one a pastoral green, another heady red, and the third inky black. People crowded around the players, watching as fortunes, favours, and bodies were won and lost.


  Cara was drawn to the black table and the unusual gamer seated at the head. Tall and lean, he wore a waistcoat of brilliant copper and bronze metallic embroidery. He wore no shirt underneath, just the tight-fitting vest that emphasised his exposed strong arms and broad shoulders. Veins ran over his biceps and down his forearms, but his face intrigued Cara. He wore a copper mask, obscuring most of his features. The eye sockets were rimmed by tiny cogs and gears spinning down over the cheeks, making his face alive with mechanical movement. Keen black eyes surveyed his domain from behind his metal façade. On his pinkie finger an enormous diamond spun fire with captured light.


  “Sara Collin’s engagement ring, I presume?” Cara asked dryly, drawing his attention. “I’ll be needing that back.”


  He wiggled the digit in her direction. “What are you offering for it?”


  “The young lady has come to her senses and is willing to meet your original terms. You can have her for an entire evening.”


  He stroked his metallic cheek, setting the cogs spinning in a different direction. “No. She reneged. That option is no longer available to her.”


  I know you. His voice brushed over Cara and haunted her with tones of familiarity. “Lady Collins will double her offer to two nights.”


  Interest flared behind his mask. “I’ll take her nights, and you. I want both of you together. Fire and ice.”


  Nate’s fingers tightened around Cara’s waist. “Poker,” he spoke up. “The ring or Cara, winner takes his pick.”


  “Now hang on a minute.” She had no intention of trading herself for someone else’s piece of jewellery. Apart from the fact she only trusted one man to touch her; if she was willing to swap her body for bright trinkets, she would have adopted the life of a courtesan.


  “Worried I’ll lose?” he whispered against her flushed skin.


  “Yes, actually.” She turned into his chest, her fingers clutching at the edge of his jacket, using his solid presence as an anchor. She didn’t like the way events were playing out. They moved beyond her control and that made her nervous. The nightmare she endured as a child threatened to resurface.


  “I don’t play to lose.” With a finger under her chin, he tilted her eyes to meet his.


  A stab of longing and love shot down their shared bond and Cara knew he would do all in his power to keep her.


  “You better not.” She stood on tip toe to brush her mouth over his and opened her mouth to draw in his bottom lip, nipping lightly before she released it.


  He let her go to take his spot opposite the Trickster, an expanse of black felt between them like the river Styx as two demons diced with souls. Nate’s opponent pulled the heavy ring from his pinkie and tossed it to the centre of the black table. The stone gleamed against the felt like a sparkling quail egg.


  “Sit here, my peach, where I can see you.” The Trickster patted a spot on the table in front of him. “We don’t want you distracting Nate down there.”


  Nate. The word bounced around her brain. Only his closest friends called him that, otherwise it was Nathaniel or Lord Lyons. She imagined the clockwork mask falling away, and kicked herself for not seeing the obvious reference. The Trickster was Lachlan Hawke. Or Loki as he preferred to be known, the god of mischief. He was one of Nate’s oldest friends and his pirate captain.


  If anyone’s going to be distracted it’s going to be you, Loki.


  She perched herself on the table and crossed her legs, letting her stocking clad calf brush his thigh, as she swung her limb back and forth. The cards were dealt and his eyes drifted from his hand to her leg. He made no secret of his interest in her. Cara hoped tonight wouldn’t be his night to collect.


  Nate called for two cards and the dealer slid them along the felt to his outstretched fingers. Cara dared not watch. His face would reveal nothing anyway as he was an expert at hiding any tells.


  Loki bid for three and tossed his discards onto the pile by the dealer’s arm. He studied his new hand. He dropped his arm to play with the edge of his pocket before lifting his fingers back to stroke the cards he held.


  Cara spent three years in America, split between California and Texas, where she learned to shoot from some of the best gunslingers her grandmother’s connections could find. She also spent a large amount of time hanging out in saloons, and knew the look of a man with extra cards to play. Cards he hadn’t been dealt. Loki intended to cheat unless she did something about it.


  A tiny spike of fear stabbed through the back of her brain at what she was about to do.


  It’s Loki, she reassured herself. He would never hurt me.


  She took a calming breath, not wanting her anxiety at touching another man to spill to Nate and reveal her plan. Uncrossing her legs, Cara slid her foot over Loki’s lap and settled, straddling his thighs. She leaned forward and whispered in his ear. “That table’s not very comfortable. I think my arse is going to sleep.” She squirmed in his lap and watched his eyes widen in renewed interest.


  “Much better, although, perhaps, just as hard?” She gave him her best wicked grin.


  He dropped his hand to her waist, and then lower, to stroke his fingers over the top of her stocking. His tongue snaked out to moisten his lips. “Perhaps I should have let you distract Nate instead. You might put me off my game, lass.”


  “I think you’d play a very good game in any circumstances,” she whispered. Leaning forward, she pressed against his chest. While his gaze was buried in her cleavage and the rounded arc of her breasts, she brushed her hands down his side. Her finger tips slid into his vest pocket and extracted the cards on their way past. She tucked them behind her thigh, into the top of her stocking while she ran her other hand back up his chest in a playful manner, completing her sleight of hand.


  “Oh, I could show you all sorts of games.” He placed a hand on her hip and pulled her tighter against him, leaving her in no doubt of his solid arousal. “Just let me conclude this game before we start another.”


  She feigned a pout and moved off his lap. Leaning on the table, she pressed on the cards hidden by the folds of her bustle. Nate’s eyes burned into her back and heat scorched through their bond. She dared not turn to explain her actions, not until they played the last round.


  “One card,” Loki called to the dealer, a smirk on his full lips. He dropped one card and slid it across the table top. He picked up the new card and regarded his options thoughtfully, one hand falling to his side and into his pocket. His fingers made a jerking action and he shot his eyes to Cara. His gaze narrowed and his digits worked within the fabric of his vest.


  “Time to show your hands, gentlemen,” the dealer called.


  Loki’s fingers fumbled for a moment longer with the lining of his pocket before he swore.


  Cara blew him a kiss. “You’ll have to play the hand you were dealt,” she said under her breath, so only the two of them could hear.


  He shook his head, and then laughed. “Well played, little one.” He fanned out the cards, two aces, two eights and a seven.


  Cara turned to see Nate lay out his hand of two queens and three tens. His full house beating Loki’s two of a kind. Reaching out a hand to the centre of the table, she picked up the enormous diamond, rainbow sparks flying, as the overhead light caught and danced over the cut surface.


  “Nice doing business with you, Loki. Enjoy your evenings with the Ice Queen, and watch you don’t lose something important to frost bite.”
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  [image: Y]ou’re breaking my heart.” He clutched his chest and gave her a puppy dog look. “Sure you won’t join us? The Ice Queen and the Fire Princess, you’d be quite a combination. It would be like rushing from the sauna to roll in the snow before seeking lush heat again.”


  She patted his metal cheek affectionately. She did have a soft spot for the incorrigible rogue. “Nice try. But no, I’ve played this game to its end.”


  Nate gave a curt nod to his opponent before placing a hand in the small of Cara’s back. He ushered her through the mass of bodies seeking escape and out a smaller side door. His face was a cold mask and his few words to her perfunctory and clipped. Another little boat conveyed them back through the darkened tunnels and up to the streets of London.


  She chewed her lip all the way back to the mansion, wondering what ate at him.


  He can’t be this upset about winning a hand of cards, but surely it’s not about me sitting on Loki’s lap?


  Twice on the ride home Cara tried to tell Nate about Loki’s tactics to win the game, but one icy glare from him froze the words on her lips. Anger bounced around the carriage and wrapped itself around Nate.


  He waited to hand her down from the carriage before striding up the front steps alone. Inside, he took the stairs two at a time. His mood was a palpable black cloud that enveloped him and had to move fast to hold its position around him.


  Cara trailed behind and ascended the stairs at a snail’s pace, trying to figure what had gone so catastrophically wrong during the evening. Her mind couldn’t comprehend the possibility of him being jealous for there was nothing to be jealous about. By the time she made it to the bedroom, Nate had already discarded his shoes and jacket, and was pulling at his cravat with clawed fingers.


  She watched his short, sharp movements. “You’re going to have to throw me a clue,” she said, removing the emerald drops from her ears and placing them on the bedside table.


  His eyes flashed to her and a black eyebrow rose. “About what?” He tossed the cravat over the back of a chair, and pulled the diamond cufflinks securing the ends of his sleeves.


  “What exactly I did that resulted in you acting like I cancelled Christmas.” She unlaced her boots and drew them from her feet.


  He exhaled a rough breath and spoke through gritted teeth. “I thought I was at fault. You must be terribly disappointed to be coming home with me.”


  Her fingers worked at the tiny buttons holding her skirt closed and the taffeta pooled around her feet when she let it drop. She looked up with narrowed eyes. “Excuse me?”


  Nate drew his shirt over his head, balled up the fabric, and tossed it with the other discarded clothing. “You were rubbing yourself against Loki like a cat in heat. You must have been disappointed when I won the hand.”


  Words rose in Cara’s throat and she swallowed them back down as she struggled to think while her gaze fixated on his muscular torso. His suggestion was so ludicrous, her brain ignored it. Instead her mind took a detour, thinking about running her tongue down the indent separating his abdominal muscles, knowing it would make him shudder and lose his train of thought. She shook her head and took another breath before responding. Her hands stopped pulling at her corset laces, letting the ribbon dangle, barely holding the garment to her body.


  “Do you think so little of me?” she asked in a quiet voice.


  His square jaw was tight as he regarded her, his blue eyes darkening with his rage to stormy seas. “What other explanation do you have for riding him like a carousel horse in front of me?”


  Cara sucked in a tight breath at his accusation. She didn’t have to ask what he thought she used as the pole. She reached behind her leg and pulled the cards from their hiding place in the top of her stocking. She threw them at his feet. They landed face side up, the Ace of Hearts, Ace of Spades, and the laughing Joker.


  “Tell me, if Loki played those cards that were hidden in his pocket, how would the game have changed?” It was a rhetoric question. Loki would have held five aces, an unbeatable hand.


  His gaze flashed from the fallen cards to Cara and back again, his jaw grinding back and forth. “He intended to cheat.” Realisation dawned. “You distracted him to steal the cards.” He held himself coiled, unable to relax yet. An unanswered question burned a path of doubt through his confidence exterior. “You don’t desire him?”


  She gave a huff of laughter and raised a finger to tap her chest. “Despite you being an arrogant, dangerous, pig-headed man, I love you. Our hearts are bound. I can’t conceal anything from you. You only have to look inside for the answer.”


  He closed his eyes and Cara felt his touch along the bond, an internal caress as he sought the truth. Slivers brushed around her as she opened herself and gave him the most intimate glimpse of her mind and heart. His eyes flung open and he crossed the gap between them in three easy strides. He pulled Cara into his arms and claimed her mouth with a desperate hunger. His lips were strong and possessive, his tongue sliding into her as though he tried to touch her soul over her teeth. She moaned against him. His hunger rippled through her body as his desire fuelled her already intense need for him.


  He pushed her back against the wall and used his hips to hold her in place. With one of his large thighs between her legs, he pinned her. His fingers finished the job she had started, and pulled the ribbon free of her corset. Tugging the garment off her shoulders, he dropped it to the floor leaving her with only stockings and knickers.


  She gave a soft cry at the flash of electricity as skin met skin, and need flared higher. Her nails ran over his back as she urged him closer.


  His hands slipped down to the back of her knees and he lifted her legs over his hips, fitting himself into the vee of her thighs. Cara laced her ankles behind his back and Nate rocked his hips against her, pressing her to the wall and as he took her mouth again. His tongue thrust and slid as his hips rolled against her.


  She bit his bottom lip, her need escalating with the molten longing coursing along her limbs. Through their bond pulsed his desperate need to claim her, to mark her, so no other man could take her from him. A shiver ran over her skin and the ache at her centre grew, even as Nate rubbed his shaft against her sensitised flesh.


  He gave a growl against her lips and carried her to the bed, laying her back on the coverlet. His warmth disappeared as he stood to pull his pants over his hips. She admired his naked form from behind half closed eyes. A faint line of dark hair ran from his lower stomach to his erection. She reached out a hand to grasp him. He was velvet heat under her palm as she slid her hand up and down his hard shaft. He groaned and leaned his hips into her caress. Her fingers encircled him as far as possible, stroking up and down. She marvelled at the silk wrapped iron under her touch.


  He pulled away to kneel in front of her, dipping his head to kiss her inner thigh. A moan escaped her lips as his sure tongue stroked laps from stocking to the crease of her thigh. The argument long forgotten, her mind filled only with her need for him and the swirling desire pulling her under. She fisted the sheets, her hands clenched in the cotton when he probed her through the silk of her knickers. Hot fingers unclipped the stockings from the garter belt and drew it from around her hips. His hands slid into her knickers and caressed her buttocks. Taking his time, he pushed the fabric down her body and free of her feet, leaving her exposed to his gaze and hunger.


  Her back arched off the bed, her breathing coming in short gasps as he knelt between her thighs. He lowered himself, caging her with his arms and his weight as he gazed at her, seeking confirmation in her eyes that she belonged to him. She was so close, their need so intense. She ground her pelvis against him, eager to find her release if he was going to torment her. The pulsing ache threatened to overwhelm her.


  “Not without me,” he murmured against her lips. He angled his hips and with one thrust, possessed her. Her body stretched to take him as he replaced the ache deep inside her with hot flesh. A shudder ran up his arms, as she locked her legs around his hips, holding him close.


  The wave built inside her, pushing her closer to the edge. Sparks flew behind her closed eyelids. Her world consisted only of Nate, his weight, and the movement of their bodies.


  “Only me,” he breathed hotly against her skin. He bit at the sensitive spot where her neck and shoulder joined, nipping the skin. “Promise me, it will only ever be me, no one else.”


  He closed his mouth on her pulse and he sank his teeth into her as he thrust deep. The sharp flash of pain was the spark that ignited her body.


  “Only you,” she cried before the orgasm slammed through her body and her mind splintered with pleasure. Nate’s release tore through him with a roar. She rode the aftershocks that rippled through her flesh with each spasm as he collapsed onto the bed and rolled her securely into his arms.
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  Dawn peered around the edge of the damask curtains where the two sides didn’t quite meet. A thin sliver of light trailed across the floor, reaching out to the large four poster bed. Nate’s arms encircled Cara as she lay with her head resting on his shoulder. Her hand drew lazy patterns over his forearm wrapped tight around her. Their two bodies joined, his shaft still buried deep inside her from his early morning loving. She had awoken to the delicious feel of his hard body behind her and his hands roaming over her skin as he stroked waves of languid pleasure inside her. A sigh of contentment escaped her throat. She had never felt so protected, desired, and safe.


  His lips grazed her ear lobe. “I love you,” he murmured. “Be my wife.”


  Cara lay immobile, basking in the moment of hearing the words from his lips for the first time. Then a snort of laughter welled up in her chest and burst free.


  Nate froze for a moment before he rolled her in his arms. He pushed her under him, pressed her back into the mattress, and trapped with his weight on top. He seized her hands and trapped them either side of her head. Deep blue eyes held her gaze. “Did you just laugh at my declaration of love and marriage proposal? Do you have any idea who you are dealing with?”


  “No. Yes.” She laughed. “Be my wife,” she mimicked his husky tone. “Not exactly the world’s most romantic proposal.” She arched her body, hoping to distract him when her breasts brushed against his chest.


  He sucked in a breath. “Don’t distract me, wench.” He took both her hands in one of his larger ones and raised himself onto his elbow.


  She stuck out her lower lip in a pout as she lost his heat and weight. Her body demanded skin contact, and she didn’t like him holding himself apart from her.


  “It wasn’t a proposal. I can’t ask you to marry me.” He drew himself up onto his knees, straddling her narrow waist as she sought to distract him by rubbing lower. “I want you to be my wife.”


  A frown crossed her forehead. His words started to sink in, her body paused in its constant quest to be pressed against his broad chest, or any other part of him she could reach. “Explain the difference to me. Have you got a viscountess tucked away somewhere?”


  “It’s complicated.” He released her hands, drawing his knuckles down the side of her face in a tender gesture. “You’re already married.”


  Cara tried to laugh it off and a retort welled up on her throat, but something in Nate’s intense gaze strangled the words before she could utter them. “Oh lordy,” she whispered as a heavy lump settled in her gut. “What do you know?”


  He rolled off her, lay on his back, and let out a long sigh.


  Cara leaned over him, her hands pressed over his chest. “You have to tell me, Nate. What is it?”


  He ran a hand up over the nape of her neck and massaged her scalp. She leaned into his touch, waiting for him to gather his thoughts. “Three years ago I was on an airship from London to New York. It was a commercial line, not one of mine. I was toying with moving from cargo to passengers and wanted to gauge how successful the runs were.” He dropped his hand to capture hers, resting his palm over the top of her knuckles.


  “On the same ship was a woman I had encountered seven years previously. I last saw her as a child, up a tree in Hyde Park, raining acorns down on her governess. Now she was all grown up. She was tall and lithe, but with curves that made me want to strip her bare and explore every inch of silken skin with my fingers, lips, and tongue. Her beautiful face was highlighted by short auburn hair that danced like contained firelight. She had hazel eyes that remind me of the sultry hidden depths of earth and trees.


  “A male passenger decided a beautiful, young woman travelling on her own must be easy game. She taught him otherwise. He accosted her out on the observation deck, thinking to steal a kiss and lift her skirts to press his hands lower. She drew two knives and would have tossed him over the railing if another passenger hadn’t intervened.”


  “You really have a habit of spying on me at inconvenient moments.”


  He stroked the hair from her face and gazed at her with such open longing, the words dried up in Cara’s throat.


  “I realised the kitten I saw that day in London had grown into a spirited and passionate woman. And I wanted her, whatever the price. I didn’t want anyone else to touch her.”


  Her breath hitched. Viscount Lyons was a man who got what he wanted. He rained kisses on her face, covering her eyelids, her cheeks, and finally her lips. He kissed her lightly, brushing his mouth over hers before releasing her.


  “Oh Nate, what have you done?” The lump in her gut transformed into full on dread.


  “Get dressed. We’ll finish the story downstairs. I have to show you something.”


  Wordlessly, she rose and padded through the bathroom to the other bedroom. She drew on buckskin pants, a short chemise, and a corset before heading barefoot downstairs. The house was silent; no sign of the other men yet, but now Nate was awake, they would materialise as though they stepped from the woodwork.


  Nate drew back the study curtains, but the shaft of morning sunlight couldn’t dislodge the cold fear in Cara’s stomach.
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  [image: C]ara stood in the middle of the study, her toes digging into the carpet. She wrapped her arms around her torso, waiting for Nate to resume his tale. Foreboding crept under her skin, and she rubbed her flesh, trying to banish the sensation.


  Nate ran a hand over his head. His attempt to push back hair too short to be in his face was the only betrayal of his nerves. “I need to show you. I suspect you are going to demand proof from me of this story.” He stood before a painting of a young woman with lush red lips, a vivid blue headscarf, and a tear drop pearl earring. He lifted the priceless painting from the wall and revealed the iron door of the safe behind. He laid the artwork on the ground, propped up against the panelled wall before returning his attention to the safe.


  His long fingers spun the numbers on the dial back and forth in rapid successful. A loud click came as the tumblers all aligned and released the mechanism. He swung the heavy safe door open, revealing a compartment with neat piles of bank notes, velvet bags with draw string tops, and folders of documents. He brushed the contents aside and reached toward the back of the safe. His fingers pressed the cold metal in the exact right spot and the back of the safe slid upward to disappear into a hidden cavity.


  “A safe within a safe?” Cara stepped closer, her curiosity rising to the surface for a moment. “Ingenious.”


  Nate extracted a slim, beige cardboard folder and pushed on the ceiling of the first safe. He activated a lever which dropped the second door, sealing the hidden safe. He carried the folder to his desk and opened the cover. He extracted two documents and laid them out for Cara to read. A small black velvet pouch was taped to the inside of the heavy cardboard. He pulled the bag free and undid the ribbon holding it shut, and then upended the contents over one of the documents. Out tumbled two rings, one smaller than the other, and they nestled side by side on the documents as though unwilling to be separated.


  The two bands drew Cara’s attention first. They were identical except in size. Made of three types of gold: white, yellow and rose. They were intricate filigree Celtic love knots, each ring an endless circle of love and commitment.


  The lump in her gut shifted as she slid the first document from under the rings. The entire page was covered in tightly written legalise. She flicked to the bottom and the two large, expressive, signatures: Viscount Lyons and Lord Devon.


  Her gaze flew to Nate, and for once he didn’t match her stare. He turned to stand at the window, his back to her as he gave her time to read and absorb the contract in her hand. Through their bond pulsed worry, tinged with fear.


  She started to read with a heavy heart. The document was a sales contract―of her. She flicked her gaze to Nate’s ramrod back before continuing to analyse the fine print. He had cleared her father’s gambling debts and advanced him a large sum of money. The money applied, firstly, to pay off outstanding debts against the Soho house. The remainder gave Lord Devon a small amount of capital to supplement his annuity from her mother’s estate. The house was transferred to Cara’s name. With the sale price fixed and paid in return Nate got Cara.


  She picked up the second document; a marriage certificate signed by her father, Nate, and a solicitor. Only the space for signature of the bride remained blank.


  “I’m going to be sick.” She dropped the paper back to the desk as though the fibres had poisoned her. “It was you. When father wrote that he was marrying me off by proxy, he meant to you.” The world shifted on its axis and the room spun in lazy circles. Cara pressed a hand to her forehead, grateful her stomach was empty of breakfast.


  He turned from the window. “Yes. Hence why I cannot ask you to marry me, the contracts have already been drawn, signed, and executed.”


  Executed. Fitting choice of word. Betrayal burned through Cara. He had kept this from her. When she first met him three months ago, he already knew her, and held the upper hand. He had claimed her as his wife three years earlier. “I’m such a fool. I’ve been bought and paid for like some trinket you saw at the market and wanted.”


  Smouldering eyes regarded her. “It wasn’t like that. I protected you, and left you free. Your father was desperate for someone to take you off his hands in return for ready cash.”


  She shook her head, backing away from him. “Weeks ago in the conservatory, I told you about my father’s letter, but you never said a word. When were you going to tell me?” She sank onto the chaise in front of the fire, her head spinning faster than a child’s yoyo.


  Sold. As if my father didn’t do enough, now I discover he sold me.


  He moved to kneel in front of her, his hands on her knees. “I wanted you to be ready. As much as I have always wanted you, I need you to feel the same. I thought we reached that point. You love me as deeply as I love you. Last night you promised you would always be mine.”


  His words ripped through her flesh, too similar to the words cried by the insane Weaver Clayton, who thought her Nefertiti to his Akhenaten. Weaver killed her father and four young women before turning his fatal attraction to Cara. Her heart broke under the dual attack from the pain of Nate’s deceit and the press along the bond of his escalating fear he would lose her.


  The walls of his study pushed in on her, squeezing the air from her body. She pressed the heels of both palms to her temple, wanting to shut out the knowledge, to stop the words from seeping any further into her brain. Married. I’m married to him.


  “The documents are all drawn and witnessed, but I have never pushed my suit. I would never force you, you know that.”


  “I love you,” she cried as pieces of her heart scattered over the expensive rug. “But you stole my choice from me.”


  “No.” He shook his head, his eyes pleading with her to understand. He tried to take her hands in his, but she jerked away. She was slipping from his grasp and there was nothing he could do to stop her from going. “The decision has always been yours, Cara. Without your signature these remain just pieces of worthless paper.”


  I love you as much as I love my freedom, she screamed on the inside. We had no need for a piece of paper. We are bound together, two hearts with one life.


  Returning to the desk, she grabbed up the damning papers and folded them over and over on themselves until she had a small square like a handkerchief. She snatched the two rings and pushed them into the centre of the envelope she had created. Then, Cara stuffed the entire small parcel down the front of her corset.


  She cast around, seeking an escape route. “I need to think. I can’t do this―”


  Shouts, running feet, and a thunderous pounding came from beyond the study. Nate rose in a fluid movement and strode to the door. Flinging it open revealed a battle in full swing in the entranceway. His men had materialised and roared at the front door as wooden splinters rained down under the assault of a number of axes from the other side.


  One massive piece of oak split down the middle under the heavy attack, and the two pieces fell to one side, dangling from the hinges like broken limbs. Red clad British soldiers charged the breach to meet the enraged counter attack of Nate’s formidable bodyguards.


  “What the heck is going on?” Cara peered from behind Nate as chaos erupted, distracting her from plans of fleeing.


  He held up one hand and shook his head at her. “Stay here.” He leapt out and joined his men in the fray. “Don’t kill them,” Nate ordered. “It might be taken the wrong way.”


  The men grabbed the rifles from the advancing soldiers and used them as leverage to push them back through the broken door.


  “Like hell I’m staying here!” Cara stepped around the fighters, looking for a way to be useful. She might plan to leave Nate, but she wouldn’t leave him in the lurch. Glass shattered in the front parlour as more soldiers climbed through the windows and raced to the entranceway, attacking Nate and his men from two different sides.


  At least a dozen soldiers now battled on the marble floor, met by just five men and Nate. Beyond the ruined front door, more soldiers stood in the driveway, rifles aimed at the road, ready to push back any assistance coming from the main entrance. The giant shadow of an airship loomed over the house and drive, showing how they had approached. She wondered at the fate of the rooftop lookouts who should have raised the alert, and made a mental note to check once they swept out the uninvited guests.


  By the main stairwell, Cara spotted Miguel fighting a soldier, barring the attacker’s way to the rooms above. The slender youth had a harder time of things, although he fought with speed and skill, using the roadhouse kicks Cara taught him. She made her way to them, picking her route through the melee. Skirting Jackson about to toss a soldier out the front door like a madman throwing a ball at skittles, she came to stand behind Miguel’s opponent. She tapped him on the shoulder and waited for him to turn around. Surprise registered on his face at seeing a woman. His expression changed to completely blank as Miguel bashed him in the back of his neck with a fallen rifle. The soldier crumpled to the ground, unconscious.


  Miguel gave her a wave of thanks and rounded on the next soldier. Cara’s attention was caught by a flash of colour outside. Dodging around a bodyguard fencing with a fire poker, she watched as a soldier in full dress regalia ascended the steps. Gold braid more appropriate for a curtain tie back dripped from the red Melton shoulders of his jacket. More gold braid adorned the front in vertical frogging. Several enormous crimson dyed ostrich feathers, blowing in the morning breeze, adorned his black hat.


  The commander pushed his way into the overflowing room and glanced around at the fighting. He drew his pistol and fired several shots into the overhead chandelier, raining iron brackets with crystal leaves onto those below. The fighting paused, heads turned in his direction, and he used the moment’s silence to announce himself.


  “I am Captain Hankin of Her Majesty’s Royal Aeronautical Service.” His eyes found Nate and he glared at his opponent. “Nathaniel Trent, Viscount Lyons, you are under arrest for high treason. I am commanded to take you to the Tower to await her majesty’s pleasure. We have the house surrounded. You cannot win.” A sneer tugged one side of his manicured and waxed moustache.


  More soldiers poured into the house. The airy double height room began to feel cramped with so many bodies taking up space. Two soldiers grabbed Nate by the arms. Jackson roared in protest and launched himself at his boss, but Nate shook his head, his expression telling the man to stand down.


  Cara’s eyes widened, her own problem shelved for the moment. “Treason?” She rounded on the captain. “What charges? What evidence do you have against him?”


  The captain’s gaze raked her body. Under his scrutiny, Cara was aware of her bed tousled hair and bare feet. She felt like a street urchin who had reached up to pick his pocket and been caught in the act.


  “This is no concern of yours.” The disdain was clear in his voice.


  I really don’t like you.


  Images from the last few weeks bounced around in Cara’s mind; locked doors, hidden rooms, and the military airships sweeping over the house and hangars. Nate hedged whenever Cara asked about the patrols. Victoria moved her chess pieces, gathering young men from London and the surrounding countryside, her patrols circling Lyons property as though Nate guarded some piece she coveted.


  His face remained blank of emotion, everything hidden away from view as he watched events play out. Through their bond, Cara felt no hint surprise, only resignation.


  What have you been up to? she mouthed to him.


  He shook his head. Not now, he mouthed back, and gave her a sardonic raise of one eyebrow.


  “Well, I didn’t expect a blurted confession,” she whispered under her breath.


  “Search the house,” the captain commanded. Soldiers fanned out through the mansion, running up the stairs and disappearing into the lower levels.


  Nate’s bodyguards dangled their impromptu weapons, waiting to raise them again at the word from their lord. Confusion held them in place at Nate’s strange compliance with the soldiers.


  “Whatever you think you are looking for, you will not find it here.” Nate pointed out.


  Furniture crashed, the contents of drawers rattled, and carpets tore. She balled her fists and tried to remain in one spot. Through the parlour doors floated goose feathers from slain cushions and then a clang sounded from the study as they tipped over the elderly grandfather clock.


  Two soldiers approached the enormous timepiece hanging in the entrance hall.


  “Oh no, you don’t.” She would not stand by and watch senseless vandalism. Whatever they sought, the soldiers were idiots if they thought Nate would hide anything of importance at the house. She placed herself in front of the priceless clock and raised her hands. “Just back off!”


  The men paused and one reached out a hand to push her out of the way. She acted on instinct against the threat and flung out a leg, giving the man a round house kick to the torso that sent him staggering back. The soldiers exchanged uncertain looks before turning to their captain.


  The captain strode forward, threw out his hand, and struck Cara across the face. She rocked back on her heels, but held her ground, ignoring the droplet of blood forming on her split lip.


  Nate snarled and strained against the men holding him. “Leave her alone! Touch her again and you’re dead, Hankin.”


  “I don’t want to touch your doxie ever again. Tell her to get out of the way,” he barked over his shoulder at Nate.


  Nate ground his teeth and his gaze rested on her face. “Cara, move. It’s only a clock.”


  “No, it’s a work of art by Faberge and this Neanderthal is not going to lay a finger on it.” She met the captain’s gaze and stiffened her back. “Take your little band of miscreants, and go satisfy your urge to destroy at the quarry if you are so desperate for something to smash.”


  His lips pulled back in a snarl and his hand raised to strike her again when Jackson stepped in front of Cara.


  “I really wouldn’t be doing that if I was you. Lyons has already told you, whatever you’re after, it’s not here. We’re quite fond of this chit, and things have only stayed civil because the boss seems to want it that way. You touch her again and things will turn very, very nasty.”


  Even Cara shivered at the menace in Jackson’s tone. Nate’s men were outnumbered, but they were never outmatched. They confined their fighting to disarming the soldiers and dropping them back out the doors and windows. They could easily change that tactic and challenge the captain’s assertion they would not win.


  Hankin narrowed his eyes and appeared to have sparked his sole brain cell into action as he reached a similar conclusion. “To the airship,” he barked. “We have what we came for. Take him away.” He turned his back and picked his way through the remnants of the front door and slain chandelier.


  Two men dragged Nate between them and out into the driveway. Cara and the men rushed to the steps, unsure of what to do next. She couldn’t understand why he just let them haul him away when they could fight and win. The captain looked him over as he waited for the platform to descend from the hovering airship.


  “Not so mighty now are you, Lyons?” he taunted. He stepped closer to Nate and punched him hard in the stomach. No sound broke Nate’s lips at the impact, but on the steps, Cara uttered a cry as the blow reverberated through her body. She clutched her stomach and rested a hand against the wall to keep from doubling over.


  “Cara,” Nate’s voice was low, and held a questioning note as though the mighty lord was unsure if she would respond. “If you ever give a thought to what will befall this heart, contact Hamish McToon. He will counsel you.”


  She watched as Nate was dragged away and bundled into the passenger pod suspended from the airship. Even as the platform ascended and disappeared into the belly of the beast, she remained rooted to the spot. Now she understood why he had let them take him. Her body ached from the blow the captain delivered, and the depth of the hole they were in dawned on her.


  “Oh crap.” She chewed her bottom lip. Her inclination had been to leave him to rot in the Tower while she sorted through her feelings about his underhanded tactics and deception. But if Victoria executed him, he wouldn’t be the only one to die. It was one thing to imagine them stretching his neck or shooting him, quite another to experience death alongside him, to share his pain for however long it would take for both of their hearts to be exhausted.
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  [image: C]ara sat slumped on the top step, her arms wrapped around her knees. The airship disappeared from view, and beyond in the street, life continued as normal. At some stage Miguel pushed a coffee into her hands and she sipped at the drink without ever really tasting the rich flavour. Her mind spun in a multitude of directions.


  This mess is so deep, ten night soil men couldn’t dig me out.


  Eventually, the dregs of her coffee chilled and her bare feet turned numb from prolonged exposure to the ice cold stone steps. Wallowing in self-pity won’t solve anything. She rose and ventured back into the house to survey the extent of the damage.


  Jackson awaited her inside. “What shall we do, doll?” he asked. Picking up a splinter of front door, he used the sliver of wood to pick something from between his teeth.


  Miguel leaned on the broom handle; he had swept away the remnants of the shot chandelier, so she wouldn’t tread on broken glass with her bare feet. The gathered men watched with anxious faces, looking to her for a direction and a course of action.


  Jackson’s question stopped Cara dwelling and brought her mind to the more immediate problem. She surveyed the broken house, relieved they stopped the soldiers before they destroyed the old paintings. Some things were priceless and could never be replaced, unlike the front door or glass in the windows.


  “We roll up our sleeves and tidy up this mess. Send someone to the hangar for more men. And find someone to fix that.” She pointed to the massive front doors laying in shattered pieces over the doorjamb. “Something temporary for now, but I want metal, ultimately, like in the Pit. And we need new glass in the parlour windows.”


  “And Lyons?” He flicked his impromptu toothpick back onto the pile of rubble.


  Cara gave the henchman a wry look. “He’s not going anywhere is he? Let him cool his heels while we clean this up first. I need to figure out what to do next. But send someone with warm clothes and boots for him; he wasn’t wearing much when they took him away.”


  Jackson nodded his head and started barking orders at the other men. Miguel approached Cara and laid a hand on her arm. She turned weary eyes to him.


  “He will be all right. He always lands on his feet.” He gave her a warm smile.


  “It’s not his feet that worry me, Miguel, but his neck.” She gave him a sad smile and squeezed his fingers. “I do have a task for you though. There’s a small package to be delivered to Sara Collins’ hands. I can at least clear away that loose thread.”


  She climbed the stairs, dreading what she would find on the first floor. She walked the corridor to the ornate carved doors protecting the bedroom she shared with Nate.


  The exotic sandalwood doors he stole from an Indian temple, stood open. Cara surveyed the scene within and wanted to collapse against the wall and cry. Too much had happened today. She found out her father sold her like cattle at market, and before she could vent her rage, Nate was hauled off for treason. What really worried her was she had no idea of his guilt or innocence.


  The bedroom was devastation. They had pulled the mattress from the oversized bed and slashed it open, dragging stuffing and feathers around the room. Dressers were tipped over; drawers were askew and spilled their contents over the floor. Cara’s underwear was strewn about as though they rummaged through her drawers as a sheer act of wanton destruction and no more. Items from Nate’s travels around the globe had been smashed on the floor. An African tribal mask was trampled into kindling wood, a prayer carpet torn into strips. A delicate ivory statue from Japan shattered on the fire hearth. The violence all so pointless.


  This wasn’t a search. It was an act of terror designed to tell Nate he can be reached. That he’s not untouchable. The thought preyed on her mind. The act unlike something the queen would order, but rather someone motivated by revenge.


  She reached out to pick up chemises, corsets, and stockings, her thoughts in as much turmoil as the room. She could put the room back to order, but the scars would remain. Nate had powerful enemies, and she had no idea why or what he had done. So much of his life was hidden from her and she realised how little she truly knew about him.


  By lunch time, some semblance of order was restored. They returned furniture to the correct way up. Two piles grew on the lawn; one with objects beyond repair, the other, items to be sent away and fixed. The remains of the enormous chandelier in the entranceway was lowered and deemed possible to salvage; only three of the massive arms shot off. The myriad of crystals could be replaced and the arms welded back to the main structure. One of the hangar crew hung temporary front doors, and tradesmen started arriving with new mattresses, small furnishings, and glass for broken windows. The house was tidier, but emptier.


  That left Cara to contemplate a far bigger mess, and one with no easy fix. Nate sat in the Tower, awaiting the queen’s leisure. The captain had dismissed her as Nate’s doxie and she reluctantly admitted her position was a tenuous one. She was invisible to society as his mistress, not that social position ever concerned her. She had no need for their approval and was happy to thumb her nose at convention and the ton. However, Nate was going to need assistance she wasn’t sure she could procure. A lump inside her corset reminded her things didn’t have to be that way. She had another role she could play, one which would ensure the people she needed to talk to would sit up and listen.


  “Double crap,” she cried, throwing up her hands. “I’ve been stalked, trapped, sold, and painted into a corner.”
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  The next morning, the mess didn’t look any better. Cara took the carriage to the City and Threadneedle Street, alighting at the offices of Hamish McToon, just along the road from the mighty Bank of England. Her hands played with the fabric of the dress, smoothing the taffeta down over her hips unable to sit quietly in her lap. She fidgeted with either the dress or her hat, or anything to keep herself occupied while she waited in the calm and serene sitting room. There was something about waiting for a solicitor that made her skin crawl as though she was in trouble, or about to be. Past experience had proven that, and this time was no different.


  The door opened and the quiet secretary ushered Cara into a plush office. Hamish McToon was younger than she expected, but with a bald palette it was hard to pin an exact age on him. His face appeared to be trying to compensate for the absence of hair up top; he possessed the most extraordinary black sable eyebrows she had ever seen. He was as well schooled as she expected, betraying no hint of surprise at seeing her. He merely indicated a chair for her and waited until she was seated. Only then did he take his place, tent his fingers, and waited with the patience of Job for her to begin.


  She wasn’t sure where to start, so hedged around the topic. “You know why I’m here?”


  “I believe it concerns Viscount Lyons.” The words carried the faint trace of a Scottish burr as though he had spent many years from his original home. His voice made her think of whisky and heather and increased his appeal. A sexy voice will get you every time.


  She let out a long held breath. “He’s been arrested for treason and taken to the Tower. He said to seek you out, and to listen to your advice.”


  “I am aware of his arrest, that news was conveyed to me yesterday. I already have people constructing the defence, should he ever come to trial. Although it would help if we knew the actual detail of the charges.”


  Cara blinked, she should have guessed that sort of news would spread like wild fire. The ton would no doubt be gossiping over their little breakfast sausages about Nate’s imprisonment. Miguel reported that Sara Collins was disinterested in the return of her engagement ring and more concerned about Nate’s activities, and fired numerous questions at him. “What do we do?”


  The tented fingers slipped down to the desk, and caressed the dark green leather inlay. “Firstly, you need to obtain an interview with Viscount Lyons to see what light he can shed on his current predicament. To do that, you will need to get past the Constable of the Tower. Once we have more information, or a direction of inquiry, we can strategize.”


  “All right then.” A plan, something her mind could grasp and cling to. Cara made to rise, assuming the interview were over.


  McToon coughed politely into his hand. “However…” He left the word hanging.


  Cara rolled her eyes and dropped back into the seat. Here comes the bit I don’t want to hear.


  “You are unlikely to be admitted to the Tower as Miss Cara Devon, companion of Viscount Lyons.” He arched his eyebrows and then went back to patiently regarding her. Cara wondered if this was what a praying mantis’ dinner felt like; the wide eyed, unblinking stare waiting for her to try and make a dash for freedom. She turned his words over. The encounter with the captain of the guard still fresh in her mind, as was the impact of his back handed strike. She bore a swollen and cut lip, although her ability to heal quickly would see it gone in another day.


  They won’t admit Nate’s doxie. As his lover I’m invisible to society.


  Cara tried to swallow, her dry throat impeding the action. Cornered, with no other option, she knew what she had to do. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth and wouldn’t allow the words out that she needed to articulate. “What reception would Nate’s viscountess receive?”


  The corners of his mouth pulled back in a grin. “Should the viscount have a wife, then she could not be refused access to either the constable, or her husband. The Lady Lyons would also be in a position to take the viscount’s case direct to the queen, should it prove necessary.”


  Her hand shook as she fussed with the satchel and extracted the marriage certificate. She gave the solicitor an apologetic glance when he raised his eyebrows at the scrunched up piece of paper. The two rings fell free of their cage and rested on the desk. The smaller ring nestled within the protecting embrace of the larger.


  “And so the chains grow ever tighter,” she murmured under her breath as her fingers smoothed the paper, trying to remove the creases. “What do I need to do?” she said with another rasping swallow of her dry throat. A glass of water appeared at her elbow and she took a thankful draught to restore moisture. “How do I make it official?”


  The solicitor picked up a pen and handed it to Cara. “You have only to sign.”


  She licked her lips. “That’s all? Just my signature?”


  He nodded. “Three years ago, an entry was made in the marriage register at the Courts of Justice. It contains the pertinent information, except the name of the bride. Should you sign, I will ensure the entry is made complete. The late addition will be indistinguishable from the rest of the notation, and to the world, you have been the Viscountess Lyons for the past three years.”


  The fiercely independent part of her brain huddled in a corner, keening no, no, no. Cara grasped the pen and signed her name before bravery fled or common sense returned.


  Only as he dusted the name with a sprinkle of sand to set the ink, did she realise she would never again be Cara Devon. Even if she divorced Nate, society would demand she retain his name.


  Ownership by a man stamped forever on my soul.


  The solicitor pushed the smaller ring toward her. She closed her eyes, took a large breath of air, and then savoured her last single lungful.


  If he’s pulled this stunt just to get me to wear his ring, I’ll kill him myself.


  Exhaling, she picked up the ring and slipped it onto the third finger of her left hand. “So he owes me three years’ worth of anniversary presents?”


  McToon’s face rearranged itself into a smile. “As the viscount’s wife, obviously his line of credit is now at your full disposal.”


  “And how extensive is his line of credit?”


  The smile broadened, and his eyes crinkled, showing he laughed often, an unexpected side to the dry solicitor. “More extensive than you can imagine.”


  Cara gave him a mischievous grin, warming up a fermenting idea. “Oh, don’t be too sure about that. I have a very vivid imagination.”


  “Perhaps I may be of some further assistance.” He drew a small business card from the plain silver holder on his desk, and wrote a name on the back. He held the slip out to Cara.


  She gave it a suspicious look, hesitant to touch the heavy paper. These things get me in way too much trouble.


  “It’s the name of a very exclusive, and discreet, modiste. She will be able to see you today. I’m sure she would relish the opportunity to assist you in trying to dent Lord Lyons’ line of credit.”


  Cara took the card and stuffed it into her satchel. “Thank you, but I intend to do more than attempt to dent it.”


  His eyes crinkled with laughter as he took another card and wrote on it with a bold flourish before pushing it across the desk at Cara. “Another friend of mine, a jeweller. His speciality is guilt-induced late anniversary presents of the diamond variety.” He gave Cara a conspiratorial wink.


  “Thank you,” she said, and meant it. She liked the solicitor’s sense of humour.


  “The viscount is a powerful man, Lady Lyons.” The smile faded from his face as he rose to escort her to the door. “As such, he has powerful enemies. But working together we will free him.”


  “He’s run afoul of Victoria; does it get much worse, Mr. McToon?” Cara wasn’t a religious person, but she uttered a quick prayer that the situation couldn’t get any worse. Could it?
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  The mechanical horses drew the carriage to a halt outside a middle class, red brick terrace house. Cara lifted her skirts to ascend the stairs and the front door was thrown wide open before she reached the top. Much to her surprise, the modiste expected her. She didn’t know whose network of scurrying minions was the more impressive: Nate’s or the quietly efficient Mr. McToon’s.


  Madame Levett led Cara into a chic parlour with a wall of mirrors. An oriental privacy screen, depicting wading cranes, occupied one corner. Several dress making dummies lined the room, displaying day gowns, ball gowns, and diaphanous night attire. The cream of the room was emphasised by gold detailing on double doors, currently flung open to the work room beyond. Cara lingered at the Aladdin’s cave that beckoned to be explored. Glittering fabrics in jewel tones covered every available space. Delicate, embroidered silks were tossed with hardier, earthy tweeds.


  With effort, she turned back to the seamstress, tearing her gaze from the treasure trove. “I require a new wardrobe, madam.”


  The little French woman’s eyes sparkled at her request. Madame Levett clasped her hands together in delight. “You require an entire trousseau, Lady Lyons?”


  The denial was on the tip of Cara’s tongue, but she thought better of it.


  Screw him, he got me into this mess, and it’s going to cost him for every minute I’m mired in it.


  “Yes,” she agreed. “A rather extensive one. Complete with undergarments and stockings. My husband has rather exacting taste in undergarments.” She fluttered her eyelashes down, but the other woman gave a raucous laugh.


  “Do not worry. He will not quibble about a single penny. I will see to that. It will be a joy to drape your form in the latest fashions.” She drew shapes and patterns in the air with expressive artist’s hands around her newest client.


  Cara couldn’t help the look of horror that crossed her face, and she wrinkled her nose at the thought of the enormous and stifling gowns favoured by others of her new rank.


  The seamstress placed a hand on Cara’s arm. “But you do not like the latest fashions?”


  “No offence, but I do not like to be restricted. No crinolines, please. I much prefer fluidity and movement.”


  The seamstress removed her hand to clutch her chest, and for one horrid moment Cara thought she was going to topple over with a heart attack. Then, the hugest smile spread across her face.


  “I have dreamed of a client such as you,” she whispered in a reverent tone. The hand moved to make far different gestures around her. “We shall drape your body like a Greek goddess, fabric that conceals, yet reveals, with every movement you make.”


  “You’re onto it,” Cara commented dryly. “Do you have something I could wear today? I have an important appointment and I’m afraid my current gown is neither chic nor warm enough.”


  The little seamstress clapped her hands and with her assistants, disappeared into their work room and returned with arm loads of fabric and fur. She worked like a fairy godmother and transformed Cara like Cinderella from the Grimm brothers’ tale.


  They dressed her in a deep blue velvet gown, edged in silver ermine. The jacket had trimmed cuffs, a small upright collar, and a plunging décolleté blurred by the expensive fur. The skirt was split down the middle and divided into two parts that swept back in a natural train behind her. The ermine ran around the edge of the skirt and up the split middle. A pale silver taffeta was revealed underneath as she walked. The outfit was warm and would keep out the encroaching chill of the autumn air, and the dreary dampness of the Tower. Atop her head perched a pillbox hat of shaved ermine with a draping black veil.


  Cara stared at her reflection in the wall of mirrors. The woman staring back was the epitome of chic in a style more fluid and revealing than any member of the ton would dare wear, although the demi-monde would heartily approve. It was also the single most expensive outfit she had ever owned. As she walked back to the carriage with measured steps, she saw Jackson’s jaw drop open.


  Rendered speechless, his cigarette hung limply from his bottom lip.


  “No smart comment?” she teased as she waited for him to remember to open the carriage door and drop down the steps.


  “Give me a moment, doll.” He tapped the side of his head. “Blurdy clock upstairs has stopped ticking.”
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  [image: C]ara stood on the pavement and stared at the brooding mass of the Tower of London, the city base of Her Majesty’s Royal Aeronautical Service. With stone blackened by centuries of London grime, the entire structure exuded a dark and dangerous air, even without the attached millennia of bloody history. Military airships were tethered to the larger structures of Legge’s Mount and Brass Mount. Bowlines and cables secured them to the ancient fortress, running back and forth like giant streamers. The silver mesh protecting the air bladders caught the sunlight, turning the ships into gigantic Christmas ornaments at strange odds with the lump of coal anchoring them.


  A raven peered down at Cara from its perch high on the Casemates. The bird gave a single caw and flapped ebony wings, and she couldn’t help the shudder that ran through her body. She passed under the Middle Tower and walked up the broad cobbled road to the gate. Numerous curious eyes, both human and raven, watched her progress. She halted at the barred and guarded gate of Byward Tower to confront the guards with their brilliant red uniforms and shaved fur hats.


  “I need to see the Constable of the Tower.” Her gaze flicked over the armed men guarding the perimeter.


  One of the guards separated from the others and moved forward. “And you are?” He issued his enquiry from under the soft black fringe of his hat. He slung his rifle over his shoulder, as he stood in front of her.


  Cara held her spine straight, remembering the role she must play to earn her freedom. “Lady Lyons. My husband is currently residing within at Her Majesty’s leisure.”


  He gave her a flat look and turned to speak to the guard standing behind him. The second cast a curious look her way before striding to the small room inset beside the heavy iron portcullis. Cara could see him through the little window. He picked up the end of a long, black tube with a silver end, rather like a bath tub plug. He talked into the plug, his gaze flitting to her and back to the tube. A quick nod and he replaced the speaking hose on a hook and exited the small guardhouse.


  “The constable will see you, milady. If you would follow me?”


  Another guard unlocked the door inside the portcullis, and swung it open for Cara to step within the ancient fortress. With slow steps, they made their way through the dark alleyway and then turned left, walking the outer ward in the shadow of the looming casements. Her guide led her under an arch in Beauchamp Tower and out into the sunshine and peace of the Tower green. It would be a picturesque spot if not for its bloody history. Cara averted her eyes from the scaffolding. Thanks to the Victorian age of enlightenment, traitors were no longer separated from their heads. Executioners used the more humane method of hanging enemies to Victoria’s Empire, and it prolonged the entertainment for the crowds, taking bets on whether the drop killed the unfortunate criminal or asphyxiation.


  She picked at the ermine edge of her skirt as she walked, needing a distraction to stop her eyes from fixating on the gallows, standing in the centre of the lush stretch of lawn and imagining Nate taking each stair with a heavy tread.


  With each step around the Tower, the echo within her chest retreated to an almost imperceptible hitch. For a mere moment, she allowed her attention to fix on their mutual bond. She sensed Nate’s brooding, his frustration, and a burst of relief to realise she was near. She tried not to dwell on her multitude of problems as they passed the enormous Waterloo Barracks, large enough to house a thousand soldiers. The size of the barracks containing the elite airmen was one of the reasons HMRAS established their base of operations at the Tower. The outer towers were perfect for the airships, and the queen loved to have her favourite soldiers close to hand.


  There was talk Victoria was building a royal airship to enable her to travel to new territories, and its bulk would soon adorn the London skyline, anchored above the White Tower. Cara cast her gaze upward to the flat roof of the square structure. She could see a stairway being constructed, a finger pointing toward the heavens.


  With a pounding heart, Cara stepped into the headquarters of HMRAS contained within the central tower. They walked past an Ops Room, buzzing with activity, ticking aethergrams, and voices. They continued through an outer office where two dour secretaries laboured at identical desks. Her silent escort pushed open the door to the inner domain of the constable, Sir John Fox Burgoyne.


  Sir John rose from his desk at the interruption. Standing in the middle of his lush office, he looked Cara up and down as though deciding his opinion of her. She gave a silent pray of thanks to Hamish McToon and his seamstress acquaintance. Her lavish gown cost more than most families earned in a full year. She may only be playing a role, but she couldn’t have asked for a finer costume to tread this stage.


  While an ordinary man of senior years to look at, Cara learned from McToon that the constable earned the nickname the Silver Fox because of the sharp mind concealed behind his plain and simian looking face. He appeared to make up his mind and indicated for her to be seated on a leather sofa in front of the enormous stone fireplace.


  “They tell me you are claiming to be Lady Lyons.” He took up a position next to the fireplace, leaning on the stone surround where he could look down on her.


  She swept her skirts to one side as she sat. “I don’t claim to be anything. But I am Nathaniel’s wife.”


  His shaggy brows contracted like two furry caterpillars conferring. “No you’re not. The Viscount Lyons is unwed.”


  Cara sighed. We could play this game of who the fuck are you all day. I may as well lay out my trump card.


  “Yes I am. Since the facts are little known, I thought you might need convincing.” She pulled the marriage certificate from the small velvet reticule, dangling from her wrist. She handed the document to the constable, aware his gaze drifted to the plunging neckline of her gown as the fur parted with her movement. There could be another meaning for the Silver Fox nickname.


  He took the offered piece of paper and the caterpillars conferred once again. His rheumy gaze flicked from Cara to the certificate. “But this says you were married three years ago.”


  “That’s right.” She rested her left hand on top of her right, using her thumb to twirl the intricate band around.


  “That’s impossible.” The caterpillars were having a hard time digesting the information in front of them.


  “I’m sure you can check the entry at the Courts of Justice if you don’t believe me. But I would rather get to the bottom of my husband’s incarceration on these obviously false charges.”


  He dropped his frame into the chair opposite Cara, leaned back, and gave her a condescending look. “We have excellent intelligence that Lord Lyons has been selling vital British secrets to the Russians at a critical time in political negotiations.”


  “You have faith in the veracity of your information?” she asked. All of Europe was aware of the power struggle between Britain, Russia, and China. Each empire jockeyed for the upper hand over the other two in a constantly changing ménage a trois.


  He snorted. “British Intelligence is without equal.”


  Cara leaned on the arm of the sofa, letting the ermine fall away from her bust as she looked up at the constable. “Yet you didn’t know Nate married three years ago.”


  His mouth snapped shut. His cheeks flushed red and he snorted through his nose.


  Cara bit the inside of her mouth to stop from laughing aloud. Someone’s going to get it as soon as I leave. May as well spread the trouble around.


  “Tell me, Sir John, the gallantry of the British military is renowned overseas, so is it not a shame when they fail to observe chivalry with their own countrymen?” She took the certificate back and replaced it in her little satchel.


  The caterpillars snapped together, and Cara enjoyed watching their bizarre dance moves above his eyes.


  “What do you mean?”


  She gestured to her swollen and split lip. “Captain Hankin struck me yesterday because I stood in front of a valuable artwork he wanted destroyed.”


  The eyebrows were in hot water now; red heat of outrage flushed his face. “He what?”


  “And what exactly were his soldiers looking for in our house?” She lowered her tone to a conspiratorial level. “I’m rather dubious as to what they thought to find amongst my undergarments?”


  Embarrassment warred with outrage for dominance over his face now, the caterpillar eyebrows frozen in shock at the mental image of the soldiers pawing through her lingerie.


  “I’d like to see my husband now, thank you.” She gave her sweetest smile as she rose to her feet.


  He took her hand and bowed over her fingers. “Of course, Lady Lyons. And accept my most profound apology for the unpleasantness of yesterday. I will ensure the culprits are spoken to.”


  Outside his office, her personal guard waited and she was led from headquarters. Behind her, she heard Sir John bellow. “Bring me Hankin. Now!”


  She walked around the east side of the inner buildings and under another arch to reach Cradle Tower. She lifted the heavy skirts to mount the ancient stone stairs. Worn by the passage of thousands of feet, over hundreds of years the narrow stairway opened to a small antechamber occupied by two bored looking soldiers in the now familiar uniform. These guard weren’t Tower staff, but members of HMRAS. The red of their uniform relieved by a pale blue stripe down the leg to symbolise they protected the skies. Their rifles were propped against the wall, under a narrow window looking back out over the Tower’s internal courtyards while they played cards at a tiny table shoved in one corner. A large and ancient iron door stood alone in the middle of the wall opposite the stairs. A tiny grate allowed only the smallest glimpse of the prisoner within.


  “Lady Lyons to visit her husband,” her soldier escort said to the others. “She’s got half an hour.” Without waiting for a response, he trotted back down the stairs with a clatter of boots and bang of his ornamental sword.


  One guard dropped his hand of cards and rose. “Half an hour, then.” He repeated as he approached the door. Around his waist hung a small ironmonger’s shop of numerous keys of all shapes and sizes. No two looked the same. His fingers caressed them and pulled one along the chain, making sufficient space for it to reach the ancient lock.


  The key turned soundlessly, the lock well-oiled and well maintained. He swung the door open. “Visitor, milord. The Lady Lyons to see you,” he announced as though Cara stepped into a parlour, not a bone-jarring freezing cell with moss and lichen growing from the walls. She was surprised water didn’t trickle down the stone.


  “You have thirty minutes, milady,” he told Cara as he ushered her through and closed the door behind her. The depth of the clang told her how solid and formidable the door was constructed.


  Nate sat on a thin wooden bench under a narrow window and rose with feline grace on her approach. He stood motionless, taking in her new outfit and overall appearance.


  “God, you’re beautiful,” he breathed in a husky tone, his gaze never wavering from her face.


  Blindsided, his words stunned her, freezing her assault about how his stupidity dragged her deeper into the mud with him. She swallowed her attack, a frown briefly fluttering over her face, her defences momentarily overcome. “What?”


  “I married a stunning woman.” He crossed the floor to stand in front of her and reached out a hand to draw his knuckles down her face in a whispered caress. The pad of his thumb halted at the side of her split lip. Anger and concern flashed through his eyes at the mark on her face.


  She shut her eyes, letting the ember of his touch settle over her cool skin. “If events moved my way, I wouldn’t be talking to you, but this is a right mess.” She thrust a long navy over coat into his hands and struggled with her choice of words. Unable to come up with a witticism, she stuck to the obvious. “I brought you an extra coat.”


  There was no heating in the room; the cold used to loosen tongues. Prisoners soon became eager to trade information for an extra blanket or a brazier to warm their hands. It was an archaic, but effective form of interrogation.


  He shrugged the wool garment over his shoulders. “What have you learned?” They were short on time and had much to discuss.


  “That you have been selling British secrets to the Russians.”


  He remained silent, his face impassive.


  “Oh crap,” she muttered, her heart dropping. “Don’t tell me you have?”


  He ran a hand through his hair and muttered an oath under his breath. “No,” he said after a measured pause.


  Cara scanned his face. “I’m waiting for the but.”


  He wrapped his arms around her waist and drew her stiff form against his chest. He brushed her ear with his lips and began speaking. His tone so low, Cara had to concentrate to catch his words. She realised he didn’t want them to be overhead and they were being monitored. “I’ve been a player in the Great Game for a number of years, passing intelligence for Victoria.”


  “If you’re in Victoria’s employ, why is she publicly charging you with treason?” It didn’t make sense; the queen knew he was her agent, unless she believed him to be a double agent.


  His lips brushed the skin of her neck. “You need to speak to Victoria. I have an inkling what this is about, but need to be sure before we proceed.”


  She blinked and pulled back, trying to gauge if he were serious. “Victoria? You want me to wander up to Buckingham Palace and have a wee chat with the queen about your predicament?” Another thought occurred to her as she remembered the numerous sweeps of military airships over Lyons’ held property lately. “Does it have anything to do with the new airship flight plan over the hangar and the conscripted army the queen is building?”


  The corner of his mouth twitched in amusement, but he remained silent. He blew on the ermine covering the plunging neckline, and watched the soft fur part to reveal the curve of her breasts beneath. He sucked in a breath. “Hamish deserves a bonus for the seamstress he found for you.”


  She placed her palms on his chest and pushed him back several inches, which just gave him an even better view down her jacket to the dip between her breasts. The fur trim moved of its own volition with each breath she took.


  “Focus.” She drew his attention back to her face. “How do I arrange an appointment with Victoria?”


  “Send a message to her secretary, saying you need to see her urgently. Use the phrase Death has reared himself a throne in a strange city lying alone.”


  She arched an eyebrow at him, still not sure if he was jesting or deadly serious; he wore both emotions on his face in the same manner. “Poe?”


  He nodded and continued his hushed conversation. “The queen is sharp. Don’t let her appearance fool you. Don’t admit anything, but see what you can extract. There will be a price for my release.”


  She gave a snort. “I can’t admit anything. I know nothing. You don’t trust me.”


  He ran his hands up to her shoulders, locking his gaze with hers. “Don’t ever think that. I trust you with my life, but in return, you’ll have to trust me in this.”


  Cara pulled away from him and backed up against the cold wall, her eyes wide. “Trust you? God, Nate, I love, but I don’t even know you,” she cried. “I’ve been so foolish.” She waved an arm at the small tower room. “This isn’t even a surprise to you. What else are you hiding from me?”


  Silence stretched between them and she swallowed a sob of despair. She held up her left hand and pointed to the ornate wedding band. “This does not mean anything, except I’m not ready to die yet.”


  Pain flared behind his eyes before disappearing.


  She grabbed hold of her anger and wrapped steel resolve around her, needing the armour to continue. “If I do this for you, in return, you must do three things for me.”


  Interest sparked behind his eyes. “And what exactly are your demands?”


  She drew a deep breath. “When this is over, if I don’t want to be your viscountess, you are to give me a divorce.”


  “No.” His eyes darkened. “I’m not letting you go. That is not up for negotiation.”


  “Yes, you will. You have to let me free. You can’t trade me like oxen.”


  He crossed his arms over his chest. “You are bound to me by the artifact.”


  She heaved a sigh and dropped her gaze, unable to meet his eyes. “Even a diamond can be broken, Nate, if you put it under enough pressure.” And I’m close to shattering on the inside.


  “Next.” He moved her along, unwilling to discuss the prospect of losing her. Pain radiated through the bond, coming from both of them.


  “I want full disclosure of everything.”


  The mask dropped over his face and locked in place. Only the tightness in his jaw revealed just how much she asked of him. “Are you sure?”


  “I’ll not be treated as a dumb chattel. I can make my own decisions. You either trust me implicitly, or you don’t.”


  He searched her face for a long moment. She suspected the magnitude of her request, but she had to know. He gave an almost imperceptible flick of agreement with his eyes. “And the third thing?”


  “I want the most romantic marriage proposal that a woman has ever turned down.”


  “You want me to propose, but you’re telling me upfront that you intend to refuse me?” His eyes narrowed.


  “Yes. My answer will be a big, fat no.”


  A lazy smile crossed his face. “Why would I bother to propose then? Plus we’re already married, so it would be pointless.”


  “You bought me. You never asked; you simply stole my choice.” She injected all the pain at his deceit into her words. “You owe me a proposal. Call it a lesson in futility.”


  His smile disappeared.


  A knock sounded on the solid door. “Five minutes,” the guard called from the other side.


  “All right. And I assume if it’s good enough to change your mind, I can negate your first demand?”


  She hadn’t entertained that idea, but she couldn’t see him changing her mind, the betrayal so deep and raw. “You can try.”


  “Have you quite finished now?” he asked with a lifted brow.


  “Not quite.” She reached into the small pouch and retrieved the mate to her ring, and held it out to him.


  Nate slid it onto his finger.


  She nodded, satisfied she had been heard. “Now I’ve finished, why?”


  “Because I want to kiss my wife.” He drew her back into his embrace, bent his head and then his lips slid over hers in a soft friction.


  She nipped at his bottom lip to remind him he was not yet forgiven, before his tongue enticed hers into a slow heated dance, momentarily pushing away thoughts of their disagreement.
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  [image: C]ara stared at the blank piece of paper and wondered for the umpteenth time what life in Australia would be like. As a course of action, running away held far more appeal than taking on the might of the British Empire. With a sigh, she took up the silver pen and dipped the tip in the bottle of ink. In the centre of the paper, she wrote in a flowing script:


  Lady Lyons requests an urgent audience with Her Majesty.


  Underneath she added the phrase Nate whispered in her ear.


  Death has reared himself a throne in a strange city lying alone.


  A shudder ran through her frame. With Nate in the Tower facing execution, his fate depended on their queen. There were echoes in the words that drilled through her core. Trying to shake off the chill of premonition, she folded the slip of paper and addressed it to the queen’s secretary. She held a stick of black wax to the flame of the small candle sitting on the corner of her desk. She watched the stick melt and drip on to the letter’s surface before pressing down the Lyons seal, a dragon with wings outstretched and claws extended.


  She had no idea if the missive would work, and added “spy for Victoria” to the growing list of things she didn’t know about Nate.


  I woke up yesterday single, and today I’m married to an agent in the Tower for treason.


  With a heavy sigh, she left the office and found Miguel pacing in the entranceway. He seized on the slim letter, eager to have something to do, even if it was only playing postman. Everyone in the house toiled under the weight of nothing to do, the men unused to inertia in the face of trouble.


  “Take the courier’s route into the palace. If Nate has any connection there, use it to get to the secretary.”


  He nodded, confirming Cara’s suspicion he knew how to slip in and out of the palace for his master. “I’ll be back as soon as possible,” he promised, as he dove down the passageway to the back of the house and the stables.


  “And I’ll wait,” Cara said to the empty entranceway. Time for a brandy and a bath.


  Full dark dropped fast with the onset of autumn. Cara picked at dinner before abandoning her attempts to eat. The knot in her stomach refused to go away and left no room for food. Then she spent an hour staring at the same page in her book, sleep too elusive before Miguel burst into the parlour.


  “Well?” She rose on seeing him, discarding the book, anxious to hear if he was successful.


  He gave her a broad smile. “I couldn’t gain access to her secretary. But he eventually left his office for his dinner and I managed to corner him on his way to the lavatory.”


  Cara gave a quick laugh. A fast thinker, Miguel took advantage of an opening. He reached a hand into his jacket and pulled a small letter from the pocket close to his heart. He handed over the tiny envelope bearing the imperial seal in scarlet wax.


  Her gaze flicked from Miguel to the envelope before she tore it open.


  The scant message comprised only two words: Tomorrow. 11am.


  “I’m off to see the queen,” she whispered. “I should probably leave my pistols behind.”
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  The skilled Madame Levett provided another stunning outfit for Cara, this one a deep green silk that offset her auburn hair and matched the flecks in her hazel eyes. At first glance, the jacket cut appeared modest enough for visiting the queen. Except the cut moulded her torso so exactly, it appeared to be painted over her flesh. With an asymmetrical military cut up the front, black frogging embellished the small upright collar and wide cuffs. The skirt hugged her hips before dropping to the ground in luxuriant folds to form a fan-shaped train behind. The black frogging marched around the wide hem of the skirt. A small green tricorn perched on her head to complete the look.


  Jackson lounged against the carriage, a slow grin spreading over his face on seeing her ensemble. “I’m liking these outfits. They don’t leave you anywhere handy to hide those pesky pistols.”


  Cara smiled. On her first meeting with Jackson, she shot a hole in the palm of his hand.


  “Don’t get too cocky, these skirts are so long, I could be hiding a cannon under all this fabric.” She gave him a wink as she picked up the hem and stepped into the carriage. His laughter bounced as he jumped up next to the driver.


  A combination of regular foot soldiers and a special exoskeleton unit guarded Buckingham Palace. The metal monsters were slower moving, pacing back and forth like caged grizzly bears, enormous guns more like small cannons clutched in their metal claws. Squat metal boxes, holding hundreds of rounds of ammunition, were strapped to their backs and ready to feed their weapons. The belt ran from the magazine over a shoulder clip to keep it in place and down to the gun. The smaller foot soldiers were a faster counterpoint, weaving between their slower comrades.


  Cara alighted at the main gate to have her appointment verified at the guard house. Soldiers escorted her across the expanse of open parade ground. On one side loomed a metal monster, the other a red clad soldier, both keeping pace with her all the way to the steps of the Palace. There, a house guard took up supervising her visit. He led her through the main doors, along a winding corridor, up a staircase, and down another corridor. Cara wanted to stop and gawk. She had never been to the palace before, and found the bustling interior fascinating. So many people on determined courses, her endless curiosity raised its head and wanted to follow them, to see where they went and what they were doing.


  Her guard set a cracking pace, heedless of her long skirts. She was thankful for the silken fabric that swirled around her legs, without hindering her movement. After nearly ten minutes of navigating the rabbit warren of corridors, he stopped at a set of double doors and ushered her into an outer chamber occupied by Victoria’s private secretary.


  The little man arched his eyebrows at her and shot his gaze to the large carriage clock ticking loudly on the corner of his desk. He gave an audible tsk in between the clock’s beat; she was one minute late.


  The guard gave a small bow and closed the doors behind him, leaving her to her fate.


  “Come, come,” the secretary said, ushering her toward the next set of doors. “She doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”


  Wide metal stripes banded the panels and Cara wondered what they were expected to withstand. He pushed the heavy wood inwards, revealing the queen’s inner sanctum.


  The British monarch stood at the large window, her back to Cara. A sheet of paper dangled from her limp fingers. The secretary gave an almost imperceptible polite cough and announced her.


  “The Lady Nathaniel Lyons, ma’am.”


  His gaze flicked to Cara and she got the distinct impression he was telling her she was on her own. He scuttled backward, never turning his back to the queen as he left the room and pulled the doors closed in front of him. They gave a soft thud as they met in the middle, leaving Cara alone with the ruler of the British Empire.


  Cara dropped into a deep curtsey and waited for a signal that she could rise. Silence yawned between them, but she didn’t dare raise her head to see if the queen had noticed her. She stared at her hands holding her skirts and the wide band encircling one finger. She wanted to fidget with the delicate piece of jewellery or toss it hard enough at her husband to embed it in his forehead.


  “You have been Nathaniel’s wife for three years.” A statement, not a question, letting Cara know her claim to the constable of the Tower had been verified back to the original source documents.


  She took the comment as the signal she had been waiting for and stood up. “Yes, ma’am.”


  “You were married at a time you were not in London.” Victoria turned from the window to study Cara.


  Someone has done some digging.


  “Correct, ma’am, I was in America at the time.”


  “When did you learn of the arrangement your father made to marry you to Lord Lyons?”


  Cara risked meeting the queen’s gaze. Sharp blue eyes regarded her. The monarch had the stare of a falcon, keen and seeking, the sort of intense gaze that could spot a mouse hiding in the grass while soaring on an air current high in the sky. It would be foolhardy to attempt to deceive her majesty. “I found out fairly recently, ma’am.”


  The queen gave a bark of laughter. “That sounds like Nathaniel.”


  The queen was diminutive in stature, but not in presence. The aura of power emanated from her. She had ruled from the age of eighteen and she knew the extent of her reach. She had a way of looking at you that made it quite clear she was the perfect height, and everyone else around her was over tall. Her girth grew with each passing year and with the birth of each subsequent child. Now approaching her middle years, time stole her youthful beauty and figure. But nothing could diminish the predatory eyes that saw all, or the keen intellect that aided the expansion of the British Empire beyond the reach, or dreams, of any previous monarch.


  She cast her eye over Cara’s unconventional dress. The queen favoured wide skirts and crinolines, an unfortunate combination on a short, round frame. It wasn’t the visual similarity to a plum duff that caught Cara’s attention. Now she had a chance to examine Victoria, it was the gold necklace around the monarch’s neck that stole her breath.


  Distinctly Egyptian in origin, the heavy collar sat on her shoulders like a mayoral chain, dipping down to an ornate centre piece. Two large lapis lazuli scarabs, easily the size of field mice, perched on the collar at each shoulder as though whispering secrets into the ear of the wearer. Tight hieroglyphics covered each large gold link of the necklace, which fanned out at the bottom to hold the centrepiece. There, gleaming like a madman’s stare, sat a Horus eye, carved from an enormous ruby and surrounded by swirls of obsidian.


  Fireworks went off in the back of Cara’s brain as her eyes fixed on the necklace. She recognised it. Her father devoted pages to the necklace in his secret notebooks. The ancient tome, Magycks of the Gods, detailed only three known Egyptian artifacts; Cleopatra’s arm band, Nefertiti’s Heart―responsible for the slight hiccup in her heartbeat―and lastly, Hatshepsut’s Collar. Which meant this was no ordinary piece of jewellery; it was an item of power and Nate’s problem just got exponentially worse.


  “That’s an unusual necklace, ma’am.” She broke protocol, speaking before the queen addressed her. She risked broaching the subject, desperate to know if the queen had any inkling about the piece she wore so casually about her neck while her brain dashed around trying to remember what rumours were attached to the necklace.


  A plump hand raised and short fingers stroked a scarab resting on her shoulder. “Yes, it was gifted to us by Napoleon the third. We were recently reminded of it by a loyal subject.”


  “Do you wear it often?” A klaxon rang long and hard in Cara’s mind and she had to mentally tell it to pipe down, so she could concentrate.


  The falcon’s gaze turned hard on the mouse before it. “We are not here to discuss jewellery, Lady Lyons, except for the rope necklace your husband will soon wear.”


  Threads splintered in Cara’s mind and she tried to pull them all back together. There were strands in this story she could not afford to let go. Her gut instinct told her they were interwoven, she just couldn’t see the pattern yet. She needed time to step back and see the overall effect, but time was something they were fast running out of.


  “My husband has the right to face his accuser and know the charges against him.”


  The queen cocked her head. Cara could see the astute mind at work. “Duke Nolton accuses Viscount Lyons of trafficking with Russia to the detriment of our Empire. Does that satisfy your need to know the charges?”


  “On one level.” How far could she push the monarch? “On another level, I would ask what motivates Duke Nolton to make such an accusation?” A chill ran over Cara’s body as the temperature in the room plummeted.


  The queen locked her gaze to Cara and didn’t blink or look away. “Nathaniel chose well in you.” A shadow travelled behind the queen’s eyes, then vanished. “There is a history between those two. The duke discovered that Lyons has something which belongs to us. Tell him to return the item, and we will ensure the duke recants his accusation.”


  “And if Nate does not?”


  “We normally hang traitors to the Empire, but we will resurrect the tradition of drawing and quartering just for your husband.” There was a glint in the queen’s eyes; something not quite right lurked within the depths of those once pretty cornflower blues.


  Cara guessed the fleeting image hiding within the queen’s gaze belonged to the ancient artifact, a necklace that was far more than a mere decorative piece of jewellery.


  “He has a week sitting in the Tower to make his decision, and then we will make it for him.” The queen turned her back on Cara and returned to her desk littered with papers and a large red leather box with a gold embossed crown on top.


  Dismissed, she bowed and backed slowly from the royal presence.


  I’ve got such a bad feeling about this.


  She was wrapped in her own thoughts as she crossed the antechamber. The outer doors opened, and a tall, slender man entered. He greeted the secretary with familiarity and his distinctive Germanic accent made Cara swing her head. In his middle years, the queen’s visitor was still handsome, and impeccably dressed in pale breeches and morning coat in a tonal complement to the queen’s attire. Prince Albert was on his way to work to take the seat at the desk opposite his wife’s.


  Cara sucked in her bottom lip. Rumours circulated that Albert was open to the idea of the occult and otherworldly presence on this earth. Her eyes flicked down to the smooth front of his high waist pants. He was also rumoured to have started a fashion for the piercing that bore his name, and ensured the fit of his trousers was never ruined by unseemly bulges.


  She reigned in her curiosity on that titbit before it galloped away with her.


  Not the time, Cara, not the time.


  As the prince passed, she placed a hand on his sleeve. “A moment, your Highness, if you could spare one?” She dropped a small curtsey as he halted and took her hand in his.


  “Lady Lyons.” He raised her fingers to his lips and pressed a warm dry kiss to her flesh.


  She met his steady brown eyes; they were as warm and open as his kiss. This was her one opportunity to say something. Don’t blow it by mentioning his trousers. “I couldn’t help but noticing the unusual necklace the queen is wearing.”


  A tiny flicker of concern shot behind his gaze, a small flare of his nostrils. “I am told it is an ancient Egyptian piece.”


  “Hatshepsut’s Collar.” Cara smiled. “My father devoted his life to studying such unusual artifacts.”


  His eyes widened and his moustache twitched, his fingers curling further around her hand. “You know of it?” A question, containing many unspoken layers.


  “Yes, and, please, ask her majesty to remove it, and return the piece to the Tower. She must not wear it any longer.” She tried to convey the depth of her concern in those few words.


  His grip on her hand tightened and he pulled her closer, a whisper on his lips just as the inner door opened and a chill blew over them.


  “Albert.” A single word and he dropped her hand as though scorched by her touch. “Do not detain Lady Lyons. She must work her wiles on her husband, not mine.”


  Worry lined the prince’s face, but he tucked it away before he turned to his wife.


  Cara missed her opportunity.
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  Cara knew how she would spend her free time as soon as she managed to procure any. Her father’s journal and the rare books she collected would need to be consulted, to glean what she could about the necklace. She didn’t know what power the collar held, but the strange glint in the queen’s eyes sent a shudder down her spine as did the knowledge of the thousands of men answering the monarch’s call.


  I’ve got such a bad feeling about this.


  The carriage and mechanical horses took Cara to the Tower and the solitary raven who watched her approach the gate. The bird cocked his head, staring at her in interest as she requested to visit her husband. She was ushered through the door in the portcullis with a minimum of words being exchanged.


  “Not too many traitors staying at the moment?” she asked her dour guard as he silently led her along the road to Nate’s personal tower prison. The raven’s large body passed overhead as he flew from the front gate to perch farther down the wall. The familiar shudder ran through Cara’s body at the bird’s interest in her progress.


  The guard flicked his gaze to her and then returned his eyes to the middle distance, refusing to be engaged in conversation.


  “I’ll take that as a no, not many traitors contemplating the long drop this week.”


  Her attempted levity with the guard was all façade as she climbed the ancient stone steps with a heavy heart. Potential consequences of Nate’s fate weighed her down. She hoped he gave Victoria back whatever it was she wanted. He probably stole it anyway.


  Then she could go back to being angry at him for making life altering decisions without consulting her.


  The upstairs guard gave her a look as sour as the downstairs one, and she wondered why they all looked so miserable in their jobs today. A small wedge of light came in through the narrow window and crept across the floor. The guard positioned his chair in the tiny sliver of warmth and Cara surmised boredom and cold sucked the smiles from their faces.


  Keys jangled as he sorted through the chain to find the correct one and inserted the brass shaft into the old lock. The faintest click preceded the barrels in the lock giving way, and then he swung the door inward for Cara.


  She found Nate flat on his back doing sit-ups. Despite the chill in the room, he was shirtless and a sheen of sweat glistened on his torso. He lay on a grey striped blanket, pulled from his bed. The thin layer of wool was the only thing between his naked spine and the hard stone floor. He sat up as Cara watched his abdominal muscles contract with the crunch.


  “I wondered what you did all day to occupy yourself. You didn’t strike me as the type to sit and mope, or compose sonnets.” She crossed the small cell, picked his shirt off the single mattress, and then tossed it to him as he stood up.


  Nate caught the shirt and scooped up the blanket with his other hand, throwing the scant bedding onto the cot. “I do this and push ups until I’m tired.” He shrugged the shirt over his head, pulling the cream linen down to his hips. “Then I lie on my bunk, think about you naked and under me, and I exercise a different muscle.”


  Cara sucked in a breath at the reminder of their physical relationship and the warmth she missed at night. She ran her hands over her forearms to dispel a chill as she watched him tuck the shirt into his pants. One large hand adjusted the bulge developing at the front to a more comfortable position.


  “I like today’s outfit. I thought for a moment you wore only a thin layer of paint, then I realised I couldn’t see your nipples.” His hungry gaze took in the uninterrupted outline of her body in the tight fitting jacket. “You make my eyes water.”


  “I promise your eyes will water when you see the bill.” She reminded herself to visit the recommended jeweller. Not that she wore a lot of jewellery, but if she was going to divorce Nate and run, any pieces she obtained would come in handy as portable finance. Heat travelled up her neck at his intense scrutiny. She cleared her throat and her tongue licked over her bottom lip, returning much needed moisture. “I saw the queen today. Duke Nolton accuses you of dealing secrets to the Russians.”


  Nate gave a snort of derision. “Nolton.” He spat the word out and turned to lounge against the wall of his cell as though he stood at the mantle in a Mayfair parlour.


  “The queen said you two were acquainted.” Cara waited for a more detailed explanation.


  “We have a history. It’s no surprise he is the agitator behind this. What else?” He moved the conversation along before she could pry into what sort of history.


  She bit back the questions on the tip of her tongue, wondering what happened to the full disclosure they discussed only the previous day. “The queen says you have something of hers and she wants it back. You have until the end of the week to return it.”


  Nate swore under his breath and stalked to the window. He placed his palms down on the sill and glared out the narrow slit as though contemplating if he would fit to make the leap to freedom beyond.


  Cara moved closer, her brain demanding more information while her hands twisted deep into the silk of her skirts. “Just give it back to her, whatever it is; you could be out by dinner time.” And we’d both be safe.


  He turned and crossed his arms over his chest. “It’s not that simple.”


  “How can any object be worth a traitor’s death?” She shuddered; it wouldn’t just be a gruesome end for Nate. She would share every single agonising second until they both died.


  He beckoned her closer, but she planted her feet.


  “Do you think you can cock a finger and I’ll run to you?”


  “Do you want to hear what I have to say?”


  Insufferable man. Her feet moved, forcing the rest of her to follow. He folded her in his arms, her head resting on his shoulder. She let out a deep sigh. She was angry at him, but needed his touch; he centred her and calmed her internal storm.


  He whispered against her skin; their conversation listened to by other ears. “It’s not a trinket. I hold something flesh and blood.”


  She stiffened in his embrace and pulled back to search his face. A person? she mouthed.


  He shook his head, no.


  Thoughts raced through Cara’s mind. It was a maddening puzzle with no obvious solution. He had something flesh and blood that belonged to the queen, but it wasn’t a person. She doubted Victoria would throw him in the Tower and threaten execution over a corgi. Yet it was something the monarch wanted desperately enough to bring back the old custom of hanging, drawing, and quartering.


  Other threads pulled at her mind. Or is it the necklace? What if Hatshepsut’s influence is at play? If the artifact is driving her insane, it could be anything, even a favourite budgie.


  An exasperated sigh rose in her chest. She raised her lips close to his throat, nipped his pulse and tasted the salty sweat from his earlier exertions. Her bite reminded him she had teeth and claws.


  A shiver ran through his torso and he tightened his embrace, one hand stroking down her back. “Be careful what you start,” he warned.


  She dragged her mind back to their current predicament, her lips murmuring close to him. “It gets worse. We also have the problem of an Egyptian necklace which is not just a piece of jewellery. I could be wrong, but my gut says the artifact motivates Victoria’s call to arms.”


  He swore again, a sentiment Cara shared. Her mind drifted back to thoughts of fleeing to Australia or America as an option. The idea of running a saloon in hot and sunny California appealed, particularly if she could get Nate to wear a black Stetson, leather chaps, and little else.


  “Are you sure about the necklace?” he interrupted her cowboy daydream.


  “Yes. And, well―” She pulled loose and threw up her hands. They couldn’t talk freely here and there was so much at stake. Frustration pulsed through her body. She wanted―needed―to pace and let the excess energy loose. “How are we supposed to figure this all out with you stuck in here?”


  “Quite.” His lips twitched. “A most inconvenient situation.” His steady gaze followed her restless movements about his enclosure.


  She pressed a hand to her temple, trying to tell the voices inside her head to all pipe down so she could think. “Any suggestions?”


  He gestured for her to return to him.


  She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not a puppy you know. I don’t always come when I’m called.”


  “We’ve not finished our conversation.”


  She narrowed her eyes, sure he used the circumstances to circumvent her anger at his trickery. With reluctance, she stepped into his embrace again. He kissed her throat and trailed upward to the lobe of her ear. “Tell Jackson it’s time to move the chest.”


  “The chest?” His words were spoken so low, she had to repeat them to make sure she heard correctly.


  He has something flesh and blood stored in a chest? If it has “property of Victor Frankenstein” stamped on the side, I’m opting out of this chase. One cryptic comment piled on top of another and she reached saturation point. “Then what do we do with it?”


  His lips took a path down her neck. “I have been remiss as a husband. I realise I owe you a honeymoon. St. Petersburg is lovely in autumn. Have you ever been to Russia?” He kissed the hollow of her throat, his tongue licking her skin, and a soft moan escaped her lips.


  He feels so damn good. Maybe I’ll divorce him, but keep him on as my lover. Her resolve to stay angry wavered under his touch. A small part of her brain still functioned and she filed the comment about Russia away while she leaned closer to his heat.


  “Once you have the chest, find Loki.”


  “Loki?” She gave an amused snort, wondering what assistance the treacherous pirate could offer. “After the other night?”


  Nate peeled away the collar of her jacket, so he could kiss along her shoulder. “He doesn’t hold a grudge and he likes a challenge. Not to mention he owes me for trying to cheat at cards and steal you. Tell him it’s time to dig out his Wagner recording.”
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  [image: L]ate afternoon drifted into early evening before Cara extricated herself from Nate’s arms and returned to the house. Once over the threshold of the Mayfair mansion, she removed the long pins from the little silk hat and stabbed them into the band for safe keeping. She narrowed her gaze at Jackson, wondering at the depth of his involvement.


  “What have I done?” he asked, brushing the front of his jacket as though expecting to find something stuck to the fabric.


  “I was wondering how much you know when I’m supposed to be second in charge around here.” Nate had offered her the position of his second, but she discovered he never extended any real trust, or information, to go with the role. She found herself far down the food chain at this exact time, suspecting she knew less than his dock workers. He tried to shelter her from the depth and darkness of his activities, but no more.


  “Oh.” Jackson removed his bowler hat, and ran a hand over his close shorn head. “If it makes you feel better, I’ve been with him ten years and I still don’t know half of it.”


  Cara scowled. She had worked for Nate for nearly two months and been his lover for slightly longer. She expected trust, but was disappointed to discover it hadn’t yet been forthcoming. A situation about to change; as his wife she intended to stick her fingers into all his hidden pies, no matter how messy she made things. She turned her gaze back to the henchman.


  “Nate said to tell you it’s time to move the chest. I assume it’s somewhere Victoria could find it?” She stripped the kid leather gloves from her hands and tossed them on the hall table next to the hat.


  “She’d have to be looking pretty damn hard.” He looked thoughtful for a moment. “What does he want to do with it?”


  “He mentioned honeymooning in Saint Petersburg. So I assume he wants to get it out of England. I would suggest we need to load it on an airship.”


  He blew out a breath. “Soldiers are starting to crawl all over us, it won’t be easy. I’ve got an idea that should work. I’ll give it a crack.”


  Cara folded her arms over her chest. “Not without me, you won’t.”


  “He wouldn’t want you put in any danger.” Jackson spread his hands wide as though in apology that he couldn’t include her.


  She gave a snort of laughter. “I’ve had a maniac try to carve my heart out. Moving a chest sounds like a day out in the park by comparison.” She had a strong urge to stomp her foot. “And I’m tired of cryptic comments and being left in the dark. I want to know what exactly is going on around here before I start sprouting mushrooms.”


  He rolled his eyes, but capitulated. “It’s at the Pit. You’ll need to change clothes, and we’d best leave it until dark.”


  She glanced down at the expensive outfit, probably not the best choice for conducting an illegal activity. “All right. I have another errand we can do first. Grab Miguel and bring the carriage around.”


  Cara ascended the stairs to the master bedroom and changed her outfit. She chose pale breeches and a blue and green patterned corset with iridescent threads, making it look as though she were clothed in peacock feathers. She threw a short cropped jacket over the top. Made of soft green wool, it added some protection against the descending chill outside. A blade lay against her forearm, the hilt ready to drop into her palm if needed, and she strapped her pistols around her body.


  In the driveway the mechanical horses stood immobile, statutes of copper, bronze, and steel, their patience inexhaustible as they waited for her. Miguel lounged against the side of the carriage, but straightened on seeing her approach.


  Jackson held the door open for her. “Where to, doll?”


  She shook her head. It didn’t matter she held the title of viscountess now; Jackson never stood on formality around her. She raised her eyes to the sky, the sun sinking into the horizon already, the autumn days growing shorter. “I need to find Loki.”


  Jackson cocked his head to one side. “The Prick and Rose then.”


  She climbed into the carriage and they set off to find a sky pirate in a lower class pub in Seven Dials.


  Workers finished their long days of labour, and seeking relief from the monotony of their lives, filled the pub with a mass of bodies. Cara, trailed by Jackson and Miguel, made her way through the main bar to the back of the premises. The pub held amateur bouts that were hotly contested and eagerly bet upon by the patrons. She knew Loki would be close to the action, lapping up the adrenaline spilling from the ring. She soon spotted him amongst the crowd at tables loosely arranged in a crescent shape around the combatants. He leaned on a tall table surrounded by several women. They fawned over him, hands dragging down his body as he threw back his head in a throaty laugh.


  Lachlan Hawke, with his dark hair, tanned skin, and lean build, was every inch the pirate. Numerous piercings ran up each ear and his black eyes flashed. Women flocked to the salt air and danger that clung to him. An old friend of Nate, he was his most senior airship captain and a terrible cheat at cards.


  Cara leaned on the table, waiting for his eyes to fix on her exposed bosom. “Really, Loki, I thought I was the only woman for you?” She dropped her eyes and bit her lip in a pout.


  “I always save you a special spot.” He licked his lips, his gaze burning over her curves. Two of the women curled around his shoulders and threw Cara dirty looks.


  She lifted her eyes to smile sweetly at them, pulling back the edge of her jacket to expose the ornate handle of one pistol. “Don’t make me shoot your playthings dearest; you know I have to have your undivided attention.”


  Their smiles froze. They detached themselves and drifted into the crowd to find easier targets to part from their money. One purred in Loki’s ear, but he waved a dismissive hand at her. “Off you go, kitten, I have business with a tigress.”


  Jackson gave a mournful look as the last of Loki’s admirers waved goodbye before he plopped down a pitcher of ale on the table and fresh tin mugs. He poured Cara first. Miguel stood to one side, his eyes wide, taking in all the sights and the scantily clad women engaged in the first boxing round of the night. Cara pushed a mug close to his grasping hand, the youth’s brain unable to multi task and keep track of the women fighting and the placement of his beer.


  He really is like a younger brother.


  She focused her attention on Loki and his conduct a few nights previous. She had a growing list of issues to sort out with the men in her life. “Why did you cheat? He’s your friend.”


  He gave her a slow smile and rubbed one hand over his chin. “It’s in my nature. I play by my own rules, not anyone else’s. Nate knows that, it’s what has made both of us wealthy men. And I would cheat again if you were going to slide over my lap to stop me.”


  She shook her head. She didn’t understand the nature of loyalty between men. She picked up her beer and took a long drink. Loki’s eyes fell to the band encircling her finger.


  “As Nate’s best friend, I have to say I am deeply hurt to not be invited to your wedding.”


  “It was a very exclusive guest list.” She stared into her amber handle of malty goodness and ran a fingertip through the condensation forming on the outside of the thin metal. “I didn’t even get an invite.”


  Loki tossed back his head and laughed. “Did he marry you without you knowing about it?” Humour sparked in his black eyes, his entire focus on her.


  Cara took another drink. “Yes. Bought and sold between my father and him, and nobody bothered to mention it to me.”


  Mirth animated his entire face. “I can’t imagine you being happy with that particular news.”


  “No, but he pre-empted the trouble he was in for that move by getting himself arrested for treason and thrown in the Tower. Now I have to rescue him from being executed, so I can kill him myself.”


  “There’s something so very appealing about married women, you know exactly what you want.” He reached out a hand and stroked a finger along the underside Cara’s palm. “If only I had met you first.”


  Cara snorted. She liked Loki and her body no longer recoiled at the slightest brush of contact. But Nate was the only man to break through her protective defences and touch her. “Please. You and I would never work and you know it. Except perhaps as a one night only of mind blowing animalistic sex.”


  Loki laughed, and Jackson choked on his beer. She had forgotten he was there and could hear every word. At least the women grasping and sliding over each other in the ring kept Miguel distracted.


  Loki grinned. “So you’re willing to admit it would be mind-blowing?”


  “Of course, I have a soft spot for you.” She gave him a wink.


  He stroked her palm again. “I have a very hard spot for you.” His eyes darkened and the humour dropped away.


  Cara pulled her hand out of his grasp; his flirting pushed far enough and started to test her comfort level. “You can stop it now. You’re making Jackson blush.”


  He chuckled and pushed his arms straight, leaning away from Cara, giving her much needed room to breathe. “How is the lion enjoying being part of Victoria’s zoo?”


  An apt description she thought, given the way Nate paced his cage. “He doesn’t enjoy being curtailed. He said to tell you it was time to find your Wagner recording.”


  Loki’s eyes widened and he chortled at some private joke.


  Cara was tired of all the secrets and games being played. “Can you please tell me what it means?”


  His black eyes glinted with amusement. “I once promised Nate if he was ever in deep trouble, I would swoop in with an airship blaring Ride of the Valkyries.”


  Cara’s mind leapt to the obvious conclusion and she nearly blew beer back out her nose. She dropped the mug onto the table top with a thud. “He expects us to use an airship to rescue him from the Tower? It’s HMRAS headquarters, over a thousand men are stationed there, and military airships are tethered to the corner towers. It would be suicide.”


  His eyes turned thoughtful. “You’re right, my peach. It would be an attempt so monumentally stupid that no one in their right mind would ever consider it.” The grin spread across his face even as he finished his sentence and Jackson started chortling.


  She groaned and a lump formed in the pit of her stomach. The impossible odds simply made it more appealing to the infuriating men around her. “You’re going to get us all killed.” She refilled her beer; she didn’t want to hear the rest of his plan sober.


  He winked at her. “Not at all, it’s all about sleight of hand. You know about that, you make a show of doing something with one hand while your other quietly dips into some poor lad’s pocket and steals his wild card.”


  Cara waved her arm and beckoned over the waitress. She handed the smiling woman the empty pitcher. “We’re going to need more beer.” She turned back to Loki. “So any ideas off the top of your head?”


  “I’ll feign an attack on the Tower. It’s been awhile since the Hellcat played, this will be fun. While I’m doing that, and drawing their fire, we’ll have someone sneak in and rescue him.”


  “Your idea of fun still sounds suspiciously like suicide to me,” Cara grumbled. The Tower kept its position as a prison and fortification over the centuries for one very good reason; few people ever breached its walls. The odds seemed insurmountable. Hell, they were insurmountable odds; the only question left was pine or oak for the casket? “I hate to be the one to spoil your fun, but the Tower gates are all rather well guarded. Not to mention the troops stationed within the grounds, twiddling their thumbs and looking for something to do to relieve the boredom. Are you suggesting I take Nate’s private army and storm the walls?”


  He tapped the side of his nose with one finger. “No, you dip your fingers in unobserved. Take an unexpected entrance.”


  She cast a look at Jackson, but he hid behind his beer, leaving rescue plans to the pirate, who had a vast experience at escaping from tight spots while people shot at him. “I’m muscle, doll. He’s the brains on this caper.”


  She considered other ways into the Tower. Loki would be in the air, the road gates were heavily fortified. That only left the Thames. “There’s the water gate at Tower Wharf, but soldiers patrol the Thames as well. We’d be sitting ducks out on the river.”


  Miguel returned to the conversation. With the women’s bouts over, his one track thought processes could now take an interest in the plans to rescue his master. “We could go under the water.” He took a long swig of beer while the others waited for him to elaborate. “There’s a way, but it would only allow enough room for two.”


  “I’ll go with Miguel.” Jackson threw into the conversation, along with a cold platter he liberated from a passing waitress.


  Miguel shook his head, picking up a small sausage to pop whole in his mouth. “There wouldn’t be room to bring Lyons out. It needs to be two smallish people if we’re going to fit him as well.”


  Cara blew out a long breath, unable to believe this was the substance of their rescue plan. “This is ridiculous. We can’t send just two people to break Nate out from the Tower of London. Why don’t we ask nicely if the ravens will drop him over the wall? Or we may as well stand at the gate, wave our arms, and ask them to shoot us.”


  Jackson topped up everyone’s glasses before signalling for a new pitcher. “The boy’s good with a weapon and anything mechanical. Or did you think Lyons keeps him around for tying his cravat?”


  Cara never considered that possibility, or the nature of Miguel’s role within the Lyons Empire. Nate had little use for a valet, getting dressed with him usually meant getting undressed first, and a valet in the room would be inconvenient. Miguel was young, smart, and quick. She reconsidered what talents he possessed that made him valuable to an underworld lord.


  “And remember, the greatest number of guards are posted on the walls and the gates. How many actually guard Nate’s room?” Loki asked, the pirate mind examining all the angles of the mad plan.


  “One, two at the most.” Damn, but he has a point. Assuming we could make it past the walls. “And close to a thousand will be lounging around, playing cards.”


  “Sleight of hand, it will work.” Loki gave her a confident wink.


  “All right for you to say so. You’ll be safe in a well-armed airship while I creep around the battlements.” She grumbled about the mess Nate had dumped her in, and wondered if the jeweller would still be open on their way home.


  “And who do you think they will all be firing at?” He laughed and held up his hands. “Honestly, we’re doing them a favour. When did the poor boys last get any excitement? Victoria keeps them chained to the battlements like bulldogs, and they grow as equally fat.”


  She stared at her beer, hoping to find the answer plastered to the bottom of the tin cup.


  “You don’t have to go.” Loki’s voice softened. “Leave it to the lads.”


  Resolve slid down her spine and wrapped around her vertebrae. The plan still stank of suicide, but if Nate took the long walk to the gallows, she was dead by the end of the week anyway. I definitely need to visit that jeweller for one last great hurrah.


  She shook her head. “If I’m going to die, I want to see it coming. I would rather be in the thick of it than pacing in Mayfair. So the plan is me, Miguel, and whatever route he has up his sleeve that goes under the Thames.” God, I hope there aren’t any water rats. They’re vicious buggers.


  A serious veil fell over Loki’s face for a moment. “How long has he got?”


  “Victoria gave him until the end of the week, and then he takes a short walk to Tower Green and the long drop.” Her heart constricted. Despite her anger, she still loved him right through to the marrow of her bones. She had been given too little time with him and she jealously demanded more, even if only to rage at him about his deceit.


  Loki breathed out a long sigh and squeezed her hand. “Three days left. Let’s make it tomorrow night, then.”


  The decision made, the lump took up permanent residence in Cara’s stomach. “There is also an important chest that needs to make its way to your airship. I’m honeymooning in Russia, once we liberate my errant husband, so I need to pack up my new wardrobe as well.”


  Jackson poured more beer, and they hammered out the finer details of how exactly to liberate Nate from the Tower and from under the noses of a thousand soldiers and Victoria’s finest airships.
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  “I’ll go get changed,” Cara called to Jackson as she headed for the curved main staircase.


  “Don’t forget your little cap guns.” Jackson’s voice rang out. “Better safe than sorry.” He gave her a wink before disappearing down the hallway.


  Cara changed her clothes and descended the stairs to find Jackson waiting in the entranceway, lounging against the doorjamb. He had also changed, now clothed in black from head to foot and looking more criminal than usual. A shudder ran down her spine and she was glad they were both on the same side now.


  She just didn’t know what side they were on.


  Cara chose to dress in earthier tones with dark brown breeches and boots and a steel grey corset with a dark grey frock coat to keep out the chill. Her pistols were slung at her hip and under her armpit in their usual places. With her faithful friends Mr. Smith and Mr. Wesson, she was ready to tackle whatever the evening brought.


  “No carriage,” Jackson said as he held open the heavy, metal front door for her. “Too noticeable.”


  They walked to the end of the driveway in silence, their boot heels loud on the cobbled drive, their breath curling from them on the chill autumn air. Shadows danced from the electric lights held aloft on wrought iron limbs. Once they hit the main street, Jackson hailed a small steam powered hansom cab. They rode in silence to within walking distance of the hangar when Jackson signalled the driver to halt. He tossed him a coin and ushered Cara down the pavement on foot. She shot him curious looks, but he remained tight lipped. She expected to head for the hangar, but he appeared oblivious to the Thames and the awaiting docks.


  Questions swirled in her brain, almost drowned out by the incessant curiosity clamouring to be satisfied. Yet again she remembered how little she knew about the true nature of Nate’s activities.


  They stopped before a row of plain terrace houses, separated from the docks and hangars by a wide road. Street lights were few and far between in this neighbourhood. They occupied the ends and middle of the road only. Darkness stretched between the ineffectual orbs of soft yellow light.


  The houses were tall, narrow, and made of dark stone. The buildings looked like elderly undertakers leaning on each other. Soldiers patrolled up and down the road, blocking their path to the hangar as they stopped all traffic heading onto the wharf.


  Jackson gave them a quick look, then took her elbow and steered her toward the end house. A climbing rose scrambled over the low brick wall, separating what was once a garden from the street. The rose stretched limbs in all directions, reaching out for attention, pruning, and sunlight. Clad in gloom, the front yard mainly held overgrown weeds crawling across the broken path to the front door. A few tall dahlias nodded their spent seed heads back into the grass next to scraggly lavenders frantically gesturing for long forgotten trims.


  “What are we doing?” Cara hissed, trying not to attract the attention of the bored soldiers exchanging small talk and cigarettes.


  Their laughter washed over them as one of the men told a raucous joke.


  “Do you want to explain what we’re doing to that lot?” he asked under his breath as he fished a small key out of his pants pocket. He unlocked the door and stepped over the threshold. He glanced left and right before waving for Cara to join him. She walked into a tiny entranceway with a steep set of stairs rearing up before her. A slim corridor ran along the side of the stairwell. The wallpaper was old stained stripes, and small holes showed where moths and mice tried to eke out a living in the sack lining of the wall. The only illumination came from the thin sliver of yellow from the street light, which rushed through the open door.


  “This way.” He closed the door and the small shaft of light crept back to the street. Cara had to rely on the memory burned into her brain of where stairs and corridor lay. Jackson’s footsteps echoed and vanished straight down the narrow hallway. She followed closely behind, listening to the henchman’s deep breathing to know how far ahead he walked. The footsteps halted and green flared before her eyes. Jackson held a luminescent tube, throwing a globe of ethereal light around them.


  “Stole them from the Enforcers,” he muttered to explain the light. He had shaken the vial to activate a chemical reaction that emitted the glow. He gave her a grin before taking a sharp right turn and another set of stairs appeared, leading down below street level.


  A long pine table dominated the kitchen, used as a place to eat and a work top. Jackson grabbed a lantern from the dusty surface and took a box of matches from by the range. He struck one on the cast iron exterior and lit the wick. Once burning, he closed the glass door and took up the handle.


  With the better light source, Cara could examine her surroundings. It looked like a family home. A child’s hand-carved high chair stood in one corner. Embroidered aprons hung on hooks by the old coal range. An empty vase sat in the middle of the table, waiting to be filled with wild flowers from the tiny garden visible through the grimy glass inlaid in the back door.


  “Now would be the time you explain what the hell we’re doing.”


  “Avoiding the soldiers, doll, they’re watching for us. Lyons has a back door to the hangar in here.” He turned to give her a wolfish grin.


  She narrowed her eyes, suspicion rearing its head. “You look like you know your way around.”


  The smile faltered. “This is my place. I used to live here before I moved to rooms in the big house.”


  Cara caught a ragged breath. Further questions died on her tongue as she watched the henchman move around the room.


  Jackson ran a finger over the tray of the highchair and brushed his hand over an apron covered in faded daisies. He placed a gentle kiss on the hem before he headed for the pantry door and flung it open.


  Her heart constricted at watching the private moment. She wondered what happened to the woman who embroidered the apron and the child who once waited for dinner.


  “Come on,” he called to her.


  Cara ventured into the pantry at his invitation.


  With a glance over his shoulder to ensure she followed, he pushed on the back wall. The room emitted a low groan before part of the wall moved inward to reveal a tunnel. Jackson disappeared into the Earth.


  The passage was high and narrow, enough to accommodate a tall and muscular man as though he walked unceasingly through a row made of upright caskets. The timbers holding the soil at bay were sturdy and steel beams bolstered the wood at regular intervals. Someone had put effort into the construction of this backdoor, ensuring it wouldn’t collapse under the weight of the traffic on the road above their heads.


  Cara kept numerous questions to herself and followed Jackson’s figure for long minutes, keeping her claustrophobia chained inside. It wasn’t being underground that rattled her. She simply liked to have a couple of directions to run in, if necessary. Despite the robustness of its design, her mind kept telling her a collapsed tunnel didn’t have many visible escape routes. She was loathe to show any kind of weakness to Nate or his men, not wanting to give them an opening to treat her like a proper lady. She took a deep breath of warm and stale air. The earth pressed around her, stealing down her throat and into her lungs.


  “Are we there yet?” She couldn’t see past Jackson and had no idea what lay in front of them.


  He halted. “Yip.”


  She peered around him at another doorway. This one made of metal with a tumbler lock. His fingers spun the numbers and she heard a click. Blessed fresh air wafted down the tunnel and she took several deep lungs’ full.


  Jackson gave her a wry look. “Don’t like being underground?”


  She snapped her eyes to him. “No, I don’t like the prospect of being squashed by my environment.”


  He gave a chuckle and stepped through the door. Cara looked around and realised they stood on the landing of the stairwell, leading down to the Pit. She had never noticed the door before, but then you weren’t supposed to be able to. Once closed, the other side blended into the wooden panelling of the surrounding walls, making it all but invisible to those on the stairs.


  Hidden doors behind hidden doors. I’ve stumbled into a labyrinth with no exit.


  They descended the last flight of stairs and entered the Pit. Deep under the hangar and lined with stone blocks, soft electric lights around the perimeter highlighted the walls of weapons and instruments of torture. The middle of the room contained a large, black mat for sparring. Cara spent a number of afternoons here, working off excess energy as she traded blows with Miguel or Nate.


  Jackson strode across the room, heading for the wall opposite the stairs. A double steel door with multiple rivets guarded whatever lay beyond. Large bolts at top and bottom held the two sides closed, each secured with a padlock. Cara’s vivid imagination had failed her at the door in the past. Part of her didn’t want to know what lay behind, but she was about to find out.


  “I guess the risk of full disclosure is finding out something you don’t want to know.” She shot a glance at her accomplice.


  Jackson reached into his pocket and extracted two shiny brass keys. He unlocked the padlocks and pulled them off the bolts, laying them on the ground next to the door. He drew back the heavy bolts and swung open the riveted doors.


  “After you.” He gave a sweeping gesture accompanied by a bow.


  She hesitated on the threshold, one foot raised, her eyes adjusting to the softer light in this part of the Pit before placing her foot on the other side and stepping within.


  The light was dimmer; only one small electric lamp attached to the wall by the door, casting a soft shadow down the short, wide corridor. Three small cells stood side by side. Heavy metal doors with tiny grates concealing who, or what, lay beyond. Cara’s skin prickled and goosebumps raced along. The air smelled different in here: metallic, acrid, sharp. Blood, sweat, and fear lay under the veneer of soap and water.


  She stepped toward the end cell when a cold hand gripped her heart in a tight squeeze. Drawing in a ragged breath, she took a step back, and the hand released its hold. No need to look to know what Nate concealed within that particular cell. Nefertiti’s Heart.


  She peered through the tiny window of the middle cell. Empty shackles hung from the end wall. A bright metal bucket sat in one corner. Questions without answers raced through her mind. Who occupied the cells? What happened down here in the silent earth?


  “Hotel Lyons is empty at the moment, luv.” Jackson spoke from behind her. “You know he’s no angel. How did you think he dealt with his enemies, by writing a letter or complaining to the Enforcers?”


  She turned and leaned her head against the cold metal of a door. “I knew. I just hadn’t acknowledged it.”


  The faintest frown passed over Jackson’s face. “Some of us walk a darker path, but it doesn’t make us any less honourable.”


  Cara moved to lay a hand on his sleeve. “I know. I have found more honour here than I ever found in the salons frequented by the ton.” She found greater safety amongst Nate’s men than she had with the Enforcers.


  He nodded, satisfied at her words.


  “Now let’s move this chest that Victoria wants so badly.”


  Jackson walked to the end of the row of cells and Cara laid her eyes on the object of so much grief and upheaval in her life.


  A tea chest. A simple, unassuming, tea chest.


  The object that could end hers and Nate’s lives, stood three feet long and a foot high, made of pale off cast wood with SHANGHAI stamped on the side. The little chest looked as out of place as a fish monger’s stall in the opera foyer.


  A sliver of tension eased out of her limbs. “Well, at least it’s not a coffin containing some Nosferatu super soldier.”


  “Unless we bent him in half.” Jackson shot her a wide grin, his somber mood gone.


  “Do you think you’re funny? Cause I could shoot you again. That would be hilarious.” He shrugged off their first encounter where she had earned a modicum of respect from him for her guts and aim. Her feet fixed to one spot, she eyed the box, trying to figure out if it truly could contain a person folded in half. “What’s in it?”


  Jackson shrugged. “Not my business to ask.”


  The lid was nailed down, so she couldn’t even have a quick peek. “Let’s get it out of here then.” If Nate didn’t get hung soon, pure curiosity would kill her.


  “It’s not heavy. I just need you to get the doors.”


  He stretched out his arms and picked the container up as though it weighed no more than a large pillow. Cara followed him back out into the Pit and shut the double metal doors behind them. Jackson waited while she replaced the bolts and padlocks. She led the way across the Pit, up the stairwell, holding the door open to the body of the hangar. The warehouse sat silent, the workers all gone for the evening.


  “Now what?”


  “We always have a shipment of tea waiting in case we have to move something. I’ll put this one with the other chests and put the word out for delivery.”


  She followed him down one of the many aisles, past the numerous boxes and crates that made her curiosity itch to know their mysterious origins. They stopped by the enormous doors that led out to the slipway down to the water. The metal shutters were closed, concealing them from the soldiers who patrolled outside. To one side, sat a pile of identical tea chests stacked six high and as many long and wide. Jackson pulled several out, inserted their chest to one side and restacked the pile around it.


  Cara chewed her lip, unsure if they should trust the valuable contents to such a simple disguise. If the queen was prepared to kill to obtain it, how could it be safe laying out in the open? “Will Customs examine it?”


  “The boy will look at a couple from around the sides, and one in the middle. Don’t worry, they won’t touch it.” He stood back to survey his handiwork.


  “What happens to it after that, though? What exactly is your process for getting something out? How do you ensure it’s not cracked open in some upmarket tea shop?”


  And the nosferatu unfolding itself and feasting on the delicate, aristocratic ladies. Or do we?


  She rubbed her arms, trying to dispel a chill. Nate languished in the Tower because of whatever lay in the small chest. How could they leave it out in the main body of the hangar? Should she drag a chair from the office and curl up to watch over the container all night?


  “It’s not our first dance, love.” He gave her a wink. “This lot gets a nice stamp of approval, and then goes to another warehouse for distribution. Miguel will take a cart, grab our chest, and make sure it ends up on the Hellcat.”


  Trusting in Jackson’s plan, and satisfied they had done all they could, they retraced their steps back to the neglected terrace house.
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  [image: D]usk fell with an eerie sunset; blood red tendrils ripped through the clouds and disappeared over the horizon. Cara shuddered and hoped the sky was not a premonition of things to come. She and Miguel were clothed in dark grey and black. Cara had donned her pistols and then strapped a blade under her sleeve just in case. Watching him with an objective eye, she admitted he moved with a lethal grace, and he showed her several different knives hidden around his person, and out of view of the patrolling soldiers and Enforcers.


  She narrowed her gaze at him. “What exactly is your history?”


  He gave her a cheeky grin at odds with his somber attire. “I’m not saying a word; our agreed month isn’t up yet. You still have to wait a few days.”


  “I could pull rank you know.” If she stuck around after this, the chain of command needed sorting out. A few chains in particular needed a good yank.


  “You only need to know I can look after myself, and you, if it comes to it.”


  Cara chewed her lip. She was not satisfied, but she would save her interrogation for another day when he could not squirm out of it, like when trapped on an airship heading to Russia.


  Jackson dropped them as close to the hangar as he dared. They walked the road that ran parallel to the Thames, but behind the enormous airship warehouses. The patrols visibly increased; soldiers stopped everybody they encountered in the gloom, questioning their reason for being out after dark. The sparse street lights did little to illuminate who walked the cobbles. Cara breathed a sigh of relief when they slipped up the overgrown path to the end terrace house without attracting any attention.


  Miguel led the way through the small building, down to the kitchen and the secret tunnel to the Lyons airship hangar.


  Cara paused before following the bobbing lantern into the dark passage and mentally reassured herself there were no rats and the roof would not cave in on her. The walk seemed quicker this time, or it might have been the surge of adrenaline spiking through her body, preparing her for the rest of the evening. They emerged on the stairwell to the Pit. Cara closed the door behind her and they went upward, and stepped out into the Aladdin’s Cave. The overhead lights cast a faint yellow light, enhancing the effect of being in a treasure cove. As they moved on silent feet, Cara trailed a hand over the crates and boxes they passed, trying to discern the history and contents of each piece through the brief touch.


  Miguel headed for the far side and disappeared behind a towering row of crates stacked several high with the aid of the monstrous exoskeletons now slumbering against the wall, leaning on one another. He stopped midway down the aisle and pointed to a large brass ring in the hangar floor.


  “We’re going that way.” He grasped the dull metal with both hands, turned, and then pulled. A square surrounding the ring broke free of the floor and lifted, to reveal a ladder dangling above the dark and murky Thames.


  Cara drew her brows together and glared at Miguel. “Have I mentioned how much I hate water rats?”


  He waved his hand in a dismissive manner. “There won’t be any water rats.”


  Keeping hold of her frown, she sat on the edge of the opening, and swung her feet over the void. Her boot found a rung and she turned to begin the descent.


  “Not many anyway,” Miguel added with an impish grin.


  “If we survive this, I’m definitely pulling rank on you,” she grumbled as she climbed down the rope ladder. A mere six feet below the floor of the hangar, she jumped off the last rung onto a narrow platform about two feet wide and eight long. From each end of the platform rose a squat mooring bollard. Tied to each bollard and floating on the current stretched a metal contraption.


  “What is it?” she asked Miguel once he stood beside her. Her first glimpse made her think it looked like an enormous squashed metal cigar. Or a metal coffin.


  On closer inspection, it was far more than a bland shape. The middle rose up in a stout funnel with some sort of hatch in the top. What appeared to be flippers or wings were outlined at the sides, but they were currently folded back over its body. Cara tried to peer beneath the water to see what else hid below, but couldn’t penetrate the darkness.


  “It’s called a submersible aquatic carriage.” Miguel fussed over the object like a mother hen. He stroked the sides, and spoke in a low tone as he inspected bits that looked like they would move.


  “Where on earth did Nate find it? I’ve never seen such a thing.”


  “Lyons acquired the plans in Italy. He got his hands on drawings by da Vinci and then had it improved upon and built.” Miguel finished his scrutiny of the weird vehicle.


  “And yet this isn’t what Victoria wants.” Cara mused over what Nate was doing in Italy and what else he concealed. She wondered what Victoria would do with a vehicle that could transport her soldiers underneath the water, undetected by any airships, or waterborne battleships.


  Miguel unscrewed the top of the funnel. “In you hop, there’s a seat at the back for you.”


  Cara flicked her gaze to the young man. Events conspired against her and messed with her claustrophobia, given the number of small, dark, and cramped spaces she had to occupy recently.


  “Is it safe?” She hedged for time as her fear of being trapped took one look at the vehicle and balked at the idea of climbing inside its bowels.


  “Yes, I take her out quite a bit. I seem to be the only one who can handle her quirks.” He caressed the side of the hideous metal coffin. “And she is our best bet for rescuing Lord Lyons unnoticed.”


  With one deep breath and then another―just in case there was no oxygen inside―Cara clamoured over the top and then slid down into the device. Two narrow strips down each side emitted a faint green luminescent glow, and lit the interior. There was no room to stand; movement achieved on hands and knees. A low seat with a back was bolted to the floor up front and appeared to be for the driver. Two levers were either side of the squab while gauges, knobs, and dials surrounded the front half of the vehicle, all within reach of the person operating the device.


  Cara crawled to a padded section in the back for the second person. The little vessel was designed for two men, but surveying their scant room, she realised it would be a tight squeeze to include Nate. It’s going to get very cozy on the way back. Assuming we can get him out.


  Miguel’s feet appeared through the funnel followed by the rest of his lean body as he dropped to his knees. He pulled the lid shut behind him with a clang and spun the wheel to seal them inside. He flashed Cara a smile. “All settled?”


  “Let’s get going; we don’t want Loki to start without us.” Plus the sooner they got moving, the sooner she could climb back out of this death trap and breathe again.


  He took the seat up front and started flicking switches. A rumble vibrated through the little vessel, followed by a grating banshee screech. Cara suspected Victoria’s forces wouldn’t have to see them, they would hear them screaming up the Thames.


  “That’s just her flippers extending,” Miguel shouted over his shoulder and over the growing din. “She’s takes a bit to warm up and quiet down.”


  Sure enough, a few moments later the noise settled to a loud purr. Miguel grasped the two levers on either side of his seat and Cara’s stomach lurched to one side as the metal vehicle turned and dove to head out into the open river.


  Looking around her, she realised they had no windows and no way of knowing what lay around them. “How do you know where we are going?”


  “Da Vinci also invented a way to use sound to navigate underwater. She emits a noise out her nose and it bounces back to me.” He tapped a large dial, not alike a clock, but with a hand that moved rapidly around the face. “This tells me where objects are, and I’ve learned by the noise to judge distance and size.”


  “Is there nothing Mr. da Vinci couldn’t do?” Cara’s fingers curled around the edge of her seat.


  “I hear he dabbled some paint around too.”


  Conversation halted as Miguel concentrated on piloting the submersible and listening to the ping on the sonar. A map lay next to him. He took readings from the dials and with a pencil, noted their speed and distance travelled to track their location in the waters of the Thames. Cara’s brain suffered from inactivity with nothing to do except stare at the back of his head, and wonder at the purpose of the multiple instruments surrounding them.


  The air grew warm and stuffy, and with the gentle vibration and soft hum, Cara found her eyelids growing heavy. A bump resonated through the little vehicle, accompanied by a clang as they hit something much larger than themselves. Her eyes flew open, a cold grip in her stomach, thinking they had ploughed into a larger vessel.


  “Traitors Gate,” Miguel said. “I’ll have a look before we surface in case anyone is around, but no one pays much attention to this entrance anymore.” He pulled down a short metal tube with a glass eye piece and stared intently for several long moments. He snapped the periscope back into place above his head.


  “All clear.” He raised the left lever and fiddled with some of the switches in front of him.


  “Well, it’s not like they’ll be expecting an underwater rescue.” Cara pulled her pocket watch free and flicked the lid open. “Ten minutes, let’s get in place.”


  Miguel left his seat and manoeuvred himself under the stout funnel and unscrewed the lid. His head and torso disappeared and then his feet. Cara crawled into place and unfolded her body. Miguel stood on the bottom step and helped her emerge from the metal cocoon.


  “What stops it drifting away on the current?” Cara asked, watching the metal ship bob up and down with the flow of the river.


  “I’ve shot a line around one of the posts underwater. She’s tethered, and she wouldn’t go far anyway.” He patted the dull flank before heading up the stairs.


  Cara cast an amused glance at the conveyance; Miguel showed all the affection a rider would give a favourite mount. She watched her feet on the stairs, the wood wet and slippery. They plastered themselves to the cold stone wall, only the frosting of their breath, giving away their presence in the dark. The water of the Thames licked at their boots. They didn’t dare venture any further, the next flight of stairs exposed and open to any guards above.


  Faint strains of music carried across the thick night air and grew louder as the object approached. A roar and a blast tore through the night. A split second later, the ground under their feet shook as something slammed into the Tower grounds. A klaxon sounded the alarm and arms of lights stroked the sky, searching for the attacker. Smoke filled the air as harmless bombs rained down from above and released an obscuring cloud. Wagner’s Ride of the Valkyries blared from overhead as men yelled and the sounds of boots running on the cobbles drifted down to Cara and Miguel.


  She gave a chuckle; Loki has a certain sense of style, even when flying a suicide mission.


  “Let’s go.” She nudged Miguel and they raced up the remaining stairs to dive into a nook in the opposite wall. A quick look revealed the garrison running to the opposite end of the expansive grounds. Through the haze enveloping the Tower, Cara saw two small airships bearing down on the ancient fort at right angles to each other. Their underbellies were lit by the search beacons as men raised rifles, prepared for the expected onslaught. Dull booms sounded as soldiers sought to line up their cannon fire.


  “Some of the men are going to crash the main wall on foot, give them an added distraction,” Miguel whispered as they waited for an opportunity to dash down the alley.


  Cara flicked a concerned look at him. “They could get killed.” To reinforce her statement, the soldiers in the guard towers started firing at the hovering airships.


  “They wanted to help.” He shot his head around the corner once more and glanced back to give Cara an all clear signal before his body slipped out of their hiding place.


  She wondered at the loyalty Nate inspired that his men would risk death to free him, another aspect of his character to puzzle over, when she had the time. They ran, hugging the walls, staying in the shadows. They moved in the eye of the storm while chaos erupted around them. Flashes of light from weapons streaked overhead. The smoke bombs filled the air, the smell burning into her lungs, but giving them welcome cover.


  She grabbed Miguel’s sleeve, pulling him in the right direction. She froze when they reached the stairway to the Cradle Tower housing Nate. Voices argued from up the stairs, filtering down to them. They exchanged looks and Cara drew her pistols. Miguel shook his head no, and drew two knives from under his jacket. Cara sucked on her bottom lip. She preferred not to have to get close enough to use a blade, but could see they didn’t need the added problem of killing the queen’s favourite soldiers. She holstered the two Smith & Wessons and pulled her dagger from the sheath up her arm. The cold weight sent a shiver down her spine.


  She tugged on Miguel’s sleeve. “Do try not to kill them. We are all supposed to be on the same side, and we don’t need to add murder charges to our list of problems.”


  Miguel took the lead and crept up the stairs on the balls of his feet. Two guards kept watch in the little room and they argued over who got to look out the little arrow slit window to watch the airship attack playing out over their barracks. One gave the other a hard shoved and pushed him out into the middle of the cramped space. He spun, movement at the stairs catching his eye.


  “Oi,” he yelled on seeing Miguel, his rifle levelled at the youth’s head.


  You will think the military would know not to use a rifle in a small, stone lined room. Cara never saw Miguel’s hand move, but the next moment he held only one knife and the soldier slumped to his knees, the blade jutting from his chest. Surprise registered on his face before he toppled forward on to the floor.


  The other soldier turned and kicked his friend. “Stop acting daft. You’re missing the action.”


  By the time he looked up, it was too late. Miguel dispatched him will minimal effort. He dodged under the larger man’s swinging rifle and head butted him. A sickening crunch filled the small room as forehead impacted the bridge of his nose. He cried out and Miguel brought his fists down on the back of the man’s neck, leaving him in an unconscious pile next to his injured comrade.


  Cara placed two fingers on the neck of the daggered soldier. Relief filled her on finding the faint pulse. Further to the left and the blade would have pierced the man’s heart.


  “Too close,” she muttered, praying he would be discovered before he succumbed to the wound.


  Miguel removed his blade. “I deliberately missed his heart.”


  Cara balled up a torn strip of shirt, and stuffed the fabric under his uniform next to the slice and hoped it would suffice. Then she rifled under his jacket, and unhooked the chain of keys from his belt. She tossed it to Miguel. Hazel eyes so similar to hers glinted in the dark as he regarded the shapes and sizes, and considered the lock to open. He selected one and inserted it. Cara said a silent prayer, hoping the key would turn, otherwise they had numerous options to work through.


  Click. The door swung open. Nate lounged against the wall, staring out the window, watching the evening’s entertainment.


  “You’ve put on quite a show.” He turned his pale blue gaze to his rescuers.


  “If you want to stay and watch, then so be it, but we have limited time to get the hell out of here before someone remembers it might be a good idea to check on their sole prisoner.” Cara summed up the situation.


  “Well, since you’re so concerned about my wellbeing.” He pushed off from the wall and exited his frigid prison cell.


  In silence, they ran down the stairs and Miguel cast a wary eye around the alley. The soldiers were occupied either trying to hit the dancing airships through the moving smoke clouds, or repelling the ambitious lads with a ladder against the front wall.


  They hugged the damp stone along the walkway to Traitors Gate. Nate paused and looked up at the little wooden sign visible with the light bouncing off the low hanging cloud.


  “Really? Couldn’t you have gone down to the Tower wharf?” he muttered.


  Cara gave a snort. “I thought it was fitting. And it’s a quieter entrance, not much used under Victoria.”


  At the little wooden jetty, Miguel lifted the lid of the vehicle, and addressed Nate. “You’ll have to go first and squeeze back as far as you can.”


  Nate nodded and dropped his body through the narrow funnel. Cara climbed in next, closely followed by Miguel.


  Nate spread his legs and gave Cara a grin as she turned and settled in against him. He wrapped his arms around her waist and drew her closer to his chest. He nuzzled her neck. “Bunch up wife; it’s going to be a tight fit with someone of my size in here.”


  The clang sealed them in the metal coffin and Miguel took up his seat. The screeching rumble diminished to a purr, and the lurch in Cara’s stomach told them they had dived into the water and peeled off to one side.


  Darkness enveloped them except for the glowing green stripes. The metal closed in on Cara’s face. The small amount of air became hot with their heavy breathing from the excitement of the rescue, and their bodies drew heavily on the available oxygen. Panic tried to claw up her gullet, her breathing becoming short and shallow as her brain screamed there wouldn’t be enough air for all three of them. Protective arms tightened around her; lips grazed her neck and soft words of comfort washed over her.


  “Relax, Miguel will take us to safety, and there is more than sufficient air until then.”


  She closed her eyes to concentrate on the voice and the single heart beat pulsing through two bodies.
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  [image: A]metallic scrape brought Cara out of her doze. Nate’s arms still wrapped around her waist and her head lolled on his chest. From under half-opened lids, she watched as Miguel flipped switches and pulled leavers.


  Turning, Miguel grinned over his shoulder at her. “All safe and sound, we’re under the Gravesend Pier.”


  She stayed in her cocoon of safety within Nate’s embrace as the young man crawled to the funnel and then reached up to unscrew the hatch. His torso rose and disappeared, his feet vanishing last. Fresh night air rushed down the open shaft into the narrow vessel. She took a grateful breath before sliding from her warm position and moving for the exit. Miguel had aligned the submersible with the steel ladder affixed to the side of the pier. Climbing from the underwater vehicle, she grasped a rung as she hauled herself out and continued up the side of the structure. Nate paused to close the hatch. The clink of his boot heels on the metal rungs followed close behind her.


  Once up top, Cara stood on the rickety old pier and drew deep breaths of crisp night air. We did it. That pirate’s hare-brained scheme actually worked.


  Moonlight reflected off the calm river and turned the surface to a mirror. They stood on a pier suspended in space. Stars spun around and under the wharf as well as spiralling above. The horizon invisible, land and sky merged into one continuous, twinkling velvet blanket.


  Nate slapped Miguel on the back. “Well done, lad.”


  The lad in question blushed, but Cara saw him bask in the compliment.


  Nate reached out a hand and cupped the back of her head. “Thank you,” he murmured, his thumb stroking the silken flesh of her neck as they waited for Loki.


  She wanted to brush his hand aside, to give him a tart retort, but the depth behind those two simple words left her speechless.


  They didn’t have long to wait before the sleek airship appeared on the horizon. She cut across the pastoral landscape to angle toward the river. The figurehead of a beautiful woman, arms outstretched behind her, clung to the prow of the airship. Her long, black hair flared around her face. She had elongated, golden feline eyes. Her lips curled back in a smile to reveal sharp canines. The carving was the wooden, and womanly, embodiment of Loki’s Hellcat.


  The vessel hovered as low as Loki dared over the pier. A platform appeared above their heads, and a lone figure stood with an arm wrapped around the chain on one side. As the device sank lower, the man jumped free a mere foot from the wooden pier. Nate took the newcomer by the shoulder and gestured to the rope ladder hanging off the side. Brief instructions were given over the thrum of the Hellcat’s engines. The other man gave a nod and disappeared down to the waiting submersible.


  Nate strode back to Cara’s side. “He’ll take the submersible carriage back to its hiding place. We wouldn’t want her falling into the wrong hands.”


  “Of course not,” Cara drawled with thick sarcasm. “It’s the kind of contrivance that might appeal to, or even appease, a monarch.” She dropped a none-too-subtle hint of how he could extract them both from their current predicament.


  Nate gave her one of his rare smiles, flashing even white teeth and scorching the wall of defense she tried to erect around herself. “Let’s discuss this top side. We’re not safe yet.”


  Cara stepped up onto the slender platform, the chains reached back to the hovering airship. Nate and Miguel stood on either side of her. Nate looped one arm around her waist and grabbed the chain with his free hand. The platform gave a lurch as the winch kicked in and hoisted the three of them skywards, even as the Hellcat pulled away, ascending into the heavens.


  Miguel gave her a wide grin, enjoying every moment of his adventure. She wished she could share his excitement, but then it wasn’t his life on the line, unless she pushed him off the swinging platform.


  A dark hole in the side of the hull beckoned as they were hauled near. Two crewmen stood either side of the gapping maw. They steadied the chain as it wound up over the extended arms to the winch. The platform came to rest with a gentle bump, bobbing a foot away from the craft due to the curvature of the side. Nate jumped across and held out a hand for Cara. She gave him a scowl. She didn’t need assistance as though she were stepping from a carriage. Crossing the gap, she looked down, and paled, the Hellcat much higher than she anticipated.


  Might have to add the fear of falling out of an airship next to claustrophobia. He pulled her to his chest and she did not complain, needing the physical security with the ground swaying so far below.


  Loki slapped Nate on the back, forcing him to release Cara. He grasped his friend’s arm in greeting while she glanced around the shadowy hold. Mesh encased wall sconces held battery operated lights and cast a soft yellow glow around the cargo floor. Boxes were strapped against the curved sides. Netting held smaller objects in place, so they did not shift during air manoeuvres. A steady hum vibrated through the floor and up Cara’s body, the noise emanating from the enormous engines.


  The pirate had a broad smile plastered over his face. “That was fun. You should have seen those soldiers scatter when we dove on them.”


  Nate watched the crewmen stow away the platform and roll down the hold door. “I could hear the music, but saw scant of it.” He turned his attention back to Loki. “My hosts didn’t assign me a room with a view unfortunately.”


  “Bad luck. It was a slight miscalculation on their part having the ships tethered to the Tower. We were able to dodge behind them, and they couldn’t cut their lines to chase us; we were too close. They had to wait until we left before they could get underway.” He rubbed his hands together in satisfaction. “Time for a drink to celebrate.”


  Loki led the way. From the cargo hold, they took a narrow spiral staircase and emerged at the end of a short corridor. A few strides down, Loki paused at two large sliding doors made of cherry wood. He pushed them aside to reveal the main compartment that served as mess and lounge. The walls were lined in the same wood as the doors. A wool carpet of rich red and green hues stretched underfoot. A dark, burnished table stood in the centre, surrounded by tapestry chairs stitched in complimentary colours to the carpet. Two sofas, covered in wide green and blood red stripes, were pushed into one corner for more casual seating. A coffee table between them bore an inlaid chess set.


  The small tea chest nestled against the wall by the sofas, taunting Cara with its tightly nailed lid. She dropped herself into a chair at the end of the table and pointed at the innocuous container. Her curiosity could wait no longer.


  “So what have you got in the chest that Victoria wants badly enough to throw you in the Tower?”


  Nate stood next to her, his gaze flicking to the chest and back to her expectant face. “I think we should have a drink first. It’s not every day you escape the Tower of London.”


  Cara narrowed her gaze, re-evaluating and embellishing her plan to kill Nate now they had rescued him.


  Loki moved to a small sideboard and opened a cupboard door. He pulled forth a bottle and several shot glasses. He poured a couple of fingers of amber liquid out and handed one to Cara. She waited while Loki handed a glass to Nate and Miguel before picking up his own.


  “To adventure and the friends who help us along the way,” Loki said.


  They clinked glasses and downed the contents in one hit, slamming empty vessels on the table top. Cara and Miguel both coughed, her eyes watering, and she blinked back the rush of tears from the hit of whisky.


  “Keep talking.” She waved her finger at Nate as Loki filled the glasses for another round. “You were about to reveal to your long suffering wife what is in the chest. And if it’s flesh and blood, why hasn’t it got an air hole?”


  Nate threw back his head and swallowed a second hit of liquor. “The chest contains dragon eggs.”


  Cara snorted, but no one joined in. Loki and Miguel didn’t look surprised. She drained her shot glass before daring to meet Nate’s steady gaze. “Do you expect me to believe in dragons? There’s no such thing.”


  He placed a hand on her shoulder, his thumb stroking along her collar bone. “And there’s no such thing as a diamond heart.”


  Touché. She shut her mouth. Maybe he was right; the world contained more mysterious things than she ever believed possible. She leaned into his touch; her body missed him more than her mind cared to admit. For years she avoided physical contact, until Nate taught her how much her body needed it. The five days they had been apart seemed more like five months.


  His hand moved to the nape of her neck, his fingers sliding through her hair to massage her scalp. “Rumours have circulated for centuries that the depths of Russia and China hid the last remaining dragons. Victoria asked me to find out if it were true.”


  Damn him, but that feels good. He had a way of turning her feline under his touch; she wanted to stretch out and let him stroke and pet her. Her brain reminded her of unanswered questions.


  “So assuming this chest contains dragon eggs, how did you find them?” With her curiosity satisfied, she was eager to know if an ancient beast really did reside in the tea chest.


  “I had my opportunity during the Opium Wars, when I chased a different dragon. Rumours always circulate and large quantities of opium gained me access denied to other Westerners.” He removed his hand from her nape, much to her regret, and moved to kneel in front of the tea chest. “The Chinese had stolen eggs from Russia, and hid them in the Forbidden City.”


  Loki handed him a hammer and chisel and he prised off the nails holding down the lid. Cara leaned forward as he removed the top, and was disappointed to see the inside contained only loose leaf tea. The smell of bergamot and spice wafted around the small room.


  God, I hope Miguel picked up the right chest, and these eggs aren’t sitting in some toff’s kitchen.


  With careful hands, Nate brushed the tea to one side, and a gleaming oval shape appeared under his fingers. He slid his hands under and pulled the egg free of its resting place. He handed it to a wide-eyed Cara.


  It was tapered at one end like a chicken egg, but of a size large enough to contain a puppy. She needed two hands to hold the thing. It was heavier than she expected, and warm, so very warm. Heat washed over her palms, rolling off the egg. The shell colour was inconsistent and mottled as though it had been hurriedly hand painted in varying hues of cream and beige. Brilliant red veins streaked over the surface and glimmered in the available light. The shell had a grainy texture like a cross between tree bark and lizard skin. Her fingers traced the lines and grooves etched over it.


  “Is there really a dragon inside?” her voice came out a whisper as though she didn’t want to wake the slumbering occupant.


  Nate watched her, his eyes unfathomable as her fingers explored the rare object. “As long as the egg is warm, it’s viable. But they take years to hatch.”


  “A dragon.” She brushed her cheek against the egg and placed her ear to the thick shell. A faint beat pulsed against her face. The sound of life. With reluctance, she handed it back to Nate, to rebury in the tea nest. Two others nestled in the dried leaves. The smallest egg looked hewn from slate, the dark grey relieved by a green shimmer. The third egg was more roughly made, coloured in rich brown streaks with deep blue lines encircling the surface. Her hands already mourned the loss of a creature she did not even know existed a few minutes ago. She wanted to caress them, soak up their heat, and watch over them like a mother hen until the chicks emerged.


  “Three? You had three dragons tucked away in the Pit?”


  He raised a finger to his lips. “Victoria thinks there was only one egg left in existence.”


  “So why don’t you give her one? You could still release the other two?” As soon as she said the words a pang shot through her heart. What lay within the eggs were no toy dogs to be taught to beg and roll over. With a creature so rare, no person should ever own or collar them.


  “She will either chain them in the Tower as curiosities, or use them in treaty negotiations. Once hatched, the Emperor planned to chain them to the walls of the Forbidden City. Either way they would never be free.”


  They locked eyes for long moments. A brief sliver of cold horror pulsed down the bond from Nate at the thought of a beautiful creature suffering in captivity, shackled to another’s bidding and never free. Cara could only wonder if he meant the dragons. Five days earlier, his words in defence of his actions, echoed in her brain. I protected you, and left you free.


  “Come on lad.” Loki laid a hand on Miguel’s shoulder. “Let’s go rustle up some food while Nate confesses his pirate antics to his wife.”


  Cara flicked her eyes to the departing figures, waiting for them to vanish through the panelled sliding door before turning her attention back to Nate. He pulled out a chair and sat across the table from her, nursing his glass of whisky, waiting for the barrage to begin.


  So many questions, she tried to sort through which to ask first. “How did you obtain the eggs?”


  “I run airships between India, China, and Britain. Britain has been smuggling opium into China for decades in return for tea. Access to the eggs cost me an airship of opium, courtesy of Duke Nolton. He owns substantial poppy fields in India.”


  Cara connected the pieces of information. “He’s the one behind the treason charges.”


  Nate drained his glass and toyed with the empty crystal, rolling it between his palms. “The best defense is a good offense. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s the one up to something, and our bad blood gave him the perfect opening to draw suspicion from his actions.”


  Cara remembered her meeting with the queen. “Speaking of bad blood, we have another problem.”


  “A necklace that’s more than a necklace?” He placed the used glass with the other empty ones and stretched his arm over the back of the chair next to him.


  “Yes, unfortunately. When I saw the queen, she was wearing Hatshepsut’s Collar. It’s a gold necklace made for the ancient Egyptian ruler, a woman who seized the power of men and became pharaoh.”


  “Did your father write about the Collar?” Nate knew of her father’s extensive collection of ancient artifacts, and one such relic bound their hearts and lives. Lord Devon kept detailed notebooks about the treasures and Cara found rare books telling of the legends and powers surrounding the objects.


  Her fingers played with a small metal coaster, her hands unable to remain immobile on the table top. “He tried to acquire it, but it was held by the French. There are contemporary accounts that both Alexander the Great and Genghis Khan possessed the Collar. They say whoever wears it is gripped by a desire to acquire land and power, and only the removal of the necklace, or death, will stop them.”


  Nate reached out for Cara’s hand across the table, halting her frantic movements as he ran his thumb over the pulse in her wrist. “Victoria began conscripting troops weeks ago. She has been amassing men in strategic locations outside China’s borders. The queen wishes to become an imperial empress and will lead us all to war.”


  “I always thought war was good for business.” She watched his thumb play across her skin, trying to ignore the ripples of pleasure he aroused as she reminded herself they still had the issue of his forced marriage to settle.


  “Not a senseless one, which will plunge us into the midst of death and killing for years to come.” His hand stilled and he drew away as Loki and Miguel returned, carrying trays of hot food.


  Plates were laid out on the long table and the delicious aroma of fresh bread and roasted fowl hit Cara’s nose and her stomach rumbled in appreciation.


  Part of her mind tried to stay on topic; the other part sided with her hunger as Loki dished out the simple, but mouth-watering meal. “Victoria has large scale plans, mobilising the youth of England. The call has spread across the country.”


  Nate met her gaze. “So apart from finding a safe home for the dragons, and neutralising Nolton, we also need to figure out how to get the necklace away from Victoria before her blood lust sets us all on a path of destruction.”


  Cara picked up knife and fork. “That sums up most of our problems.” She met his gaze, and left the more intimate problem hanging between them.
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  [image: G]eneral banter dominated dinner. Loki told outrageous stories of previous tight spots he encountered. Like when the Hellcat dropped a line and lifted him straight from a cannibal’s simmering dinner pot in the Pacific Islands. Nate scoffed occasionally, but let his captain have free rein. Cara let the conversation between the three men wash over her, trying to forget the events of the last week as they stuck to more light hearted topics and needling each other.


  Once everyone had eaten their full, Loki bellowed out the sliding door and two identically clad airmen appeared to clear away the plates. They left a bottle of brandy and, in a civilised touch, a plate of cheese, fruit, and crackers. Surprise registered on Cara’s face.


  Loki arched a thin black eyebrow. “What did you expect?”


  “Something a lot more informal and a couple of whores hot oil wrestling in the corner.” The Hellcat revealed a tastefully decorated interior. The crew wore tidy uniforms of black pants, white shirts, and black vests. A chef lurked somewhere in the galley and part of Cara expected to hear a piano player start tickling the ivory any minute. The reality of life aboard Loki’s airship was the polar opposite of what her imagination had conjured up. She couldn’t decide if she was relieved or disappointed.


  Miguel excused himself to join the other airmen below and Cara suspected he would regale them with tales of his starring role in the rescue. She picked up a bunch of grapes and moved to the sofa. She popped them in her mouth as she settled and propped her feet up on the coffee table, careful not to disturb the in-progress chess game.


  She cast a glance at Loki, who sunk into the sofa opposite, cradling a large glass of brandy. Some of the tension seemed have eased behind his eyes.


  “So, did you get your evening with the Ice Queen?”


  Loki stretched one arm along the back of the sofa and met her amused gaze. “Yes, but she’s a talker. I had to give her mouth something to do to shut her up and get some peace.”


  Cara couldn’t reconcile the cold woman she met with her being overly talkative. “I would never have thought that to look at her.”


  Loki leaned forward, elbows on his knees, the snifter held between thumb and forefinger. “She has dark tastes that one. Her fiancé is in for quite a surprise. But she kept asking about you and Nate.”


  Nate lowered himself onto the sofa next to Cara, causing the cushion to dip and tip her toward him. “I’m an idiot,” he swore. “Sara Collins is Nolton’s niece.”


  “A coincidence?” Loki asked.


  “I don’t like it when coincidences starting piling on top of one another. What exactly did she want to know?”


  Loki swirled the liquor up the sides of the large glass and watched the beads run back to the bottom. “Rather prying actually. She wanted to know the truth of the rumours about you being married, and how attached you were to Cara.”


  Cara let out a long sigh. “She grilled Miguel when he returned her ring too, the day Hankin took you. She was more interested in my reaction than in you being arrested.” She chewed another grape and glanced sideways at Nate. “He’s looking for your weakness, and it’s me.”


  “No,” Nate said. “Don’t ever think of yourself like that. You are not a weakness.” His hand caressed her thigh; his warmth tingled along her skin like the touch of the dragon egg. “Although it’s probably just as well we are out of England for now before he could do anything foolish.”


  He rose and paced to the table, poured two snifters of brandy, and returned to the quiet corner. He handed a drink to Cara and she took a swig from her glass, letting the warmth settle in her stomach. A long trip stretched ahead of them and she had a number of topics she wanted to cover.


  “When I left Victoria, I encountered Prince Albert in the secretary’s chamber. I mentioned the necklace to him. Judging from his reaction, I suspect he is as concerned as I am. I think we have an ally there.” She chewed another grape. “If we can figure out a way to use the opening it affords.”


  “We could slip a message to him. I’ll have a think who is best positioned to approach him.”


  She gave another swirl of the heady liquor and took a long sip. The brandy gave her the courage to broach a topic simmering in a dark corner of her mind. “The prince has very smooth pants. Is it true what they say, about…?” her voice trailed off, not sure how to phrase her question, despite the bravery she found in the depths of the glass in her hands.


  Loki watched the words freeze in her mouth and laughed aloud, guessing exactly where her mind wandered. “You mean does Prince Albert have a Prince Albert?”


  Cara fought the flush threatening to rise up her chest. “Yes. I was wondering. He was there in front of me. I spoke to him about Hatshepsut’s Collar, but all I could think about was how smooth his trousers were. I’m guessing it would be a breach of etiquette to ask the royal consort about intimate piercings.”


  Loki stroked two fingers along his thin moustache, considering his answer. Laughter danced in his dark eyes. “Well my little peach, they aren’t all about keeping large bulges from frightening the more delicate ladies.”


  Curiosity burgeoned within Cara and refused to be contained. “What are they for then?” Her knowledge of the piercing was limited to whispered snippets of conversation, alleging the prince used a chain through the end of the ring, to ensure the smooth fit of his pants went unblemished.


  “The piercing heightens sensation.” Loki’s eyes darkened. “Which means my cock brings me oh so much more pleasure with a ring.” He gave her a sensual smile. “It works for the ladies too. Drives them crazy. Very rarely, I encounter one who finds the sensation too intense.”


  A frown settled on Cara’s face as she tried to imagine what it would feel like. She tilted her head to regard Nate, her gaze dropping down to his trousers as she tried to fit a piercing to his anatomy.


  He gave her a dark look. “I’m not sticking a ring through the end of my cock to satisfy your curiosity.”


  “I’ve got one you can play with until you’re satisfied,” Loki told Cara. Leaning forward, his hand reached out to stroke the soft leather over her booted ankles. Nate growled a warning deep in his throat, and Loki dropped his hands away and leaned back on the sofa.


  Nate placed his empty glass onto the coffee table. “Someday, my friend, you will meet your match and she will thread a chain through that ring and lead you around by it.”


  Loki chuckled and picked up a pack of cards sitting next to him on the striped sofa. “How about a few rounds of strip poker instead?” He tapped out the cards into his palm and began shuffling them, a speculative look in his black eyes as he winked at Cara.


  Cara gave a yawn; she had quite enough excitement for the day with a daring raid on the Tower of London, dragon eggs, and an ancient necklace. She did not have the mental resources for poker with Loki. She did want to strip off her clothes, but only so she could stretch out on crisp sheets and let the gentle hum and movement of the airship lull her off to sleep.


  “I’m too tired to tangle with you. Where’s my room?” She rose from the sofa and Nate echoed her movement.


  “I’m turning in too. I’ll show you to our cabin.” He nodded a good night to Loki.


  “Our cabin?” Cara drew her eyebrows together. “I’ve not forgiven you. I want my own room.”


  Loki laughed. “It’s an airship, my peach, not a hotel. Space is limited.”


  She gave a blank look to Nate who answered. “There are two cabins aboard, you either share mine or Loki’s, unless you want to sleep in the bunk room with the crew.”


  Cara tossed up her options and sharing with Loki didn’t even make the short list. If his crew were as rapacious as him, she would be far safer with Nate. She lacked the energy to fight. She figured she could shove a pillow or two between them.


  “All right, but don’t make the mistake of thinking this is me deferring to my husband.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of making such an assumption.” Nate kept a straight face as he said it, but Loki chortled to himself.


  With his wicked laughter in her ears, Cara followed Nate from the mess room and down a short corridor to another wooden sliding door. He pushed the door to one side and gestured for her to enter. She took two paces and stopped to survey their accommodation for the duration of their journey. The room was diminutive, barely large enough to contain the both of them and not large enough for a decent argument or swinging a cat. Cara had nowhere to pace or stalk without brushing past Nate.


  The walls were clad in the same cherry wood panelling as the mess. A lamp by the bed threw a gentle yellow glow over the room. A brightly coloured rug of deep blue and golden yellow gave a welcoming touch. The bed was larger than a single, but not quite the width of a double. It would require them to sleep pressed into one another. The blue and yellow swirled pattern of the comforter echoed the floor rug. The bed lay along one wall; a long, thin window above gave a clear view of the starry night sky outside. A narrow chest of drawers built into the wall served as a bedside cabinet. A single wardrobe was latched shut next to the door. The remaining wall held a small built in table and two chairs.


  Cara turned on hearing a click. While she assessed the accommodation, Nate slid the door shut and locked it. He pulled the key free and tossed it on the top of the drawers. She raised an eyebrow at his actions.


  “Loki has a sense of humour. I don’t want him trying to join us tonight.”


  Cara bit her bottom lip on the verge of mentioning that if he did, it would answer her question about piercings, but Nate’s gaze withered the retort on her lips. She chose a different tact. “You’re free of the Tower. Tell me why I shouldn’t run as soon as we land.”


  He tapped his chest. “Because running is futile, I will always find you. And I have dragon eggs.”


  She wondered what her chances were of an egg hatching, so her eyes could see a dragon, not just touch its shell. She tilted her head to one side. “What if I could undo what the heart has done to us, and you could no longer track me?”


  Pain flared behind his eyes and punched along their bond. “I would still find you.” He ground the words out.


  She sucked in a breath, underestimating how deep the bond went for him. She changed subject again. “How long will it take us to reach Russia?”


  “Two days. When we reach St. Petersburg, don’t forget you have a role to play. We are the honeymooning couple; it will be the cover I need to talk to my contacts at the Russian court.”


  Cara stepped around his body and eyed him through lowered lashes. “Can’t we be the married couple who have argued, aren’t speaking, and sleep in separate rooms?”


  She pushed too far. He whirled and covered her body with his, pressing her back against the wall. He grabbed both her hands in one of his and held them above her head while his mouth covered hers. With hard pressure, he sought admittance and his tongue plunged into her.


  Cara’s anger melted under the heat and intensity of the kiss. Electric pulses coursed through her body as Nate held her in place. He used his free hand to stroke up her side and cupped a breast, his thumb caressing her nipple through the thick fabric of her corset. He didn’t stop his assault on her defenses until he tore a moan from her throat.


  He pulled his head up, his breath ragged. “You can be angry at me for what I have done, I understand that, but don’t deny us this.” He released her hands and stepped away. He tore off his jacket and shirt, and threw his clothing on to one of the chairs. Cara sought the support of the wall as she watched him. He was no fat and lazy noble. His lean torso showed the clear delineation of each abdominal muscle. Nate worked himself―and his men―hard and Cara loved exploring every inch of his sculptured body.


  He sat on the side of the bed to remove his boots while her breath came in hard-fought gasps.


  She licked her lips, heat spreading through her as she watched him strip. “I’m not sleeping with you.” She tried to convince herself as much as him, and failed on both counts.


  A lazy grin crossed his face and stole her breath. “Yes, you are. But I give you my word, sleep is all we will do. I’ll not make love to you unless you initiate it.” His tone lowered even as his gaze heated further. “It’s been five days, cara mia. I need your skin pressed next to mine.”


  He peeled away the last item of clothing and climbed into the bed naked. He pulled the blankets over his groin and laid back. With his hands resting behind his head, he watched her, waiting for her to make a move.


  Her hands fumbled with the ties and lacing on her clothing, nimble digits turned to thumbs under his intense scrutiny. A slow thrum pulsed through her body at the thought of sleeping with her husband. Removing her corset, she dropped it on a chair and bent to unlace her boots before pulling them off. Hooking her thumbs into the waist of her breeches, she drew them down over her thighs. Nate gave a sharp intake of breath at the sensuous wiggle needed to peel away the tight fitting pants. Kicking them up with a foot, she tossed them with her other clothing. She pulled the short chemise over her head and discarded it, moving toward the bed wearing only her cream silk knickers.


  “All of it.” His voice was husky and a wicked smile touched her lips. From the look in his eyes, she realised he was going to have trouble sticking to his word not to make love to her.


  She drew off the silk and kicked it away with one foot. She walked―naked―to the bed. Nate pulled back the blankets and she slid in with her back to him. He wrapped his arms around her, drew her against his chest, and rolled. She finished up trapped on the wall side of the bed while his back guarded the door. He curled around her and tucked her closer. His lips grazed her neck as he breathed in her scent.


  Her head rested on his bicep, his arm around her waist, holding her to him. Her buttocks nestled into his groin as he pushed against her. Cara let out a sigh, his warmth and scent surrounded her, easing her tight knot of anger. It would be so easy to angle her hips and ease his shaft between her legs, to let him slide over her aching flesh and fill the emptiness inside her. She had found more pleasure in Nate’s arms than she ever imagined possible. Her treacherous body wanted to know why her brain bothered to fight the burning desire when she so desperately sought the heat.


  “Sleep, Cara,” he breathed against her neck.
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  [image: A]bright shaft of sunlight angled in through the narrow window and played across Cara’s face. She screwed her eyes tighter and rolled away from the invasive daylight, and then raised her hands over her head in a languid stretch. One hand dropped to the side and encountered nothing, the bed next to her lay empty. Given the coolness of the sheets, Nate departed some time ago. An equally cold lump settled in her stomach. She had grown used to waking with his arms around her, his hands roaming her naked body as his hips rocked her to release. For a moment she forget her anger at his underhanded tactics, and missed the man, the warm being who made her body sing.


  It’s damn lonely on the moral high ground.


  A caress of longing washed over her, followed by a shot of mirth at her growing frustration. She concentrated on shutting off the valve connecting them. She was learning she could control how much she allowed him to sense, but it took effort to close the door Nefertiti’s Heart created between them. When she was tired or distracted, it flung itself wide open once more. Infuriatingly, Nate exhibited far more control over the bond.


  She dressed quickly and found her way to the small bridge, opposite the mess they had occupied the previous night. Sun streamed into the light and airy space. A crewman stood at the helm, piloting the airship through the endless blue of the sky. His hands rested on a brass wheel nearly two feet in diameter, the focal piece of the compact, but efficient bridge. Two other crewmen attended a bank of dials, gauges, and levers, occasionally calling out readings to one another as they ensured the smooth running of the Hellcat.


  A wide window, angled toward the ground, took up the entire front of the room. A polished rail ran along the length of the glass, and a ledge stretched between it and the window, wide enough for charts, books, or other small objects.


  Loki and Nate stood at the window; both dressed in pirate casual of dark breeches, knee high boots, and open-throated linen shirts. Loki had one hand on the rail, his other clutching a mug of steaming coffee. He was engaged in conversation with Nate, who held down a chart on the ledge.


  As Cara approached, Loki stuck out his arm and offered the coffee to her. “Nate said you were awake and you’d be wanting one of these.”


  She took the mug, flicked her gaze to her errant husband, and then inhaled deeply before taking a sip. Maybe the pesky bond has some use after all.


  “He also says you missed his early morning wake up call.” Loki added, causing Cara to splutter into her coffee. “One day you’ll have to tell me how he knew.” He cast a glance between the two of them, but could only guess at the depth of their connection.


  “I thought you two were discussing flight plans, not what I am wanting, or missing.” She couldn’t be cross at Loki when he could rustle up coffee this good. She stared out the large window into infinite blue of varying shades. Fluffy white clouds patted the airship as she glided through their midst. Below, the deeper blue of the ocean swirled and tossed up foamy peaks where waves collided.


  She tore her eyes from the view outside and moved closer to see the map they studied. Nate reached out a hand and stroked the nape of her neck. She pretended not to notice while she drank her coffee and her gaze roamed the vastness of Russia. Endless forests of green stretched across much of the country, up to the Arctic Circle, and over to the Pacific Ocean. She wondered where they were bound after St. Petersburg.


  He rolled up the chart they had been studying. “We’ll be landing tomorrow. Did you pack anything from that modiste I’m paying through the nose for?”


  Cara nodded over her coffee. “Yes, I sent Loki a trunk before we rescued you from the Tower. Why?” She glanced down at her corset, breeches, and boots; it was how she normally dressed by preference.


  He walked to the centre square island and pulled open a long, narrow drawer. Numerous rolled maps rested tightly against one another. Nate tucked away the one in his hand and bumped the drawer closed. “I’m introducing my viscountess to the Imperial Russian court, and I need you to dress the part.”


  “I’m sure I can rustle up something that won’t make me look like a serf. Anyway, what’s the plan? You do have a plan, don’t you?” She flicked her eyes from Loki to Nate, sure one of them plotted something.


  Miguel chose that moment to bounce onto the bridge, looking as eager and awake as a Labrador puppy who heard the word walkies. Cara wished she were an eighteen year old on the biggest adventure of her lifetime. Instead, she was trying to save her husband’s arse and her neck.


  Miguel brought with him a plate of buttered toast, which he offered on an outstretched palm to Cara. She chewed on her breakfast while waiting for Nate to spill his plans for countering Nolton’s accusation and what he intended to do with three dragon eggs.


  Nate’s eyes were the clear blue of the sky today, concealing nothing for once. He leaned against the centre island, his hands lightly curling on the rolled edge. “I have a contact with the Russian court, Count Nikolai Dushov.”


  “And why will he be able to help?” She finished the first piece of toast and swiped a second off the delicate plate.


  “Because Nikolai is Tsar Alexander’s spy master, and my friend.”


  She took another sip of coffee and regarded Nate from beneath her lashes. “He’ll be handy then.”


  “I’m hoping Nikolai will be able to help me uncover who Nolton is dealing with and gather sufficient evidence to expose his accusation as a lie.” Nate crossed his arms over his chest, a smile lurking on one end of his lips. “I need you to whisper sweet nothings in the right ears as a distraction.”


  Cara snorted. “Seduction’s not my forte.”


  “Don’t undersell yourself,” Loki jumped in to the conversation. “You did a good distraction job last week. It’s all sleight of hand, remember?”


  She ignored him, unwilling to remind Nate how she rode Loki’s lap. “What will happen to the dragon eggs?”


  “I’m going to ensure no one will ever imprison them. The situation with Victoria can wait until the eggs are safe in their new home. I have another contact who lives deep in Siberia. Loki and Miguel are going to find Sergei, the dragon master. He goes to St. Petersburg for supplies at the start of autumn. We should be able to catch him.”


  “Dragon master?” Cara stared at her coffee, wishing there was something stronger than caffeine lurking in the bottom of the mug. “As in, he masters the dragons?” She wanted to laugh, but knew he was serious, despite how farcical the title sounded, like something from a novel.


  The twitch turned into a full blown smile. “I thought you wanted all the details?”


  “I’m not so sure now. We keep detouring off into fantasy land. Now I understand how poor Helene went off the deep end after knowing your family for twenty years.” Helene, Countess de Sal, had parted company with sanity many years previously. Cara still couldn’t decide if the syphilis took the woman’s mind or the constant exposure to the Lyons family machinations. She drained her coffee cup and searched the deck for the rest of the pot. She needed more than one mug to kick start her brain.


  Loki snapped his fingers at one of the crewmen. He left his spot at the monitoring systems and walked to wall where a steel plate had a handle in the middle. He pulled, and the plate turned into a square coffee pot, cunningly fitted into the surrounding machinery. A second, and much smaller, handle turned into a milk pot and sugar bowl. He walked to Cara and topped up her mug.


  “It’s a coffee machine,” he explained, waving the pot to indicate the empty slot in the wall. With the pot removed, she could see a short, wide funnel pointing downward. “It has beans inside and a water supply, and makes the coffee itself. Keeps the men awake during the night shifts and saves going up and down the stairs with a fresh pot all the time.”


  Cara watched, fascinated, as he returned the pot to its waiting docking bay. “Ingenious,” she murmured, adding milk and sugar to the mug from the small rectangular containers. Fully caffeinated once more, she returned her attention to Nate.


  “Loki will find Miguel useful in their search of the taverns.”


  Miguel beamed. “I speak a bit of Russian. It will be rusty, but I remember enough for us to ask around about Sergei.”


  Cara turned wide, curious eyes on Miguel. “You speak Russian?”


  He held up his finger and thumb a smidgen apart. “Only about this much.”


  She swung her head back to Nate. “Now will you tell me where you found him?”


  “On an airship, unconscious, bound, and stuffed in a crate on its way to a Turkish brothel.” He had a way of delivering the maximum information with the minimum number of words.


  She let the pertinent facts settle before staring at Miguel. “How old were you?”


  “Thirteen.” A shadow passed over his face and his smile faltered; the first time she had seen the lad less than cheerful and full of life.


  She drew in a deep sigh; Nate seemed to make a habit of rescuing trapped creatures. She moved the conversation along before he dwelled on unpleasant memories and how he ended up in a crate. “And you can speak Russian, why?”


  The smile came back. “My mother was an opera singer. Most years we spent a season in St. Petersburg. Until the winter she died.”


  “Well, we both seem to have ended up as part of the Lyons family, and since you kind of look like me, I’m going to treat you like a younger brother.” With those words, she cuffed him on the head.


  “Hey!” he protested. “What was that for?”


  “I’m sure you’ve done something to deserve it.”


  Loki interrupted. “Why don’t you go downstairs lad? The crewmen are doing manoeuvres with the weapons slings. You’ll enjoy it.”


  The smile shot across Miguel’s face and he turned a questioning look to Nate.


  “Off you go,” his master dismissed him.


  With a wave to Cara, he bounded from the room to play with the numerous armaments the Hellcat carried below. With Miguel occupied, she turned her mind to other problems.


  “I need to send an aethergram,” she announced.


  Nate reached under the end of the island and pulled out a stool. It was attached on a steel slider and tucked into the side when not needed. Cara dropped herself onto the thick leather padded top. Standing behind her, Nate opened a smaller drawer on her left, revealing pens and paper.


  “Who to?” he enquired.


  “Fraser.”


  Nate’s body stiffened behind her. Fraser was an inspector with Her Majesty’s Enforcers and barely concealed his loathing and distrust of Nate. They shared a deep history, and she had yet to burrow to the bottom of that story.


  “I intend to set him to sniffing around Nolton,” she explained. “He owes me. I may as well use him and see what he can dig up.”


  He moved his hands up her arms, resting on her shoulders. “He hates me, remember?” He breathed against her ear.


  “Exactly, imagine his glee at investigating these charges. He would love to find something against you.” She teased him to ease the tension pulsing through him at the thought of her tangling with the charming inspector.


  “Some wife you are, you seem determined to embrace widowhood.” He brushed a kiss against the base of her neck.


  “It wouldn’t be for long.” She reminded him they were joined; he would only predecease her by seconds, hardly enough time to play the merry widow. She tapped her pencil against the paper, trying to compose a short message to encompass the task she wanted Fraser to undertake.


  She wrote a sentence, scratched it out, and then started again. The message would be relayed through the main Enforcer’s communications centre, before reaching Fraser. She needed the phrasing to be subtle, but sufficient for him to understand his debt was called up.


  Don’t leave me broken hearted. Is it true? Cara.


  The aethergram ruled its own small corner of the bridge. The metal casing screwed to the bench, so the expensive machine didn’t go flying, literally, if the craft moved suddenly. A metal basket next to it collected the ticker tape it occasionally spat out. She set the frequency dial to the open channel for Enforcer’s Headquarters. Then she pulled out the skeletal keyboard and typed in her short message before hitting the transmit lever. The machine vibrated as it coded her words and sent them via the unseen medium surrounding them all, the aether.
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  [image: T]he maid dropped the last few shards of porcelain into her bucket and wordlessly sank into a deep curtsey before edging backward from the room. Her ample, black wool clad buttocks pushed the door open, so she could squeeze through. Victoria never moved from her rigid pose in front of the window.


  She had vented her temper on the gold rimmed tea set, a Christmas present from some foreign dignitary or other. The little cups made a satisfying crack against the wall as she hurled them at the world map, painted over one entire side of her office. Tiny shards of porcelain had rained down on the carpet, scattering hints of pink and yellow amongst the darker fibres of the rug.


  Her secretary watched the wanton destruction for several long seconds, then called for a maid to clean up the mess and removed the surviving projectiles. It was highly unusual for the queen to give vent to a tantrum, but these were highly unusual circumstances. She would not be thwarted. No one should have the audacity to stand against her, not even her darkly handsome favourite privateer.


  Victoria stood at the window, the fingers of her right hand buried deep in the plush red velvet drape. Her digits curled and released in a constant cycle like a kitten padding for comfort. She watched the troops parading back and forth far below. They wove endless patterns in the cobbled forecourt of Buckingham Palace, the repetitive movement soothing to her frazzled mind. Slow moving metal monsters held a steady beat while lighter foot soldiers played a melody amongst them. When a soldier contained inside an exoskeleton failed to lift his massive metal feet in a timely fashion, a spark shot along the ground, making the regular soldier behind jump.


  Our troops. Our soldiers. Our army who will conquer the Earth, and bring all people under one rule―our rule.


  Outside of London young men gathered, streaming from cities, towns, and countryside, answering her call. They swelled the numbers of the army into the hundreds of thousands. For weeks now as each youth reported, he received a uniform and a rifle and then was dispatched to another site for further training. Her sergeants made quick assessments of their abilities and sent them to infantry, navy, or for the cream amongst them, her beloved Aeronautical Corps.


  Her plan took form and coalesced before her eyes; soon it would be tangible in her hands. Her thoughts turned from the soldiers down below to the events of the previous night at the Tower.


  Nathaniel Trent, Viscount Lyons. Our spy. Our traitor.


  Nolton uncovered Lyons’ treachery that he planned to gift the animal to Tsar Alexander. The queen stood perfectly still, her back rigid as rage seethed through her limbs. Molten anger pulsed through her instead of mere blood. She closed her eyes; red flowed behind her lids. The last dragon in existence and he dared escape our Tower with our beast!


  She needed the dragon; taken from the Forbidden City at her behest. Emperor Xianfeng had recently died, leaving behind his six-year old son as his heir. The Imperial Crown lay ripe for the plucking from a child’s hands while his advisors scrambled to forge new allegiances. Her sources in China said the child was unaware that his father had stolen the egg from Russia. She could gain valuable territory if she dangled the lure of a pet dragon that the little boy could chain in his garden.


  Victoria longed to see the beast tethered over the Tower, symbol of her dominance over the world. She planned for the dragon to be the key to claiming part of China, but if she could not turn that lock, she had other tactics. Her soldiers would simply force the door wide open.


  English feet will trample their borders.


  The doors to her office opened and a polite cough sounded behind her.


  “The Constable ma’am,” Sir Charles Grey, her secretary, announced the visitor.


  She turned, fixing Sir John Fix Burgoyne, Constable of the Tower, with a cold look.


  “Well?” He had failed in his duty, the first constable to lose a prisoner for nearly one hundred and fifty years, the last escapee, Lord Nithsdale in 1716.


  “Viscount Lyons is still missing, your majesty.” Sir John tried to hold his position, but failed miserably under the hot glare of his enraged sovereign.


  “How did he escape?” She glided to the middle of the large office and stood in front of twinned desks, belonging to the queen and Albert. The deep blue taffeta of her gown rustled as it slid over the petticoats and crinoline cage, making a reptilian slither. For a small woman she radiated power and strength. She claimed her throne at just eighteen, and had fought in a man’s world every day since. No one entering her presence would believe her easily swayed.


  He shifted from one foot to another. “We have ascertained the airship was a ruse as were the men who attacked the west wall.”


  “How astute of you, given even a blind man could deduce he did not escape with either faction.” She smoothed the front of her gown and picked an invisible speck from the fabric and flicked it from her fingertips.


  “Quite, ma’am.” He fidgeted with his gloves. He served years in the army, and looked like he would rather face a screaming hoard of Zulus, not an angry queen. “We believe he left the Tower via the Thames by some boat small enough to escape the notice of the river patrols.”


  Her eyes narrowed, becoming piercing icicles of frozen frustration. “We start to think he might simply have walked out the front gate, such is the incompetence of your security.”


  Sir John swallowed. His Adam’s apple bounced up and down against his crisp white cravat. “I assure you, ma’am, I will get to the bottom of this.”


  Victoria gave a snort. She doubted it somehow. Nathaniel was as slippery as an eel and had outfoxed the Silver Fox. “He is a traitor and has stolen something belonging to us. We want him caught and returned to the Tower.”


  Sir John nodded his head. “The Hellcat was spotted hovering at Gravesend. We believe it picked up Lyons.”


  “Where is he headed?”


  “We can only speculate, ma’am. The airship was seen heading in the direction of Europe, possibly Russia, if the accusations are correct. His wife has also disappeared, with her husband, presumably. We will know for certain once the Hellcat docks; we have sources in all the ports. He will not escape us for long.”


  The queen placed a hand on the back of Albert’s chair, missing her consort’s much loved presence. “You have failed us, Sir John. You have allowed a traitor to walk from the Tower.”


  “Your majesty―” The words died in his throat as the queen’s eyes widened; her gaze cold enough to freeze the Thames.


  “You would dare offer some pitiful excuse for your failure to us?” Her fingers curled into the padding of the chair, a hand turned into a claw, ready to rip into an exposed throat.


  He clenched his fingers around his gloves, trying to squeeze an answer from the soft kid leather. “No, ma’am,” he said, after a prolonged pause.


  “Do not return until you have positive news Sir John, and do not make us regret your appointment as Constable.” She waved her hand at him dismissively, and turned away, no longer wishing to have the reek of failure in her presence. A soft click told her Sir John had left, closing the door behind him, leaving her alone with her thoughts.


  She crossed to the other wall, the entire space taken up with a topographical painting of the globe. Latitude and longitude markings delineated the surface, breaking up ocean and earth. Old fashioned square rigged boats and modern airships hovered over the expansive ocean. Dragons soared over the deepest regions of China, Russia, and South America. Victoria ran her hand over her many lands and colonies, picked out in the palest red.


  “Onward, onward, we must push onward,” she chanted to herself as a hand touched India and then Canada. A finger traced the slip of New Zealand, the southern-most jewel in her crown. A palm covered Australia. Her fingers feathered over parts of Africa.


  She raised a hand to caress the heavy Egyptian necklace resting on her shoulders. She stroked the scarab of her left shoulder, the gold and lapis lazuli body the size of a field mouse. She murmured to it as she regarded the map, holding a conversation with the piece of jewellery.


  “Yes, yes, we must keep moving outward. We understand,” she answered the scarab’s unspoken questions.


  She laid two hands on China. “The Empire must grow, all must bow before us. We will have you.” She danced along the painting, peals of laughter echoing around the chamber as she touched every continent as she passed. “All of you.”
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  In Whitehall Place, Inspector Hamish Fraser sunk into his chair at Enforcer’s Headquarters. He spent more hours in his small office than he ever did in his drab flat. Crime fighting was a jealous mistress, leaving no time for anything else in his life. Not that he had anything else in his life, apart from stolen moments of pleasure and much needed release with women who never demanded a place in his chaotic existence. They sought only a few coins in exchange for whispered endearments.


  Files littered his desk, mated and grew, producing more files and papers that scuttled across the once polished surface. Dented and bashed filing cabinets lined one wall, looking like they went a few rounds in a boxing ring. A massive blackboard covered the opposite wall. Fraser preferred to work visually, drawing diagrams, flow charts, and arrows to bring together disjointed ideas when solving a riddle.


  He reached out a hand for the correspondence stacked in his in-tray as he took a slurp from his ever-present mug of tea. He scowled at the liquid, never the right temperature, being either too hot or stone cold. Today the tea was too hot. He placed it on the corner of his desk with the least file coverage. He made a mental note to venture another experimental taste in a few more minutes, and not an hour as he tended to do.


  Emptying the tray, he weeded out the reports from the uniformed Enforcers; statements, interviews, and summaries pertaining to his active cases. A slim piece of aethergram ticker tape fell out of the pile and floated near his outstretched fingers. He picked it up, and frowned as he read the message: Don’t leave me broken hearted. Is it true? Cara.


  He only knew one woman with that name. Cara Devon should have been the last victim of Weaver Clayton, who killed four women by shoving brass keys in their hearts. The madman had a different plan for Cara, one interrupted as he attempted to remove her heart and replace it with a mechanised gem. Fraser made a tactical error on that case; he thought Nathaniel Trent, Viscount Lyons, was the killer. Correction, he knew Lyons was a killer, just not that particular one.


  Is it true? Last week Lyons had been arrested and imprisoned for treason. England buzzed with speculation about the rumoured charges, and what line the infamous lord finally crossed to bring down their queen’s wrath. Fraser shouted the rounds at his favourite watering hole, the night of the viscount’s capture. This morning he woke to a new uproar dominating London gossip: Lyons escaped the previous night. People enjoyed the light show as the airships swooped over the Tower, and ammunition fire lit up the sky. During the melee, Lyons slipped from the grasp of over a thousand soldiers. Of the two guards outside his cell, neither could talk of what happened or how he escaped. One guard struggled for life with a knife wound, the other still unconscious from a blow to the head.


  Treason came under military jurisdiction, but Fraser still held tight ties with his fellow soldiers. He chuckled. He was only too eager to offer his assistance. He would willingly pry into the charges, and the accuser, and he would do his upmost to lend his weight to the case. A frown marred his brow; a niggling thought raised its head. What if the charges were false? A slim possibility, but he would see what evidence he could unearth first.


  Another piece of gossip raged among the ton, that Cara Devon was Lyons’ viscountess, and had held the title for over three years. How had they missed the secret marriage of the most scandalous bachelor in England?


  Fraser planned to leave Cara, now Lady Lyons, not only broken hearted, but widowed. If he could prove Lyons guilty as charged, he would finally see the bastard swing.
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[image: Chapter Sixteen]


  [image: D]own in the airship cargo hold, hidden from the view of the busy crewmen, Cara knelt on the floor and succumbed to a girlie indulgence. She lifted the lid of her shiny, new, and enormous, steamer trunk and revealed the contents to her eyes only. She had packed a selection of her new gowns and skirts. Thin sheets of tissue paper protected the expensive clothing and added to the allure as she pulled back the concealing veil and reached out a hand to stroke the fabrics nestled inside the chest. Her clothing options ran from sensuous chiffons that clung to her form to wools so soft they must have been shorn from silk-wearing sheep. She opted for the green form-hugging military jacket and its matching skirt. She gave a heavy sigh, and closed the lid on her pretties. Draping the required garments over her arm, she headed back up the tiny spiral staircase to the cramped room she shared with Nate.


  Her wayward husband played ladies maid, pulling Cara’s corset laces tight while complaining how much he preferred to remove her garments. He didn’t manage to keep his hands to himself, unable to resist caressing her skin under the pretext of helping. By the time the last tiny pearl button was done up, Cara’s body thrummed with more than the vibration of the airship engines. She kicked herself for the self-imposed celibacy; this was supposed to be her honeymoon. Her clothing should never have made it out of the trunk, or the dress should be adorning the floor in a soft green puddle.


  As she secured her hat with several pins, she cast an appreciative eye over Nate as he finished dressing. He pulled on a deep green waistcoat to complement her dress. His roving hands had not just affected her; he had spoiled the flat appearance of his pale buckskin pants. The bulge of his erection made her swipe her tongue over her lips, and she almost demanded he assist in removing her clothing.


  “Maybe Prince Albert has the right idea, you might scare the locals with the size of that,” she said from beneath lowered lashes.


  He growled and wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her close. His lips tasted the pulse at the base of her throat and she arched her neck to give him better access.


  “I’m no eunuch, and I don’t care who knows it.” He breathed against her skin, feathering kisses up the column of her throat.


  “I’m still mad at you,” she reminded him as she slipped from his grasp and out the door. They walked the narrow passageway between the bridge and the mess. Through the glass insert of the bridge doors, Cara saw Loki at the helm, yelling orders to his men. Nate led her out onto the small deck running along the side of the airship. A polished steel railing with mesh panelling was the only thing between them and a fatal fall. The wind tore at her clothing and she was grateful for the extra pins she stabbed through her hat, but wished her hair had more length to hold them secure.


  The Hellcat cruised over the Gulf of Finland and made her approach to St. Petersburg. Cara gasped as the airship banked and the city came into view, tucked into the curve of the Neva River. Loki angled the Hellcat low and her keel met the water, slicing for several moments, sending up plumes of water, and terrifying the circling seagulls. With a plop and a slight backward pull, the vessel settled into the river’s deep embrace. They cruised toward the sea dock at the mouth of the river, the fierce airship turning into a sedate paddle steamer.


  Cara stood on the deck, her eyes wide at the wondrous sight of St. Petersburg, her architecture so different than that of England. Sunlight glinted on gilded onion domes that rose above the stone buildings and gave the entire city a festive atmosphere. Trees in full riotous autumn colour bathed tracts of the city in jewel tones of carmine red, daisy yellow, and fiery orange.


  They cruised to a fairy-tale land. Even the air smelled different; the tang of salt heavy, unlike the vague stench of rotting fish that rose off the Thames. The dock on the edge of Vasilyevsky Island swarmed with workers in thick wool tunics, wide leather belts, and flat hats pulled low over their ears. Unloading towers stood in the deep water, perched on tall metal spider legs with monstrous claws dangling underneath, ready to pluck cargo from waiting vessels. Dirty and battered mechanised carts roved the wharf, carrying their loads back and forth. Steam puffed from the older trolleys, their wide, flat decks perfect to receive the larger containers dropped from above. Several airships of varying sizes and types bobbed on the gentle current. As the Hellcat drew near to land, lines were thrown from the airship crew to those on shore and the metal ropes were tied around the mooring bollards. The sleek ship was secured in her allotted space and pulled close to the wharf.


  Nate stood behind Cara with his arms wrapped arms around her waist as they watched the bustle of activity on the shore making the bobbing vessel secure. “Loki and Miguel will be staying with the Hellcat. You and I will relocate to a hotel in the city.”


  “How long will we be here?” The city beyond beckoned, even though she knew they had a more pressing mission.


  “It depends how difficult Sergei is to find. Nikolai will be circulating at the Winter Palace tonight and will be far easier to locate. Then it’s a matter of digging up what leads we can about Nolton. We’ll check into our hotel, but we have time to take in a few sights, if you wish?”


  The familiar itch to explore a new city called to Cara. This is what she loved: new streets to roam, unusual foods to taste, strange sounds to wash over her ears. The only difference, this time she had someone who wanted to share the experience with her.


  Once the Hellcat was restrained to Loki’s satisfaction, the workers wheeled over a metal gangplank with wooden rungs. Nate pulled open a portion of the railing that acted as a gate. The ramp swung over, and pushed into the opening and secured at either side with metal clips. Nate stood on the swaying bridge and turned, his hand extending to Cara. She picked up the green skirts in one hand, and placed her other in Nate’s palm. Together they walked to the dock.


  The cry of numerous voices in Russian swirled around them. Cara didn’t understand the words, but she could understand the tone. Jokes flew between men, light hearted and tinged with laughter. Sharp reprimands carried clipped syllables and jerking hand gestures. Then there was the deeper, sultry tone of cat calls as she walked by in her skin tight jacket.


  The driver of an open landau, pulled by matching blood bays, hailed Nate. The horses were restless amongst the bustle and noise of the dock. The deep russet of the driver’s jacket a perfect match for the gleaming coats of the horses. A tall top hat perched on his head and a long driving whip in his gloved hand. He bowed as Nate approached, and gestured that he waited for them.


  Cara stepped up into the carriage while their luggage was loaded into the back. She settled onto the brown leather seat and marvelled at how different travelling with Nate was compared to her previous adventures. She normally hit the docks on foot, swung a duffle over her shoulder, and disappeared amongst the locals.


  The landau travelled along the outer edge of the island before turning onto Palace Bridge. Cara did not know which direction to look in first; her head spun with the sights, smells, and sounds of St. Petersburg.


  Nate watched her with a glint in his eyes and a relaxed smile on his lips. “What do you think?” he asked as their carriage headed down Nevsky Prospekt.


  She turned large eyes to him. “India was exotic and heady. St. Petersburg is magical like we have stepped into another world. I keep expecting to see a unicorn prancing down the road.”


  Nate took her hand is his. “Let me show this world to you before you consider divorce.”


  Opposite the magnificent curve of the Kazan Cathedral, the horses pulled left, down a smaller lane and stopped outside the ornate Hotel Alfonsino. Built in the 1820s, the hotel had reigned supreme in Europe for forty years as the most luxurious home away from home for the nobility.


  The façade was of the palest stone with columns holding aloft a portico deep enough to shelter four carriages at a time. Ornate cornerstones and spouting, depicting mythological creatures, appeared to claw and scrabble their way over the building. Four stories high, an enormous glass and leadlight dome dominated the roofline.


  Porters in uniforms of deepest green with white frogging rushed to assist. Two loaded their luggage onto a small gleaming black railcar, sitting above polished brass rails while the third held open the carriage door and took Cara’s hand.


  She just had time to see their luggage chug away through a hole in the side of the building, before Nate tucked her hand into his arm and led her up the wide stairs and into the foyer. Light flooded the reception area, the high glass dome overhead allowing the sun to penetrate the large hotel as though it were open to the skies. An intricate pattern of green, cream, and amber marble tiles must have taken workers months to lay. Palms soared higher than in Nate’s conservatory back in London, having four stories to stretch their fronds instead of just two.


  Women who had stepped from the latest Paris fashion plates glided across the floor. The newest Worth dresses, dripping expensive embellishments, moved alongside the free flowing, but just as pricey, artistic movement gowns. Cara smoothed a hand over the green wool outfit she chose to wear, grateful for Nate’s subtle hint to change. She would have felt like the pauper amongst these women in her usual pants and corset combination.


  A double staircase caressed each side of the lobby, the railing an ornate confection of black wrought iron topped with a pristine brass hand rail, as the two sides merged at the first floor landing. Chandeliers the size and width of Shetland ponies hung every thirty feet, their arms dripping with crystals, waiting for dusk to throw their magical light over the guests below.


  “Is this acceptable for our stay?” Nate’s voice, low in her ear, interrupted her wide eyed inspection.


  Cara gulped. “I’ll manage, somehow.”


  Hotel staff littered the foyer like autumn leaves, waiting to be of assistance to their wealthy patrons. One concierge in a grey pinstripe suit made a beeline for them and inclined his head in greeting. “Welcome to the Hotel Alfonsino. How may we help you today, sir?”


  “Viscount Lyons and my wife. We have a suite booked.”


  Cara wondered how he managed to book a Russian honeymoon while trapped in the Tower. Although knowing Nate, confinement wouldn’t have been much of an impediment to his plans.


  “Of course, milord. One moment please.” The dapper man waved a hand at a second, younger employee, who scuttled over. A few brief words were exchanged and the younger man darted away at high speed on an unknown task.


  “If you would follow me, milord, milady.”


  They approached a bank of four elevators at the back of the foyer. Their ornate doors each depicted different birds in full enamelled and coloured glory. The hotel employee selected the elevator behind a pair of peacocks. He held the gilded gate open and gestured for them to enter. Once happy that Cara’s short train was safety contained, he pulled the door shut. The male peacock held his tail high, each feather picked out and enamelled in colours that seemed to glow. His smaller peahen in lush shades of brown and so expertly worked, she appeared made of warm silk, not cold metal. Cara had to reach out a hand and stroke the bird. The concierge smiled at her indulgently as though guests petting the metal birds were a regular occurrence.


  The elevator attendant waited his signal from the concierge, and then pulled a lever. With a jerk and whoosh, the elevator started to rise. Floors appeared; giving a brief glimpse of lavish wallpapered corridors, and then disappeared as the open cage kept rising. A bump heralded their arrival at the top floor and the door was pulled open, making the two peacocks vanish into the surrounding wall.


  They stepped out onto a deep red carpet, complemented by red and gold wallpaper. Small occasional tables every twenty feet held floral arrangements in colours to blend with the main theme of the floor.


  Their guide stopped at two panelled doors, the edges picked out in soft gold, a large brass number 42 straddling the join. Four on the left, two on the right, the numbers split apart as he pushed open the door.


  “I hope this suite is satisfactory, milord,” he murmured to Nate as they entered the light and airy rooms with carpet of the deepest red. Floor to ceiling glass windows led out to a private balcony.


  Like walking over dried blood, Cara thought. The walls and furnishings were tones of brown, cream, and taupe, blending and not competing with the red. Sofas and daybeds littered the room in small conversation areas. A large desk held a private aethergraph for their use. A table, large enough to seat ten sat in front of the window, sunlight spilling over its French polish surface.


  She moved around the room, touching objects, picking up a cushion as Nate held a conversation with the manager. Their luggage arrived and he issued orders for its placement while she continued to explore. Pushing open the glass doors, she stepped out on to the balcony and peered down the street while evaluating how easily she could climb down the side if necessary.


  Walking back inside and through another set of double doors, Cara found the largest bed she had ever seen. Posts ran to the high ceiling and held aloft the dark canopy. Fabric draped and swirled at each corner and could be pulled to give the occupants complete privacy.


  Arms encircled her, warm breath tickled her ear. “We could have a lot of fun shut away in there.”


  She ran an eye over the enormous mattress. “You’d have to find me first.”


  “Oh, I would always hunt you down.”


  He turned her in his arms, one hand cupping the base of her head as he brushed her lips in a leisurely kiss. She sighed against him as his tongue stroked over hers. Heat spread through her limbs as she gave herself up to him. He broke away and rested his forehead against hers. “What would you like to do this afternoon?”


  Excitement and curiosity flared in her chest; a strange new city lay beyond the hotel steps, calling her name. “I want to explore. If we are only here for a few days I need to see everything.”


  He laughed and then kissed her forehead. “Then why don’t you change into something suitable for walking? We can spend the afternoon exploring the city. When we return, they will send a maid up to help you bathe and change for tonight.” He gave her a wicked grin. “If I helped, you wouldn’t make it out of the bath.”
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[image: Chapter Seventeen]


  [image: T]he maid placed the diamond encrusted comb in Cara’s hair, bobbed a polite curtsey, and retreated out the dressing room door. Cara brushed a hand over the grey silk chiffon gown, a fingertip lingering on one of the silver embellished stars scattered over the fabric. A small diamante twinkled in the centre of each star. Unconventional in design, the gown clung to her form and swept into a train at the back. She picked up a long velvet cape with a grey ermine edging, to keep out the evening chill.


  Nate waited for her in the main room of their suite. A black evening coat with tails embraced his broad shoulders. Pants of the palest dove grey, paired with a waistcoat of the same tone as Cara’s dress complete with silver embroidery. With his strong jaw and deep blue eyes, he looked devilishly handsome in his formal clothes and ready to step amongst the elite of the Russian court.


  A carriage with mechanical horses awaited them outside the hotel. The metal equines were made entirely of steel with no other coloured metal used in their construction. They looked ethereal; their pale bodies glowing under the moonlight as they silently awaited their commands. Cara felt like Cinderella taking an enchanted ride to the ball with a wicked prince by her side. A shiver of anticipation ran through her body.


  They only had a short ride to the Winter Palace. All too soon, they pulled under the middle of the triple arches and joined the queue of other carriages lining up in the cavernous courtyard to discharge their passengers. Nate kept his arm looped around her waist as though fearing she would disappear amongst the crowd, darting after a wisp of wherever her curiosity called.


  They made their way through the gilded fairy-tale palace toward the Nicolas Hall. Cara paused at the entrance and gave a silent gasp, the opulence of the room staggering and stealing her breath. Chandeliers of monstrous size hung from the ceiling, each with three tiers terminating in strands of thousands of tiny crystals which formed a soft dome. The ceiling alone was a work of art, gilded frescoes of nymphs and angels cavorted across the white expanse. The room was double height; balconies on the second level gave people a view down into the ballroom. Ten thousand people could fit in the hall for the soiree and the press of people overwhelmed.


  Still better than an underground tunnel. No obvious rats here.


  Everywhere Cara turned a fortune in diamonds and precious gems glittered. The women did not just wear gems as jewellery; their gowns were adorned with priceless jewels sewn into the fabric, clothing them in dazzling armour. The Russian aristocracy wore their wealth in a lavish display as though the world outside the Palace did not exist.


  In her exploration of the city earlier, Cara saw starving urchins with grubby faces, skeletal hands extended, begging for scraps of food. She made Nate empty his pockets, giving all their coins to the hungry children. A shudder ran down her spine at the stark contrast between the two faces of St. Petersburg.


  Nate’s grip tightened round her waist as he followed her intent gaze. “You can’t steal their jewellery to feed the city’s children.”


  She watched a four inch wide diamond collar glide past. “Well, I could actually. But I doubt we need trouble on two continents right now.”


  Nate kissed her bare shoulder. “We’ll feed more children tomorrow, I promise.”


  His eyes scanned the assembled nobles, sorting through hundreds of faces and uniforms before he located his target. He laced his fingers with Cara’s to lead her safely through the crowd. He approached a tall, broad man in his mid-forties with blond hair only faintly touched by grey, slicked back from his temples, and a square handsome face. Deep lines around his eyes showed he laughed often throughout his life. His black formal wear was relieved by the scarlet velvet waistcoat. He broke into a smile on seeing Nate and grasped his arm.


  “Nate, you look remarkably well for a man languishing in the Tower of London awaiting execution,” he said in English with only the lightest touch of an accent.


  Nate returned the handshake. “I couldn’t possibly stay there; terribly damp and I promised my wife I would show her beautiful St. Petersburg.”


  “Wife? You kept that quiet.” Clear grey eyes swept over Cara.


  Nate laid his hand on the naked small of her back. “Cara, this is an old friend and comrade, Count Nikolai Dushov.”


  She held out her hand, and the count executed a small courtly bow and placed a kiss on the back of her hand. “Delighted. Although I am curious how a rogue like Nate managed to capture such a beauty.”


  Cara bit her tongue, wondering how Nate would explain the marriage contract he bought from her father.


  Nate didn’t miss a beat. “I did what you would expect, Nikolai, I stole my precious gem.”


  “And he’ll pay for it later,” Cara murmured.


  The count laughed, his eyes dancing. “I think we have similar taste in women, no?”


  Nate inclined his head, his gaze scanning the aristocrats. “Speaking of our women, where is the luscious Natalie?”


  From several feet away a brunette with red velvet draped over sensuous curves looked up as though hearing her name mentioned. She extracted her hand from a fawning general and went to Nikolai’s arm like a falcon returning from her hunt.


  “Nate,” she murmured, reaching up to kiss his cheek before turning curious brown eyes to Cara.


  Nate gave the woman one of his rare, wide smiles, causing a pang of jealously to cut through Cara. “Natalie, as gorgeous as ever, I see. May I present to you, Cara, my wife.”


  Natalie’s eyes widened before she leaned forward and kissed Cara on both cheeks. Lavender and warmth washed over Cara from the older woman’s embrace.


  Natalie had large tapered eyes in a pixie shaped face with masses of dark curls falling around her ears. The deep red gown was the perfect foil for her alabaster skin. Her eyes were the darkest brown with amber flecks. “Knowing Nate, there will be a tale surrounding the two of you. I shall drag you away, so you can tell me all the luscious details without them overhearing.”


  “We will be in deep trouble, my friend, if these two put their heads together,” Nate said, running his thumb over Cara’s spine and making her shiver.


  “Oh? Do you not think you’re in enough trouble already, do you require more?” Cara asked, mischief dancing in her eyes.


  “I have my hands full as it is.” He gave her a wink, and then turned his attention to Nikolai. “Can you believe I have been accused of trafficking with Russia?”


  Nikolai gave a deep rumbling laugh. “Almost as though someone suspects you have friends here.”


  “I was curious.” Cara interjected. “That Nate was more surprised about his accuser than the accusation.”


  “How perceptive of you,” the count murmured, intelligence sparkling in the depths of his eyes.


  She returned Nikolai’s smile, then stroked her hand down Nate’s arm. “I’ll leave you two to ponder the details. I need to go freshen up.”


  “I’ll show you to the private saloon,” Natalie offered. “We can discuss our own plots and techniques to manage our husbands.” She gave her husband a deep, sensual smile before linking her arm with Cara.


  The two women made their away across the crowded ballroom, the chandeliers throwing a kaleidoscope of colours over the walls. Steel mechanical waiters, waist high with trays on top of their heads glided amongst the nobles. Natalie pointed out various people as they passed, and murmured scandalous rumours in Cara’s ear.


  “The more I hear, the more I realise one court is much like another, alive with dangerous undercurrents, nobles ever eager to pull each other under the surface.” She observed to her new friend.


  Natalie nodded. “The trick is in knowing where to tread. We have skills that we can ply to our husbands’ advantage. Whether it is listening sympathetically to abused wives with open ears, or allowing a foreign diplomat to stare at our décolleté while we ask innocent questions.”


  They entered the quieter salon and Cara stood in front of the counter running beneath the mirror. She placed her palms down on the cool rose marble and drew a deep breath, centring herself. The Russian court was as fraught with fatal rips as the British ton. The main difference being she didn’t speak Russian, not that many of the Russian nobles did, either. Cara had to rely on her other senses and Natalie’s comments to navigate a course. French dominated as the court language with German and a smattering of English also spoken, but she struggled with the swirling languages, her brain slow to translate back and forth. Nate adapted like a fish to water, switching to whatever language hit his ears as he slapped old comrades on the back and downed vodka. Another layer she never knew now pulled back and revealed.


  Natalie stood next to her and placed her hands on the counter. Cara flicked her gaze down, then back again. She was missing her pinkie finger. It was an old injury, the skin pale silver over the joint. She didn’t realise she was staring until Natalie spoke.


  “Let us do a trade. I will tell you the story of my missing finger if you tell me about your stripes.”


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to stare.”


  She gave Cara a warm smile. “Come.” She took her hand and led her to a sofa in a private corner. “Nate and Nikolai need time to plot, and it will do no harm for them to miss us.”


  Cara sat with a heavy sigh, and took a deep breath. “When I was fourteen-years old, my father traded me to the man who held his gambling chits. The lord concerned thought the lash would make me compliant. He was wrong.” She nudged Natalie with her elbow. “Your turn.”


  “I was fifteen. My father arranged for me to marry a cruel and heartless man. I refused.” She held up the hand with the missing digit. “He thought this would make me obey. He took my finger because he didn’t want to mark my face. Who saved you?”


  “No one.” Cara shook her head. “I had to save myself. You?”


  The smile turned sensual. “Nikolai.” She breathed his name in such a way that chills brushed over Cara’s skin. “He found me in the palace corridor, clutching a blood soaked handkerchief to my hand. He married me the same day to protect me from my father.”


  Such strange parallels of cruelty in their stories. Nate married Cara much later, but he protested he did it to protect her. “What makes one marriage any better than the other?” she pondered; a noose was a noose whether made of rope or silk.


  Natalie took up Cara’s hand and squeezed her fingers. “Women like you and me, we yearn to be treated as equals, not chattels. But all marriages are not alike. Some husbands trap their women in gilded stables like expensive broodmares. Others treat them like spirited Arabian fillies, and let us gallop free. Look to your heart, you know which you have.”


  Cara didn’t want to look to her heart, she knew Nate lingered there, his presence a soft reassuring pulse along their bond.


  Natalie, as though sensing her unease, continued talking of her marriage. “I knew Nikolai was the one for me the moment I laid eyes on him. He is my angel, but, being fifteen years older than me, he treated me like a treasured daughter. I did not want that!” A smile broke which animated her entire face. “The day I turned eighteen I got him drunk, tied him to his bed until he sobered up, and then seduced him.”


  Cara burst out laughing at the courage, determination, and planning Natalie’s scheme must have taken. “So you got your way?”


  Natalie winked. “I have been his wife and his partner in every sense since that day.”


  Other women swirled in and out of the private saloon, a rainbow of colours brushing past in a cloud of laughter. Cara turned her mind to other matters. “Have Nate and Nikolai known each other long?”


  “They are old friends and sometimes opponents. Nate was eighteen when Nikolai first encountered him on a privateer airship. I believe Nikolai kept him imprisoned in the hold until his temper cooled.”


  Cara’s lips quirked. Ah ha! Always knew he started as a pirate.


  “It is only fitting that you and I become friends also. We will show them. Come.”


  She rose and Cara stood with her. They were of a similar height making it easier to bend their heads together to exchange secrets. Natalie tucked Cara’s arm through hers and they left the salon in search of their two spies. They circled the ballroom, arm in arm, exchanging small details of their lives as though they had known each other for years, not hours.


  “You do not sound happy to be married to Nate, do you not love him?”


  Cara shook her head. She never doubted the depth of her feelings for Nate. “I love him so much it hurts,” she whispered as she struggled to articulate the words causing her so much pain. “But he bought me. I was never given a choice.”


  Natalie cocked her head, and made a clicking sound of tongue against teeth as she thought. “So, did he force himself on you?”


  Cara wondered where this conversation was headed. She couldn’t imagine Nate ever forcing himself on a woman, he didn’t need to. “No. Never.”


  Natalie frowned. “Did he demand you obey him?”


  Good luck to him if he ever pulled that line. A smile tickled Cara’s lips. “No.”


  Natalie drew to a halt and faced Cara, a puzzled look on her face. “Then I do not understand. He married you, but did nothing. How do you come to be by his side?”


  Cara shrugged. “I made my own way to him.”


  “Ah,” Natalie exclaimed as though Cara had neatly demonstrated her point. “He left you free to determine you own course.”


  Cara frowned, she missed something in the exchange, and it nagged and itched just below her conscience. “I only found out what he did just over a week ago. I’m so angry at him.”


  “You have every reason to be angry. Only you know if this betrayal is so deep it splits you apart or if you can build a bridge and move on.” The women continued their slow circuit of the room. A waiter stopped before them, the silver tray holding crystal glasses of champagne. They took one each and continued on. “There is no time limit on your decision, one week, one month, or one year. Look inside, your instincts and heart know the answer, your mind just needs to recognise it.”


  Cara mulled over the advice. She desperately wanted to talk to Nan and Nessy, but she found Natalie’s words made a certain sense to her churning mind. By the time they skirted the edge of the enormous room and found their husbands, Cara felt she had found a lifelong friend and had much to think over.


  The men exchanged raised eyebrows, watching the two heads bent together before they reclaimed their wives.


  “We are in trouble now, my friend.” Nikolai observed as Natalie gave Cara a wink.
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  In the early hours of the morning, they returned to their suite. Cara possessed a restless energy. She seemed reluctant to join him in the large bed, instead she stalked their rooms. He watched her prowl, back and forth, until she stopped by the window. She leaned against the side of the frame, her cheek pressed to the cool pane, lost in her thoughts as she stared out into the darkness. Moonlight cut through the glass and danced over her body, setting fire to the deep auburn in her hair. The cream silk robe fell down her arm, revealing a slender neck, the line of her shoulder, the gentle rise of one breast. Her skin glowed like alabaster, but he knew she was warm velvet beneath his hands, beneath him.


  He bit back the groan rising in his throat. He tossed the blankets from his body, the soft cotton rough comfort when he wanted to feel the glide of silk over his skin. His balls ached, and a throbbing pulse from his cock heated his entire body.


  She was his life, his breath. He had fought to keep her free, untethered, for more years than she would ever know. The idea of her slipping from beside him was a knife in his gut. It fought with the pain lower down in his groin. Seeing her, without touching her, was a torture far worse than he ever imagined. Fire burned through his limbs; he needed to quench himself in her before it consumed him and drove him insane.
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  St. Petersburg slept, or at least the parts around the hotel. Loki and Miguel plied the dockside taverns searching for Sergei. The city contained more contrasts than Cara ever saw in London. The glittering excess of the nobles took her breath away while elsewhere on their vast estates, they maintained peasants like feudal lords. Alexander had emancipated the serfs, but freedom didn’t put bread in the stomach of a starving child. The situation reminded her of Louis XVI’s France and she wondered if Russia would face a similar uprising in her future.


  Shaking thoughts of revolution from her head, she pondered the new friend she discovered in the ballroom of the Winter Palace. She recognised something in Natalie, a similar thread twined through both their lives, pulling them together at this particular moment in time. When Cara most needed someone to talk to and had no opportunity to reach her grandmother, Natalie appeared. Now her words swirled in her head.


  Did he force himself on you? No.


  Did he demand you obey him? No.


  How did you come to be by his side? I made my own way to him.


  What if Natalie was right? What if Nate’s actions in marrying her, made her free, not chained? Perhaps she needed to look at the issue from another angle. She turned her gaze from the window, back inside the luxurious suite, and toward the bed large enough to contain a hungry man and his harem of companions.


  Her breath hitched in her throat.


  There’s another angle to things.


  Nate lay naked, the blankets tossed aside. One hand wrapped around the thick length of his cock as he gave lazy strokes up and down the shaft. On the upstroke his thumb worked over the tip, spreading the glistening pre-cum on the down-stroke.


  She tipped her head back against the window frame. Her gaze roamed up the hard abdominal muscles over his chest to a sharp, chiselled face. Blue eyes held molten heat when she met his gaze.


  “Really, Nate?” she murmured.


  His hand never ceased moving. “What is a man to do, cara mia? You won’t play, and I am no celibate monk.” Stroke up, stroke down. Her gaze held hostage by his. “You are the most beautiful, spirited, and fierce creature I have ever laid eyes on.”


  She parted her lips in a sigh as a wave of desire and love washed over her. Lust and longing heated the room and enveloped her, the air heavy and sultry like before the rains hit in India. What was she to do? He dared marry her, and not tell her, but left her free to find her own way to him. She loved him to the depths of her core and desired him with a heat as consuming as the sun.


  Call me Icarus, for it’s time to embrace the flames.


  Her fingers went to the tie of her robe, loosening the knot so the two sides fell free. She allowed the fabric to drop from her shoulders. Leaving the pool of silk by the window, she walked naked to the bed as a primal growl ripped from Nate’s throat.
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  [image: C]ara stretched her body alongside Nate’s larger one. Her muscles ached and lassitude flowed from every pore. He had loved her hard and furious. He took all she offered and demanded more, stroking her hotter than ever before she fractured under him. In the early hours of the morning he brought tears to her eyes when he took her with a gentle reverence. He worshipped her body with his lips and tongue until she thought she would rupture from the longing. A shiver of pleasured remembrance ran through her body.


  “I want to stay here all day,” she murmured, relishing the feel of pressing bare skin against him.


  He rolled over, covering her, his arms resting either side of her head. “I take it last night means I am forgiven for secretly marrying you?”


  She frowned up at him. “No. Last night means I am no celibate nun.”


  Nate dropped his head kissing the column of her throat. “Shame, I thought you were a devoted supplicant to our worship last night.”


  She arched her back under his caress, an ache building inside as she struggled to remember his question, her brain too lazy to function.


  Watching her drift off, he paused in his attentions. “Loki and Miguel are due this morning. Do you want Loki to find you like this?”


  A slow, sensuous smile spread across her face. She was still curious about Loki’s many piercings. “It would be one way to pass the day.”


  Nate growled. “You can get dressed. If he so much as looks at your naked body, I will be forced to kill my oldest friend.” His lips settled over her pulse and he bit gently before laving the delicate skin with his tongue.


  Cara moaned, moving her hips and trying to inch him lower to the centre of her growing need.


  A knock sounded at the bedroom door and Nate barked out for them to enter, but he held his place. He rocked his body, gently stroking the entire length of her, causing her to bite her lip to suppress her groan.


  The maid picked up Cara’s robe from by the window and, with averted eyes, stood by her side of the bed. She held up the robe, and gave a discrete cough.


  Nate’s gaze burned. “We’ll continue this later.” He dropped his head to deliver a swift, fierce kiss before rolling off her. Rising, he walked naked across the room to where the valet waited with a dressing gown and the necessary shaving supplies.


  Cara stifled her laugh at the wide eyed expression on the maid’s face, a unique mix of horror mingled with fascination. Not only was Nate naked, but fully aroused and a startling sight to those unaccustomed to such endowments. It wasn’t until his robe went over his broad shoulders and he pulled the tie tight did the woman’s attention return to Cara.


  An hour later, they were both dressed and had a light breakfast involving kippers at the long table flooded with morning sunlight. A stack of coded messages awaited Nate, and having read the secret missives, he fed them into a small personal incinerator. Shaped like a dragon head, he closed the jaw and pressed a side lever. A puff of smoke rose from the dragon’s deep set nostrils as it consumed the paper offerings.


  Cara savoured the last of her coffee as the suite doors slid open to admit Miguel and Loki.


  “Any sign of Sergei?” Nate asked.


  “No, and we’re attracting a fair bit of attention by asking. And this one”―Loki gestured his thumb in Miguel’s direction―”is proving popular with the ladies.”


  Loki sounded jealous and colour rose up Miguel’s neck.


  “Keep asking, just try and avoid any fights. Sergei will find you once he knows you ask on my behalf.” Nate crossed the room to the shiny brass aethergraph, which burst into life and shot forth several inches of tape. Nate ripped it free and glanced at the contents.


  “For you, from Fraser,” he said as he took the message to Cara.


  She glanced down. He had used a simple transposed letter code, basic to interpret and kept the message safe from only the briefest glimpse.


  Much is said of the accuser, little of the accusation. Be on your guard, you are pursued. HF.


  She raised her eyes to Nate’s piercing gaze. “I can feel his disappointment at not finding any truth in the charge yet. He says we are being pursued. Not unexpected, I suppose?”


  “No. There is little they can do here; we have powerful friends to protect us while we dig after Nolton.”


  “We need to decide what to do about Hatshepsut’s Collar too. I’ve found the passages in my books. I just need to make sense of them.” She gave a sigh at being pulled in so many different directions. Wadding up the message, she pushed the paper into the dragon head. Rising, she patted its jaw shut and left the beast to toast the paper while she fetched her parasol. The slim handle concealed a long and deadly stiletto, a gift from Nate. She lived in hope for the opportunity to test the blade.


  Miguel’s awkward movement attracted Cara’s attention. He kept tugging on his shirt and lifting the fabric away from his chest. Turning, she used her parasol like a sword, pinning the tip to the middle of Loki’s chest and halting his attempt to slip past her. “What did you do to Miguel?”


  Dark, laughing eyes regarded her. “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “Yes, you do. He is clearly uncomfortable with his shirt, did you get him drunk and tattooed?” Her eyes slid to the youth she came to regard as a younger brother. A protective urge welled up inside her, and instinct pinned the blame for whatever transpired squarely on Loki.


  Miguel blushed, a rich crimson creeping up his neck and mingling with the deep auburn of his hair. His gaze flicked to the floor and his hand dropped away from his shirt.


  Loki laughed. “No tattoo. Not this time. It’s a nipple ring. It’ll be tender for a few days. Then he’ll enjoy it a whole lot more.”


  Cara shook her head; the pirate was incorrigible. “I want to be around to watch the day you meet your match, Lachlan Hawke. I want to watch every moment of it when you fall on your arse.”


  “Well,” he gave a deep drawl, his fingers going to the buttons at the waist of his pants. “If you want to see my arse―”


  Cara threw up her hands. “You keep stoking that ego higher and you’ll just have farther to fall when it happens.”


  Nate coughed, drawing attention from the rising banter. “I assume you and Natalie made plans for today?”


  Cara ran a hand along the back of Nate’s shoulders as she moved in front of him. “Yes, so I’ll leave you boys to whatever you plan to get up to. Natalie and I are spending the day together, and I’ll be back this evening.”


  Nate gave her a penetrating blue stare. “What are you two up too?”


  Cara stood on tiptoe and kissed him, a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “I’ll let you know what I find out, if it’s relevant.”


  He captured her, an arm snaking around her waist, the other diving into the hair at the base of her neck. “If you’ll be gone all day, I need more than that to sustain me.” He gave a gentle tug on her hair, sufficient to pull her head back as his mouth claimed hers. Like a man with all the time in the world, his tongue slow danced with hers. He brought memories of the previous night to the fore, igniting the heat lingering under her skin.


  Only then did he lift his head. “Until tonight, cara mia.”


  “That’s not a very fair promise if you don’t intend to share,” Loki murmured, his gaze black as coal as it raked over Cara.


  Miguel screwed up his face and cast a mortified look at Loki. “I look on her like a sister.”


  Loki raised his hands and laughed. “But not my sister.”


  Cara blew him a kiss and stole out of the suite.


  Natalie waited in the lush foyer. Seated on a silver love seat, the back twisted and curved with metal ivy clinging to its form as the chair cradled hers. She wore silver taffeta and diamonds and looked every inch the Russian princess.


  On seeing Cara, she rose and kissed both cheeks before linking arms. “We have a mission today with a particular demimondaine if you are game?” Her tone was conspiratorial in case they were overheard, discussing their visit to a high class courtesan.


  Cara frowned wondering what assistance a member of the demi-monde could offer. “She can help with our problem?”


  Natalie smiled as they descended the hotel steps and were handed into her small landau. “Yes. She has many benefactors. One of them is Nate’s enemy.”


  Cara settled into the butter-soft leather seat. “You certainly have your finger on the pulse.”


  Natalie winked, but refused to be drawn any further. The driver urged the horses forward and they trotted along the road, their hooves loud against the hard paving, the crisp autumn air amplifying the sound. Cara shivered; for once glad the many layers of her skirt offered much-needed insulation.


  “It will snow soon,” Natalie commented on the descent into winter. “And then the city will become even more beautiful.”


  In Cara’s mind she draped icicles from the wrought iron lights and blanketed the streets and buildings in white. “I’d like to see that. St. Petersburg already seems magical to me, snow would make the magic visceral.”


  They pulled into an old neighbourhood. Beautiful stone buildings, similar to the hotel, lined both sides of the street. The little carriage stopped outside a three storied building constructed of pale rose stone that radiated a feminine charm against its dour, grey, neighbours.


  “Many of the grand old mansions are now apartments,” Natalie explained as they ascended the stairs and entered the little foyer. The dim light carried a faint pink tinge, lending warmth to the interior. A staircase snaked around one side of the entranceway, upon the balustrade, sensuous reptiles slid amongst the railings. Even the leadlight window on the first landing had a snake theme, depicting the serpent encircling the tree of life about to tempt an offstage Eve.


  “This way.” Natalie tugged on Cara’s arm and drew her into the small elevator.


  The bored attendant leaned against the wall, having an impromptu snooze. He snapped to attention, the sudden movement dislodging his small, flat topped hat. One hand lunged for the chapeau before it hit the ground. He tugged the hat down and kept his eyes fixed on the floor.


  “Where to, ma’am?” he enquired of Natalie in French.


  “Two, please.” Natalie rolled her eyes at Cara, who looked away least she burst into laughter at the youth’s flustered behaviour.


  He pushed the brass doors closed, the gate simple vertical lines with a plain flourish along the top. He pulled the lever and the carriage rose into the air. An occasional thud emitted from the chain winching them higher, until it stopped with a ping at the second floor.


  Once liberated from the metal cage, Cara found herself in a corridor with pale flooring and walls the same delicate rose as the exterior of the building. A silk hall-runner in shades of pink, sage, and cream covered the exact length of the corridor. Intertwined serpents dangled light fittings from their mouths. Two large, soft-green doors lined each side of the corridor, Natalie beelined for one in particular and rapped sharply.


  “Entrée,” a bored voice called.


  She pushed the door open and Cara entered the home of a demimondaine, the highest class of courtesan.


  And crazy cat lady.


  Cara cocked a questioning eyebrow at Natalie, who gave a small shake of her head, laughter burning in her chocolate gaze.


  Several cats gave unblinking stares at the intruders. They adorned the back of sofas, one sat on the mantelpiece, another stretched below in front of the hearth and one―by far the largest―blocked their entrance into the room like a small furry bouncer.


  “Rasputin,” Natalie cried, sweeping the large tabby tom into her arms. He butted his head against her cheek and began purring as she moved to one of the ornate pink and cream sofas. Natalie swept her skirts to one side and lowered herself, careful not to bump the cat, who positioned himself on her lap glaring at the two cats behind him. She patted the sofa next to her, indicating for Cara to sit.


  Cara plonked herself down and cast curious eyes over the reclining figure opposite them. Stretched out, one arm over her head, the woman wore a silk robe of the palest rose. Long blonde curls tumbled around her face and spilled over the side of the cushions and sofa. The room was chic with its tonal arrangement of rose, cream, and softest green. Cushions, curtains, and lush carpets continued the colour theme.


  “Do tell me you bring gossip, Natalie. Life is hideously boring today.” A French accent touched her words.


  “This is my friend Cara. She is married to the Viscount Lyons, who recently escaped the Tower of London and is being pursued by legions of British soldiers.” The large tabby settled on Natalie’s lap and padded the silver gown. Cara winced when his claw caught in a strand of the expensive taffeta, pulling a thread free.


  “Oh.” The other woman sat up, pushing herself deeper into the cushions, feline green eyes fixed on Cara. “Sounds delicious.”


  “Cara, this is Justine Montmarte, a dear old friend.”


  A scowl marred her perfect heart shaped face. “Not so much of the old, thank you, I do believe I am still younger than you.”


  Natalie laughed, brushing aside the insult between friends. “We need your help, Justine. Cara’s husband has made an enemy of the English Duke Nolton.”


  “Ah, Granite Grantham.” She lay back on the sofa and the cat from high on the mantel leaped across to pad on her chest. She raised one hand to stroke its long cream fur. “He is no longer welcome here. I value my neck too much.”


  “What do you mean?” Cara asked, adding the nickname Granite Grantham to her long list of questions.


  A pale hand made airy gestures above the sofa. “He has dark tastes. He likes to wrap his hands around your throat while fucking.”


  A chill shot down Cara’s spine. She remembered her conversation with Loki about his night with Sara Collins, Nolton’s niece. Loki made the same comment; she has dark tastes, that one.


  “Is it to heighten your pleasure?” Cara had heard of such a phenomena, though it held no appeal to her. The lack of oxygen from the partial asphyxiation was supposed to heighten the orgasm.


  “No, he doesn’t care anything for our pleasure. Only his own. He likes to see a woman’s life slip from her eyes. He once told me he could feel my soul, brushing across his hand.”


  Cara and Natalie exchanged worried looks.


  “He takes it too far. The time he made me pass out was the last time for me. He took to visiting Irina next door. Her protector moved to younger pastures and she needed the cash, poor mite.” Her fingers tugged on the long coat of the cat. “One day he closed his hands and throttled her while he got off, but forgot to loosen his grip. Afterwards he knocked on my door, told me to clean up. Said it was the best orgasm he ever had as her soul struggled free between his fingers.”


  Cara let out a low whistle between her teeth. “Let me guess, her death was covered up and no one cared because she was demi-monde?”


  Blonde curls nodded, swinging back and forth. “Oui, bâtards. To hear him talk, he does it in every country, starting in London.”


  A grinding sound made Cara look up, trying to find the source. Three cats scattered from a corner by the window. The noise reminded her of beans being ground in a coffee shop, but the pungent aroma was certainly not coffee beans. She turned a curious look to Natalie, but Justine spoke up.


  “Automatic litter tray disposal unit, it churns up the contents twice a day and deposits new litter.” She waved a hand in the direction the window.


  Cara noticed a large dome-shaped object like an oversized food cover with a cat flap in one side. A metal chute ran from the top back to the wall. Litter slithered down the tube into the tray, sounding like oversized sand running through an hour glass. She shook her head at the ingenuity of some people, and turned back to the murderous conversation topic. “Do you remember anything about the woman Nolton killed in London? Any evidence we can find against him will help us fight the charges Nate faces.”


  The courtesan placed the back of her hand to her forehead, her every movement showing a feline grace perhaps caught from her numerous companions. She blew out a long puff of air as she racked her memory. “He is a social snob, so she wasn’t an ordinary street girl. She was demimondaine. He enjoys the power, the feeling of being untouchable.” She tapped her forehead with a fingertip in a gentle rhythm. “Name, name…” The tapping stopped. “Ah! Bubbles!”


  Cara frowned and then a light switch flicked in her brain. “Sara Milligan, she was known as Bubbles because of her effervescent personality. She vanished a couple of years ago. Quite a scandal at the time. People speculated she had run off with some European prince.”


  “No prince, poor thing.” Natalie picked the tabby off her lap and placed him on the ground. He gave her a disgruntled look before walking off and swiped the cat nestled in front of the fireplace.


  Cara ran through options in her head. “He thinks his status protects him. Lucky I know someone who is not intimidated by nobles. I have the perfect mongoose to set after this snake.” If her plans bore fruit, Inspector Fraser could find himself on her payroll. “How long ago did he kill Irina?”


  Justine cocked her head to one side, looking doll-like, delicate and so vulnerable. “He hasn’t set foot in Russia for many months. I remember it being spring, so six months ago? I hear he has other interests, an estate in China diverts his attention. One girl said he has imperial ambitions.”


  Pillow talk and gossip. Cara sent up a prayer of thanks for both. Men continually underestimated how much women heard, understood, and exchanged. Natalie gave Cara a long look, and raised one eyebrow. She also made the connection of Nolton’s interests in China. Queen Victoria cast greedy eyes to China. British forces had made it as far as the gates of the Forbidden City before the Treaty of Peking was signed, forcing them to retreat.


  What is Nolton doing with holdings in China? Is he working for Victoria, or someone else? Nate said the best defense is a strong offense. Chances were high whatever Nolton plotted, he accused Nate to cover his tracks. But to what end?


  “You’ve been a great assistance, Justine, thank you.” A stray thread of curiosity fluttered across Cara’s mind and she caught it with both hands. “There is just one more thing you could tell me. Why did you refer to Nolton as Granite Grantham?”


  The courtesan gave a tinkling burst of laughter. “Well…”
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  [image: J]acket discarded and sleeves rolled to the elbow, Nate chalked the end of his cue and considered his next shot. The balls lay scattered over the green felt. Nikolai’s opening break sunk two solids, leaving Nate to tackle the stripes. He fixed his eye on the yellow and leaned low over the table. The two large, square, overhead lights extinguished all shadows, highlighting the balls like opera stars under the spotlight.


  “Corner pocket,” he murmured to Nikolai, naming his intended goal. His mind calculated the necessary angle and force to bounce the ball off the side and around the impediment caused by a blue solid. He pulled back and struck. The thud of cue to white, followed by a crack as the white ploughed into the yellow, sending the ball along its trajectory. The yellow hit the cushion, bounced around the blue, and plopped into the nominated pocket.


  “You haven’t lost your touch.” Nikolai leaned on his cue, waiting for Nate to fail before he could take his turn.


  “Despite my reputation, I don’t always take fortunes at the point of a sword. Cards or billiards are far more civilised.” Nate’s gaze roamed the table, evaluating and discarding lines as he decided on the next target. He flicked his eyes to his friend. “Did you have any luck overnight?”


  Nikolai shook his head. “No, but word is out. My sources will turn up something about Nolton. We just need time for information to flow back to us. He hasn’t been sighted in St. Petersburg for months; let us hope the women have better luck.”


  Nate made a non-committal noise in his throat as his mind pried at the edge of their connection, but found the valve between them closed. He tried not to think what Natalie and Cara would get up to, she was capable of looking after herself. Cara had her stiletto blade parasol and the derringer strapped to her thigh.


  “Green, side pocket.” An easy through shot, he simply needed enough power to push aside Nikolai’s ball that lay a fraction in the way. He ran his eye down the length of the cue, moved left and took aim.


  “Do you worry you will lose her?”


  A crack sounded as Nate miscued, hitting the white at the wrong angle the ball dribbled to the side, far short of its intended target. His head shot up, a scowl on his face. Lose her? The thought woke him in the middle of the night and clutched at him with cold dread. He could never physically lose her, their bond ensured that, but there were other ways she could be lost.


  Nikolai arched an eyebrow, laughter danced behind his eyes. “I’ll take the lack of response as a yes.”


  “Our wives have only known each other for one day and already I think they talk too much.” He laid the cue on the table, his mind distracted with other thoughts and unable to concentrate on the game at hand.


  The automaton butler glided into the room on felt-covered wheels. Only four feet high, its round steel head had large black eyes, making it seem childlike in a creepy, malevolent, metal child way. With no artificial skin covering its body, the exposed chest cavity revealed the ornate brass clockwork directing its movements. A metal arm stretched out with an attached silver tray holding cigars and a stack of correspondence. The machine stopped in front of Nikolai.


  “Natalie worries. She likes Cara, but senses her unrest. And you, my friend, gaze at her as though you would devour her whole, just to ensure no one else could touch her. She is the crack in your façade.” He picked up the handful of letters. “Study,” he instructed the automaton. The head cocked while the message registered, it backed up with a whir and headed through to the adjourning room.


  Nate ran a hand over the back of his neck, uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation. “Cara was unhappy to discover the arrangement I made with her father three years ago. But we made progress last night.” His lips twitched, remembering the previous night. Once unfettered, her passions matched his, taking them both to heights he never imagined possible. Though he also remembered her words to him in the Tower, when she demanded he allow her a divorce.


  Even a diamond heart can be broken, Nate, if you put it under enough pressure.


  He would ease her heart and he had an idea forming in his mind as to how.


  Nikolai returned his cue to the brass rack attached to the dark panelled wall. “Come,” he said to Nate, walking through the double sliding doors to his study. “Let us talk in more comfort.”


  The golem butler stood immobile next to a brown chesterfield sofa. The silver tray now contained a brandy decanter and two short, squat glasses.


  Nate flung himself on the sofa with the deep punched and buttoned back. One arm stretched along the back, the other lay on the rolled arm. Nikolai poured drinks from the crystal decanter, and offered one to Nate, before sinking into the opposite and matching sofa.


  He turned a curious look to his old friend, coupled with a raised eyebrow. “So, what is the story of Cara? Natalie gave scant detail last night. Who thought the lash would tame such a creature?”


  Nate swung his attention from the rich amber liquor to Nikolai. “Her father sold her to another lord when she was fourteen to settle gambling debts. He took her innocence and in return, she took his manhood.”


  Nikolai gave an incredulous look. “As a child, against a full grown man? How?”


  Something twisted in Nate’s gut as he thought of what Cara endured, alone and with no one to rescue her. “She fashioned a weapon from her corset stays and stabbed him in the groin with it.”


  “She’s a fighter.” Nikolai met his friend’s stare with wry amusement. “Do you feel safe with such a minx in your bed?”


  “I always make sure she’s not wearing a corset. And I suspect she is no less deadly than Natalie. I hear she incapacitated one of your enemies with a hat pin.”


  Nikolai shrugged. “Natalie is fierce when protective. Would we have our women any other way?”


  Nate stared at the glass in his hand. Emotions swirled through him like deep currents, thoughts he could not voice. Only one nightmare tormented his soul: living without her. “I cannot lose her, Nikolai.”


  “Then I am sure you will not.” The Russian count regarded his friend. “She is young and impetuous. Such women are like a fine wine, years only add to their complexity and beauty and to our enjoyment of them.”


  The two men shared a smile and raised their glasses to absent wives.
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  After leaving Justine’s apartment, Cara and Natalie spent the day shopping and exploring St. Petersburg. Cara delighted in having a friend to act as tour guide around the city. For one afternoon she forgot a death sentence awaited Nate back in England. Even her desire for a divorce slipped a little farther from her mind, but the issue was never completely forgotten.


  She burst through the double doors to their suite wrapped in a good mood.


  Nate looked up from the wingchair, a book in his hands. “A good day?”


  Cara tossed her parasol on a sideboard and stripped off her kid gloves. The little hat she wore was discarded with no regard to its fate before she perched herself on the arm of the wingchair.


  “Natalie and I spent the morning with a courtesan.” Cara slid one arm over Nate’s shoulders, seeking the heat of his body while balancing herself on the chair.


  “Learn any new tricks?” His face remained passive, but humour lit his eyes.


  “Do you think I need to?” She frowned in mock concern. “I could go back, spend a few days with her and her benefactors, if you think I am lacking―” Cara gave a squeal as Nate swept her off the arm of the chair into his lap.


  With one hand buried in her hair, he pulled her head back and kissed her hard, banishing all thoughts of learning new tricks unless she studied under him.


  She laid her palm on his chest; a single heart beat within their two bodies. “I did learn a few titbits about Nolton.”


  “Such as?” With one arm around her waist, he used his free hand to pull up the hem of her skirt. He bunched the fabric around her knees as his hand stole under and stroked the stocking clad leg.


  “He hasn’t been seen in St. Petersburg for over six months. The rumour amongst the courtesans he used to frequent is that he became distracted with interests, and an estate, in China.”


  “Ah, that confirms my suspicion.” Nate nodded.


  Cara tapped his chest when he remained silent for too long. “I need more details, what suspicion?”


  “I acquired the chest over a year ago, but told Victoria my mission was unsuccessful. Strange that she arrests me now and demands the return of the contents.”


  “Someone talked.”


  “Yes. Very few people know about the eggs, and none of my men would talk. Which means my Chinese contact broke his silence.” His hand trailed up her right calf and caressed the back of her knee. “I will enquire, but suspect I will find Nolton’s hands responsible.”


  “Speaking of which, Nolton likes to strangle women during sex.” Cara nestled her head closer to Nate’s. She closed her eyes, thinking of the women so vulnerable during an act of passion, only to be brutalised and murdered. “He likes to see their souls struggle through his fingers as he throttles them.”


  Nate paused in his attempt to reach higher under the layers of her clothing. He swore softly. “I always thought there was something off about him. You have proof?”


  She gave a deep, sad sigh. “Some. He throttled Justine’s neighbour, Irina, and expected her to clean up after him. Apparently he also killed Sara Milligan.”


  Nate’s eyebrows shot up, his hand however resumed its journey northward, moving to her inner thigh. “Bubbles?”


  “You knew her, then?” Cara teased. Everyone knew of the sparkling courtesan. Bubbles ruled the London demimonde, and often appeared in the gossip columns of newspapers both sides of the Atlantic. Until her mysterious disappearance two years previously which was a mystery no more.


  “You’ll tell Fraser?” Nate reached the top of her stocking and rimmed a finger under the lace and against her naked skin, sending a shudder through her body.


  Cara bit her lip at the lazy pleasure arching up from his touch, trying to keep her mind on the conversation. “Heck yes, he’ll lap it up. Nolton thinks his position protects him, but Fraser has no qualms about rank. And if he turns up proof, it will be a small justice for the murdered women, and another nail we can drive into his coffin.”


  A wide grin made its way across Nate’s face. “And it gets Fraser off my tail for a change.” He slid his hand under both of Cara’s knees, scooping her into his arms as he stood up. “Let’s discuss your reward for unearthing this information.”


  She laughed, her soul lighter as he carried her toward the bedroom.
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  Loki and Miguel were up to tavern number five for the evening, and still no sign of Sergei. At their last stop of the previous evening he found a wench willing to pierce Miguel’s nipple. The lad had been so drunk on cheap vodka he thought the girl bit him in some harsh love play. He reckoned tonight was a good night for the youth to get his first tattoo. And possibly that minx, Cara, would get angry enough to take it out on the instigator.


  He shivered at the thought of being included in her play. When he first met her, she resembled a wild kitten, a heady mix of frightened innocence and self-protective feral. The more time she spent rubbing against Nate, the more the innocence peeled away, and a rich, sensuous, creature emerged. One who would slice your balls off while sticking her tongue in your ear.


  “God,” he groaned as his cock twitched at the idea.


  Tonight he concentrated his search on Vasilyevsky Island and the area around the port. This tavern was different to the ones across the river, the crowd rougher, the laughter deeper, and the atmosphere darker.


  Someone played a violin in one corner, lending a somber air to the smoke filled interior. Every inch of space was jam packed with heavy bodied dock workers in thick felted jackets in muted tones of blue, green, and grey. Wide leather belts cinched their waists and square pouches dangled from their belts. Dark woollen trousers were tucked into scuffed and muddy boots. Loki noted concealed weapons in boots and under jackets as his gaze swept the crowd.


  Loki kept a wary eye on Miguel as they moved through the press of bodies toward the bar. The youth had started to sway on his feet from all the vodka shots. He turned from being of any use at translating the heavy Russian accents to trying to perform a stand-up comedy routine. The young man was convinced his jokes were hilarious, although his audience did not share his opinion. Loki rolled his eyes. He would have to abandon his search and make sure the puppy got back to the Hellcat safe and sound. Or Cara would have his balls.


  Then again, that fate held a certain appeal, which reminded him of his original problem. He readjusted his pants and narrowed his eyes at the few women amongst the patrons. His body needed relief, and why use his hand when he could find a willing woman to help? His gaze lighted on two petite blonde women, similar looking enough to be sisters. They laughed as they held court surrounded by several rough dock workers, who were no competition for Loki. Sisters were just what he needed. Once he got shot of the pup.


  One of the women looked up and met his dark gaze. She smiled and he let her see the depth of his hunger, flicking the piercing in his tongue between his teeth. A blush rose up her neck and she nudged her friend. They both looked him over, one licked her lips. He would give them a change in their diet from the salty dock workers they were accustomed to. Let them dine on prime hawk for a change.


  He ran through his mental check list. Ask around, ditch boy, pick up sisters.


  He gave a sigh of frustration. Asking around Russian taverns if anyone knew Sergei Alenin was akin to asking in an English pub if anyone knew James Smith. Every third person put up his hand and then demanded a drink for being interrupted when he wasn’t the Sergei they sought.


  Loki tapped on the bar. He bypassed any language problems by pointing at the shot glasses in front of the other patrons and holding up two fingers, and then slid across the coins.


  The bald bartender nodded. While he kept up a constant and loud chatter in Russian with three other patrons, he poured two drinks for Loki. Without looking, he pushed across the glasses and swept away the coins.


  Miguel steadied himself on the bar and reached out a hand for one of the glasses. Loki slapped it away. “Not for you, you’ve had enough for the night. These are for me.” He picked up one and tossed the potent liquor back in one hit, slamming down the glass before picking up the second.


  Loki turned and leaned his elbows on the bar, assessing the mass of people around them. As he watched, the tone of conversation in the crowd changed and people shifted like the ocean responding to the pull of the tide. Bodies parted as though for Moses. A giant figure, made more imposing by the tall fur hat, made his way through.


  He stopped in front of Loki, towering above him like something straight from a dark nightmare. He pointed a finger at Loki’s chest and uttered a sharp sentence in heavy Russian. Anger rolled off his massive frame, shrivelling those standing closest to them.


  Loki held his ground and swung his head to Miguel. “What did he say?”


  Miguel blinked bloodshot eyes, his brain engaged… eventually, and translated the words spoken in Russian. “He wants to know why we’re looking for him.”


  Loki eyed up the latest Sergei to crawl from the woodwork. This one looked like a bear handler. And not one that worked with bears either, but the sort who physically picked them up and carried them around―two at a time. He nudged seven feet and was at least three feet wide. The hat added extra height, not to mention the bearskin draped around his shoulders that increased his bulk. A well-trimmed black beard hugged his jaw and kept the bottom of his face from getting frostbite in the bitter Siberian cold. Deep-set blue eyes blazed from a creased and weather-battered face.


  “Fuck me,” Loki muttered. “He doesn’t look happy to be found, either.”


  The enormous man jabbed again with a hand the size of a meat axe. “Why?” he demanded in heavy accented English.


  Loki downed the second vodka; sure he could feel the insane alcohol content stripping the lining from his stomach. The hit reinforced his backbone. If he was about to go down, he would do it swinging. “Nathaniel Trent needs your help.”


  Time froze as the two men locked eyes in a staring contest. Neither moved, Loki was long used to staring down predators, although this one struck him as more dangerous than most. Laughter rumbled in the other man’s chest, rupturing from his mouth like a freight train hurtling down the track. He slapped Loki on the back with similar force to a steam engine. He grabbed the edge of the bar before he ended up face first on the floor from the impact.


  His booming laugh filled the raucous tavern. “Nate in trouble, again, da?”
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  [image: N]ooses are generally made of rope. Each harsh fibre becomes a needle that abrades the flesh as it tightens around the throat and restricts breathing. Silk works equally well as an instrument of torture. Or so Nate thought as he pulled the expensive fabric around his neck. He dismissed the valet and finishing tying the cravat himself, pulling the length of cream fabric over and under itself. Loki lounged behind him, drinking coffee, watching as he tightened the noose at the base of his throat.


  “Sergei?” he prompted, satisfied the knot would pass muster at court and reached out for a diamond stick pin to secure the end.


  “We found him, eventually. Or he found us, I suppose.” He took a sip of coffee, his gaze flicking around the bedroom. “Shit that man is huge, Nate, and angry looking. I hope you know what you’re doing.”


  Nate picked up his morning jacket and shrugged the fabric over his shoulders. “Cara left early, so stop expecting her to walk through the bathroom door. She is determined to feed as many children as possible while here.”


  Loki gave an earthy laugh and returned his attention to the coffee. “I found a delightful pair of energetic sisters last night, who have worn the edge off. So your wife is safe, for today.”


  Nate growled. Loki would get his hands on Cara over his dead body and the sooner he realised it the better. “Sergei is always angry when in town; he only relaxes out in the wilderness. More importantly, is he coming?”


  “Yes. He’ll meet us at the Hellcat day after tomorrow to check out your tea blend. Plus, he wants a ride home.” Loki rose and followed Nate out to the main room of the luxurious suite.


  “Good, I have to go play politics and follow a lead at court. Keep Miguel out of trouble.”


  Loki shrugged and gave a lazy smile. “That will be easy; he is sleeping off one hell of a hangover.”
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  Alexander held court in St. George’s Hall. Seated upon a gilded chair, the imperial eagle curled its claws around the high back of the throne and spread wide wings behind the tsar’s head. Another eagle the size of a man and worked entirely in gold thread, encompassed the red velvet canopy of state, hanging behind the throne. Under the protection of his emblems, the tsar heard submissions from various ambassadors. Their droning voices became the buzzing of fat, lazy bees in the overheated atmosphere, despite the rapidly approaching threat of snow outside the palace walls.


  Nate and Nikolai stood to one side, watching the body language of the ambassadors, reading the unspoken cues that hinted at hidden alliances. The Russian court drew nobles from across Europe and Britain, and the politics played out in her glittering corridors were a continuous game of high stakes chess. Each country sought to capture the other side’s king or queen, knocking aside pawns and lesser pieces.


  Today, Nate didn’t play for intelligence for his monarch to advance a British rook another square. Today, he looked for clues to recover his knight before it was permanently removed from the game.


  Natalie and Cara discovered Nolton’s hidden interest in China, which knitted with his suspicions that the Chinese agent had talked about the contents of the tea chest. Now Nate and Nikolai needed to dig deeper to unearth Nolton’s plan and to figure out how to use it against him.


  Nate followed possible threads in his mind as he watched the interplay of diplomats and aristocrats. The end of the Opium Wars saw China, England, France, and Russia settle the Treaty of Peking. The treaty gave the other nations a permanent diplomatic presence in China and allowed Christians to hold property. Nolton could legitimately have a presence in China, so why keep his estate secret? Why seek to divert attention now with his false treason charges and whispers to Victoria about the dragon egg? At least the agent kept silent on how many eggs he smuggled out of the Forbidden City.


  An itch at the back of Nate’s brain told him there was more on the chess board, something much bigger than poppy fields, the lucrative opium market, and the lure of a mythical beast on a leash.


  Movement caught his eye, and he looked up as a grey livered servant appeared between two marble columns. An invisible line held him back, his status too lowly to allow him to cross into the imperial presence. With cap in his hands, he sought out his master. Nate recognised the uniform with the silver line on the pants and jacket and the silver emblem over the wearer’s heart. He nudged Nikolai.


  The count’s gaze alighted on the man, whose head made a jerking motion. He muttered an excuse to Nate, and crossed the room. Taking the servant by the arm, he led him away from watching eyes and beyond the pillars.


  Minutes passed in solitary boredom. Nate pulled at the tight cravat and feigned interest in news of the latest child born to a long line of minor royalty.


  When Nikolai returned, he bent his head close to Nate’s. “We have trouble, my friend. The British airship Aurora has arrived, carrying over a hundred soldiers. A rather bombastic Duke Nolton is outside in the courtyard, demanding an audience with Alexander.”


  Nate raised an eyebrow. “Then the entertainment is about to start for the afternoon. Let us see what Nolton plans.”


  The two men waited. The account from the Chinese ambassador about the state of the tea crop became a lilting melody like a small songbird singing for its supper. Raised voices and the clash of weapons from the hall beyond halted the recital. Heads swung to face the wall of marble columns and the approaching mass of soldiers.


  Like some exotic bird, an inner swell of scarlet was ringed by black as the tsar’s personal guard surrounded the small retinue of British soldiers. An assortment of electric pikes, rifles, and sabres were waved to keep the intruders hustling in the appropriate direction. The encircled troops kept their hands away from their weapons, aware they were vastly outnumbered, but egos itched to play the odds and show the legendary British fighting superiority.


  As the spectacle spilled into St. George’s Hall, Alexander rose from his throne. His back rigid, he stood on the top step of the dais and loomed over the interlopers. “What is the meaning of this interruption?” His strong voice echoed around the high ceilinged room, silencing all chatter.


  The group halted and one man detached himself. He brushed aside a charged pike like a willow twig, despite the base sizzling with coiled electricity. Tall and lean with an angular face and lush blond hair, some would label him handsome in a pale consumptive way. His black clothing made him appear more undertaker than aristocrat, the somber attire relieved only by a deep purple waistcoat―the royal colour―and a crisp white cravat. He gave a perfunctory bow, the barest inclination of his upper body. A titter ran through the crowd at the slight to the tsar.


  “I am Duke Nolton, here on Her Majesty Queen Victoria’s instruction.” His gaze swung around the assembled nobles and diplomats. He stretched out an arm, terminated by an accusing finger, and pointed directly at Nate. “That man is a traitor to England, who has escaped from the Tower of London. I am tasked with returning him to face his execution.”


  Alexander flicked his gaze over Nate and then to Nikolai, who gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head. The tsar returned his attention to the noble before him.


  “Viscount Lyons is a friend of this court. Why would I hand him over to you?” Once more in control of the room, he returned to his ornate throne. He rested his chin on curled fingers stroking the side of his mutton chop moustache, waiting to be convinced.


  Nolton blinked as though unused to being questioned. “Queen Victoria demands―”


  Alexander held up his hand, silencing the intruder. “Your queen thinks to make demands of me? Despite Victoria extending the boundaries of her British Empire, I believe I am still tsar here.”


  Laughter rolled through the crowd. Nolton turned, looking for a friend, an anchor to secure him while he launched his attack. The Chinese ambassador looked away and started examining the overhead chandelier. His actions so nonchalant and disinterested, they clashed with the rabid curiosity of the other ambassadors and nobles crammed into the royal chamber.


  Ah. They reveal by trying to conceal, Nate thought as he watched the interaction, or lack thereof, between the two men.


  Deep red crept up from under Nolton’s cravat and stole over his face. “I have orders. He is to be surrendered to my custody.” His finger jabbed at the air. A vein pulsed up the side of his forehead.


  The tsar’s bodyguards shifted their weight on their feet. Too well trained to move out of formation, they swayed, balanced on the knife edge of readiness in case the interloper moved any closer toward their monarch.


  “If I may make a suggestion, sire?” Nikolai stepped forward.


  Alexander turned to his spy master, curiosity written on his face at the unusual interruption. “Yes, Count Dukov?”


  “Perhaps we should allow the gentlemen to settle this matter between them in a more courtly manner?”


  Alexander laughed, catching Nikolai’s meaning. “Excellent suggestion. Bring me two swords,” he shouted. “Duke Nolton, if you can best Viscount Lyons with a blade, you can have him.”


  Nolton’s eyes narrowed, his gaze flitting from the tsar to Nate. “I am here on a mission for the queen of the British Empire. I do not need to best this criminal to reinforce my position; he is unworthy of staining my blade.”


  “Ouch,” Nate murmured, placing a hand over his heart.


  “You are beneath my contempt.” Nolton’s volume escalated with his temper.


  “And yet, you travelled all this way just to fetch me back.” The other man’s temper tantrum was insufficient to crack Nate’s cool façade. He held his control while the other noble raged like a thwarted child.


  “Enough!” Alexander silenced the combatants. “Either draw your sword and demonstrate your claim of superiority, or leave my presence.”


  A low reptilian hiss escaped from between the duke’s ground teeth, his gaze locking with Nate’s. “This is not over.”


  With the scantest regard to protocol, he spun on his heel and strode from the audience chamber. British soldiers disengaged from the tsar’s bodyguard, and scrambled to keep pace with their lord.


  The Chinese ambassador turned from his survey of the light fittings and stared at the departing retinue. One fine eyebrow arched as Nolton passed. Nate caught the almost imperceptible movement. The brief exchange of minute facial expressions completed in a matter of mere seconds.


  “Alexander is dragging the court to Peterhof tomorrow on a wolf hunt. The ambassadors will have to follow.” Nikolai also saw the tiny exchange. “China will be required to attend as will his wife, who I understand is rather timid on the field. It would be unfortunate if she found herself over horsed. I bet she would appreciate another woman or two looking out for her.”


  Nate slapped his friend on the back. “I like a good chase, don’t you?”


  [image: ]


  
[image: Chapter Twenty-One]


  [image: A]utumn’s cold winds marched in time with the soldiers, brushing at heels, sending boots scuffing along the paving like fallen leaves. The enormous courtyard before Buckingham Palace teemed with thousands of soldiers, shivering in their thin wool uniforms, constant movement the most effective method to fend off the chill. From up high, black clad bodies crawled over one another like ants, obscuring the surface they trod as they followed an unseen trail. Impossible to distinguish individual features, they became one mass with one common purpose―their queen’s purpose.


  “How many?” she asked. “Do you think they are as numerous as the cobbles beneath their feet?” she mused aloud.


  From behind her, the general spoke. “I believe there are close to two hundred thousand men assembled, ma’am. It will take weeks using all our fleet, both air and sea, to transport them to strategic locations around mainland China.”


  Victoria pressed her forehead to the glass. “It’s not enough.”


  The general spluttered. “Ma’am?”


  She turned to fix with him a frozen stare. “It’s not enough!” she screamed, rage boiling over in an instant like a tea kettle blowing steam. “We have care of nearly nineteen million souls in this land, and only a measly two hundred thousand come before us? We want every able bodied man ready to fight for England, for the Empire. We have called, they must answer.”


  His walrus moustache wagged up and down, but words failed to find their way past. He shut his mouth, coughed, and tried again. “Ma’am, we cannot; such a mass conscription would have a devastating effect. We would leave farms with no hands to tend the land or animals. Factories with no men to work the machines, families with no leader―”


  “Our sisters will answer the call.” Victoria spun back to the window, her hands stretching wide, encompassing the view beyond from one edge of the horizon to the other. “Men have long underestimated women, but we are the spine, holding aloft our great country. Our men will fight while women will run the land and factories. Mothers, daughters, and sisters will keep hearth and home.”


  The general turned worried eyes to the queen’s consort where he leaned against the map covering one wall. Albert rubbed his eye sockets trying to dislodge the growing throb in his skull.


  “You heard the queen. All men must answer the royal command.” He echoed the words she expected to hear. To those around they always presented a united front, only in complete privacy would he raise a dissenting voice and present his concerns.


  With the black plumed hat tucked under his arm, the general bowed to the rigid back of the queen. “Ma’am, it will be done.” Snapping his heels together, he spun and left the room.


  Victoria stood in the pale sunlight, the rays lighting on the heavy gold collar around her neck at odds with her somber purple gown. The Horus eye drank up the light, the ruby glowing bright for a moment before flashes of electricity surged over the metallic links, sparking up toward the scarabs sitting on the queen’s shoulders.


  Albert blinked, wishing his eyes tricked him. An icy cold finger trailed over his vertebrae as he watched Victoria absorb the evil sizzling over the collar. She drew a deep breath and exhaled, fixing her unblinking gaze on her husband.


  He grew weary. The strong and determined girl he married changed before his eyes. She hurtled down a path drenched in blood. The people would not stand by, silently, while she drained the life force from their sons and husbands in China’s rice paddies and fields.


  “Do you need such an army, my love?” he pitched his voice low, not wanting to stir her anger. “England signed a treaty with China after the Opium Wars and they have done nothing to offend us.”


  “They seek to bind us in silken chains. The death of the old emperor leaves the way open for a new regime. Better we conquer them before they turn their eyes to our shores.”


  Albert tried to navigate a path through the maze holding her mind. “Surely domestic matters occupy their time; the new emperor is only a child, and his ambassadors have given no hint of breaking the treaty.”


  “We are surrounded by the stench of betrayal. It offends our nostrils.” She whirled back to the window. Only the rhythmic movement of the thousands of amassed soldiers below calmed the desperate need building within her. “Viscount Lyons stole our dragon and conspires against us.”


  Albert took a measured step toward his wife like a man approaching a feral dog trapped in a corner. “Do you truly believe he works against us? He has been a most loyal spy for many years. Unlike his accuser, who frequently speaks out in the House against our reign, and interposes his own will upon our decrees.”


  “Do you question us? China will bow to me and India will be reminded who is their empress.” Victoria’s eyes shone with an unnatural blue light as though they had been enamelled by a master jeweller to be the brightest cobalt imaginable. “Then, Albert, only then, shall come our greatest triumph. We shall return the Americans to our bosom.” She clasped her hands over her breast, an expression of rapture upon her face. The small scarabs at her shoulders extended their tiny wings and buzzed humming along with the mad crooning of their mistress.


  “You should rest, my love. Perhaps a bath while I read to you?” He raised a hand, reaching for the necklace. If he could only remove it from about her person. The right scarab rose up on its hind legs, and sounded a metallic hiss. With wings extended, a small spark shot between them. His hand froze, and the insect dropped back, becoming nothing more than a jewelled adornment again.


  “Even you, Albert?” she cried. “You will not take it from us. You want the power for yourself, but we will not let you!” She danced out of his reach, spinning about the room, until she came to a stop, arms stretched over the painting of the globe, her hands caressing each continent.


  “No, Victoria, I do not want the power, and I do not believe you want it at such a cost, either.” Albert backed from the room and closed the doors. Leaning against the heavy panelling, he wiped both hands up over his face, trying to wash the image from his memory of his wife’s descent into madness. “God help us, she will kill us all.”


  His tired gaze lighted on the other man in the room, lingering in the scant shadow cast by the high wall sconces. A constant presence, but one seldom needed, he was their liaison to the darker corners of the Empire. “I need to get a message to Lady Lyons, can you do that?”


  He nodded. “Yes, your highness. I was told to be ready in case you expressed such a need.”
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  Nate and Nikolai returned to the hotel suite to discover the women on their second bottle of champagne and exchanging stories like giggling schoolgirls. Natalie was curled into a large armchair while Cara lay on the lush Persian rug.


  “Another successful day?” Nate asked, pulling off his cravat and draping the silk over a chair back before he dropped onto a sofa.


  “No.” Cara laughed, rolling onto her stomach to look up at him and returned a half empty bottle to the low table. “But this stuff is really expensive and I’m trying to hurt your credit.”


  Nikolai picked up Natalie and took her place in the armchair, resettling his wife on his lap. “The court moves for the hunt tomorrow. We need to watch the Chinese ambassador and his wife. She is a timid rider and may find herself with a nervous mount.”


  Natalie frowned. “She could get hurt during the hunt.”


  Nikolai stroked his wife’s back. “Then see to it you two stay close. She may be in need of rescue.”


  “I didn’t bring suitable riding clothes with me.” Cara said. “Unless I can ride out dressed as a boy?”


  “I have an idea,” Natalie said, giving Cara a conspiratorial wink. “And it will set us apart from the other women.”


  Nate watched the woman lying at his feet. Her emotions skated across her face, leaving an obvious path, foremost amongst them curiosity and mischief. Wide hazel eyes lighted on him. Numerous glasses of champagne loosened her control on the valve connecting them and emotion buzzed through their bond. She arched her back off the floor, arms thrown over her head. The stretch pulled her chemise up and exposed a midriff of porcelain skin. A sucker punch of longing hit him as her lips parted.


  She never ceased to amaze him. The rape she suffered as a child never blackened her soul, although occasional nightmares plagued her slumber. Each time his heart broke anew as she cried out for someone to rescue her. Only with his arms tight around her, would her sobs diminish and her body settle back to sleep. Awake, she remained full of light and wonder, the perfect foil to his darkness and cynicism. He loved her with an intensity mere words could never convey, even if he had an eternity to find the right ones. Instead, every day, he showed her in a thousand ways: a look, a touch, a whisper through their bond. Her ears seldom heard the words, but her body drank his love through every pore.


  He had set a plan in motion, confident they would find evidence to bring down Nolton and refute his claims, allowing them to return to England and their home. Together.


  Her eyes darkened to forest green. “I do have a hankering to go hunting.” Her tongue moistened carmine lips as her fingers played up the side of his booted calf.


  His gaze never left her face. “You’re right, Nikolai, these two are going to get us in trouble.”
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  Cara stood on the small balcony and pulled the ermine lined cloak tighter around her body to keep out the bitter bite of the autumn chill. She gazed at the monstrosity huddled in the street below, waiting its aristocratic cargo. A land-strider, it resembled a turtle if the turtle had a shell four times the size of a carriage and possessed the legs of a mechanical camel.


  Land-striders were the invention of a particularly insane Russian scientist, who wanted a form of transport that could traverse the countryside, navigate obstacles, and not be dependent on roads. The head of the turtle housed the driver, surrounded by the controls necessary to operate the creature as he peered out, suspended above the ground, his pod cantilevered from the main unit. Leadlight windows mimicked the pattern of a turtle shell and comprised the top half of the carriage area, the bottom half a solid metal wall. The interior was large enough to seat ten passengers at a time and offered a 360-degree view of the surrounding terrain in plush luxury.


  This particular model was steam powered. A poor unfortunate sat in the rear caboose, slapped on like a giant carbuncle on the turtle’s backside, his job to shovel the coal to keep the machine operational. Protective goggles wrapped around his head and kept the acrid smoke from blowing back into his eyes, but left the rest of his face to blacken from constant exposure to the coal dust and smoke.


  Nate stepped out onto the balcony and wrapped his arms around her waist. Then one hand reached up to pull aside the cloak so he could nestle his face close to her neck. His cheek grazed against hers. Cara closed her eyes for a moment, indulging in the contact, even with only a tiny amount of skin.


  Opening her eyes, she watched as four squealing young women and their chaperones were handed up into the vehicle.


  “They look like they will enjoy the journey.” Nate pointed out.


  “That’s because they don’t have the common sense they should have been born with to spot the potential danger. That sort would stroll down a Whitechapel lane at night, alone, and unarmed, and be gobsmacked when they are grabbed from behind.”


  The heavy door swung shut and the footman bolted it from the outside. Cara shuddered at the thought of being trapped inside. The doors were locked for passenger safety. When first unveiled, some over-excitable people tried to leap from the land-strider while in movement with fatal results. It also meant you couldn’t get out, which violated Cara’s always have an escape route policy.


  He smiled against the curve of her neck. “You don’t think the risk is worth the adventure?”


  The machines also had a propensity to trip over and dash the occupants to death against the interior of the carriage. “I’ve already undertaken my suicide mission quota for the month by rescuing my husband’s arse from the Tower.”


  “And don’t think his arse isn’t grateful.” His lips skimmed up her neck.


  The beast rose on unsteady legs, the knee joints wobbled and made the passenger cab rock back and forth until it reached full height. Unfurled, the deformed turtle reached high enough to look in first story windows and could step over carriages and any other obstacles in its path. The women inside waved furiously at Cara from just below her feet. They laughed and squealed as their vehicle moved up the street with a gentle sway like riding a camel.


  “I bet at least two of them fall off during the hunt,” she uttered her prediction for the silly creatures.


  “We are in agreement about the land-striders. I think they’re death traps on stilts. Nikolai has a set of four mechanical horses to pull his carriage. He will meet us downstairs shortly.”


  A tingle of excitement ran through Cara’s veins; ahead laid her first royal hunt and her first attempt at espionage. I could get used to this life.
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  [image: A]bronze statue come to life walked through the assembled crowd as pale autumn sunlight danced over the metal horse. Flashes of gold raced over its rump with each stride coming from the imperial eagle inlaid in silver on each haunch. The tsar sat upon a mechanical horse, a silver wool cloak with a fur trim over his shoulders. No risk would be taken with his safety; the metal equine would perform with perfect manners and the monarch was in no danger of life or limb during the upcoming fast and furious hunt.


  Unless a stray bullet from one of the participants found him.


  A team of beautiful silky coated Borzoi waited for the hunt to begin. The Russian wolfhounds earned their reputation for speed and intelligence, able to course their prey over long distances and bring down a full-grown wolf. The Borzoi were bred for the exclusive use of the tsar; the puppies could not be purchased, only gifted to a favoured individual. The dogs looked aristocratic lounging against one another. They seldom barked and their silent waiting struck Cara as echoing the ennui of some nobles. Today’s hunt would serve as a trial for the dogs’ stud master. Only the fastest and strongest would be selected to breed the next litters.


  I wonder if Nate could acquire one. Cara thought, her eyes seeking Nate as she and Natalie rode through the press of horses toward their husbands.


  The women were twinned, mirror images of each other, right down to Natalie riding an offside sidesaddle as the reflection of Cara. Mounted on liver chestnut geldings, the dappled and gleaming coats were the perfect foil to their riders’ habits of deep green with black embroidery. The women wore green felt tri corn hats with curling black feathers. Unlike the other ladies who rode simply to be seen in their outfits, Cara and Natalie rode to hunt and they were armed appropriately. Both women carried shortened rifles slung over their backs and each horse had a small mechanized crossbow, secured by the flap of the sidesaddle.


  “I have quite forgotten what we are hunting,” Nikolai muttered from Nate’s side as the women approached. “But I fervently wish to be caught.”


  Nate reined his grey stallion to Cara’s right side and took her hand, kissing her gloved palm. “Sidesaddle?” Humour sparked in the depths of his eyes. “Not your preferred way to ride.”


  She took her hand back and gave the nervous gelding a scratch, ignoring the double entendre. “Just you wait and see. You men always think women are at a disadvantage sidesaddle. Natalie and I intend to show you how wrong you have been.”


  The large stallion he sat upon gave a snort as though voicing his disbelief. “Are you sure you will keep pace sidesaddle? I would hate for you to miss the sport.”


  Natalie laughed, a light tinkling noise like someone caressing a piano’s keys. “Women fail to keep up with the hunt not because of a sidesaddle, but because of the mount.”


  “Exactly,’” Cara agreed. “So disappointing when your mount can’t go the distance.” She flashed an impish grin at Nate. “Will you be able to keep pace with me?”


  Nikolai cast a look sideways. “Well, my friend, I think the gauntlet has been thrown down.”


  Nate regarded his wife from under dark brows. “I thought I set the pace, cara mia, so you did not tire too early in the ride.”


  Ahead, Alexander used his spur to flick a lever in the side of his mechanical horse and it cantered forward, the pack leaping around him. Cara rocked her seat, sending the gelding forward. Natalie followed and the two women cantered down the lane, falling in behind the lead horses and the milling Borzoi. The two men urged their mounts on, placing the women between them as they headed for the open fields.


  A ripple of excitement built through the gathered riders, hoping a wolf would be sighted while on the run. At a signal from the tsar, the group surged forward to a gallop devouring the ground under pounding hooves.


  A hare, flushed from the long grass, dashed across the path of the hounds. A single cry went up before the dogs gave chase, the hunt master hard on their heels. Often the dogs wove under the horses, daring the steeds to crash down on them, narrowly avoiding being squashed into the hard earth.


  Etiquette demanded the first shot belonged to the tsar. Cara chaffed, watching the hare bounce over the grass; sure she could hit the animal. Reining to a halt, a groom handed Alexander his rifle and he raised the gun to his shoulder. The mechanical horse became a statue under him. The tsar fired and missed. With a wave of his hand he gave his permission for others to try.


  Cara heeled her horse and tore after the hare. She placed herself in front of the other hunters, blocking their line of sight and praying no one tried to shoot over her. Taking both reins in her left hand, she drew the short rifle from her back. Reaching a small rise, she pulled the gelding to a halt and dropped the reins. Two hands holding the rifle, she took aim and fired at the retreating hare. A tuft of fur rose into the air as the shape dove into the lush grass, disappearing from her view, but not that of the hounds. They pounced on the downed animal and she turned her head from the sight of the carcass being fought over between snapping jaws.


  Nate drew level with her as she slipped the rifle back into its pouch on her back.


  “Show off.” He flashed a brief smile before turning serious. “And in the future, please don’t ride between the prey and the hunters. I prefer you without bullet holes.”


  She stuck out her tongue, the excitement surged through her body making her more reckless than usual.


  “First kill to the Lady Lyons,” Nikolai shouted for the others.


  The hunt continued when the Borzoi found a fresh scent. The chase was fast, scary, and utterly exhilarating. All thoughts went from Cara’s mind as the adrenaline pumped through her veins. She concentrated on staying balanced on the gelding’s back as they tore over the fields in pursuit of their prey. Sods of earth flew from under the horses’ hooves. They took a path off through a lightly wooded area, the riders negotiating logs and ditches in their way.


  Other ladies fell behind, unable to withstand the frantic pace and onslaught of jumps. Gallant gentlemen kept the exhausted women company as they sought the longer route around, further thinning the horsemen keeping pace with the tsar, the hunt master, and the valuable Borzoi.


  Cara folded at her waist with each obstacle. Giving the reins forward as the horse stretched his neck and snapped legs up against his belly. Natalie and her horse matched them jump for jump as though they were twins. She gave Cara a wide grin as they both took a fallen tree at the same instance, Nate and Nikolai close behind them.


  The pack set a hard pace and the two women kept up as others retired. Cara could feel her mount’s powerful shoulders moving under her right calf, pressed firmly against the horse for purchase to keep her in the sidesaddle. Her right leg locked around the upright pommel and at times, her left thigh sought the extra balance of the leaping head.


  Up ahead, the Borzoi ran a hare to ground, sharp teeth making short work of the large animal. The pack moved on, back to the open field to search for a fresh scent. A brief respite was called and refreshments distributed amongst the riders as the others caught up. Ladies cantered in slow motion on sedate park hacks. The long velvet skirts of the riders trailing just above the ground. Although a fetching sight and the latest fashion, they were, nonetheless, completely impractical for jumping hedges and fast riding.


  An outraged cry from over the field attracted their attention. From the distance streaked a dirty ginger shape hugging the ground, a confection of feathers surrounding the head. A lone fox with a chicken held fast between its teeth hurtled toward the sheltering forest. Laughter rose from the assembled aristocrats and hurried bets were placed on who could hit the fox and who the chicken.


  Rifles and cross bows were drawn and shots flew from the multitude of weapons as those gathered tried to hit the fleeing predator. Grass and leaves were tossed into the air as bullets and bolts harmlessly sunk into the ground. A ruddy faced farmer waving a pitchfork joined the race, yelling obscenities in Russian at the fleeing scavenger. The creature ducked and dove, never taking a straight line as it headed for the forest.


  Nate drew the pistol from his side. Arm outstretched but immobile, he followed the zigzag route of the fox, nearly at the sought after sanctuary. On an exhale, he fired one shot. The forward momentum of the fox stopped abruptly, back legs collapsing underneath, sending the body into a roll. The jaws relaxed in death and with a squawk the chicken took flight, stout wings flapping furiously. Laughter burst from all around as the running farmer now pursued his fleeing poultry.


  “Show off,” Cara murmured, a smile on her lips as he holstered his weapon.


  “We can decide later whose shot puts them on top.” He held her gaze and the familiar thrum started through Cara’s body.


  She parted her lips to speak when a Borzoi gave a high pitched howl and cast a glance to the handler, begging for the command to run. A grey wolf trotted from the forest, gazed at the riders, and continued on its path as though unconcerned by the presence of the hunting party.


  “Release the hounds,” Alexander cried, giving the signal for the hunt to start in earnest.


  The wolf slunk across their path and the Borzoi darted over the field into the low shrubbery edging the forest. Riders put heel to their horses in pursuit. Adrenaline spiked as they broke through the enclosing branches into the wolf’s domain. Horses gave nervous whinnies to be urged on by their riders through the thickening trees.


  The pace slowed as the horses were impeded by the surrounding forest, the light dimming as they rode deeper. Thin bracts whipped across the faces of unsuspecting riders and grabbed at clothing. The hunt master kept an ear on the direction of his hounds, invisible to the others as they coursed through the undergrowth, never wavering from their scent of the wolf.


  The grey wolf chose a clearing to stand and fight. The hounds jumped forward, each latching on to a limb. Three Borzoi hung from the massive wolf, its vicious jaws trying to dislodge the dogs from its body. A fourth hound joined its mates and they managed to drag the creature to the ground, the whole becoming a writhing mass of fur and teeth.


  “Keep the women back,” a noble yelled. If the wolf freed itself, death would come swiftly for anyone in its path.


  Cara looked on the brink of rebellion when Nate took her hand.


  “Pretend, just for once, that you need protecting. Allow us foolish men a modicum of illusion, cara mia.”


  She snorted, but hung back with Natalie. Remembering the mission, she scanned the assembled riders for the Chinese ambassador and his wife. Her gaze found the woman, struggling to control her frantic mount, the horse’s body shaking with each bark from the dogs. Its wall eye turned red with growing panic.


  The men dismounted, reins passed to the grooms as they moved to finish the wolf. By tradition, the wolf would be dispatched by a knife across its throat. Bloodlust hung in the air as tangible as a red mist, enveloping man and beast alike. Nikolai drew a foot long knife with a curved blade and strode toward the thrashing animal.


  Adrenaline and fear surged with the cries of the hounds. The Chinese woman’s little bay gelding threw its head and plunged away, driven to panic by the howls of the dogs and the lone cry of the hunter turned prey. The petite rider gave a scream, throwing the reins as she was tipped forward. Her arms flung around the horse’s neck. The men were on the ground, distracted by the fate of the great wolf.


  Show time. Cara reacted immediately, and kicking her horse, they flew after the much smaller one. Her horse’s larger limbs covered the ground easily and she soon pulled level. Gripping both pommels between her thighs so she did not become unbalanced, she leaned out and grabbed the flapping reins. She tugged sharply, catching the fleeing horse’s attention and turned the frightened animal’s head into the neck of the much larger gelding before it dashed the rider into a tree.


  She asked her mount to walk and quietly halt, forcing the over anxious bay to do the same, Cara’s firm grip on the reins not giving him any choice but to comply. He laid his head against the other horse and the frightened animal grew calmer. The terrified rider pushed herself up off his neck and resettled in the sidesaddle.


  Perfect opportunity for a wee chat.


  She raised tear-filled, almond shaped eyes to Cara. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry to trouble you. Grantham teaches me to ride, but I am not a good pupil.”


  “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Cara reassured her. “The horse took fright, and it could happen to anyone. Next time, turn his head sharp, so he cannot run away with you. And always to the right, so you’re not unbalanced.”


  She nodded meekly at Cara’s words. The poor woman looked more beaten than the wolf.


  “Duke Nolton is a generous man to take the time to teach you to ride.” She took a leading hand on the little bay’s reins.


  The other woman’s eyes widened. “You know him?”


  Cara placed a smile on her face, and dangled her bait, hoping for a bite from her frightened fish. “Of course, my husband and Grantham have worked together in China.”


  Nerves loosened the woman’s tongue. “I’m sure he will rule how he teaches with a strong grip.”


  Cara’s face remained schooled as she swallowed her surprise at the woman’s words. “Yes, I believe he will,” she murmured as she guided the horses back to the pack.


  A few of the men broke away and headed in their direction. The woman’s husband snatched the reins from Cara, glared at her, and turned to babble at the distressed rider in mandarin. The petite woman kept her eyes lowered to the ground, her answers monosyllabic and apologetic sounding. Tears rolled down her face at her public shame.


  Cara shook her head in disgust and nudged her mount close to Natalie. “Men. Poor thing has had the fright of her life, so he starts berating her.”


  Natalie turned and kept her tone low. “Have an interesting chat on your way back?”


  Cara gave a quick nod. Pieces of the puzzle slid in to place, but she needed to talk to the others, away from the gossiping ears of the court.


  The wolf dispatched, Nate and Nikolai returned to their horses. Cara met Nate’s blue gaze as he swung up into the saddle, she inclined her head in the direction of the Chinese ambassador. “Mission accomplished.”


  An hour later, they rode into the courtyard at Peterhof laughing and covered in mud splatter. The wolf pelt draped over the back of Alexander’s mechanical horse.


  One of the waiting dandies eyed the sweaty riders with horror. He clutched a scented lace handkerchief to his nose. He paused only to wave the frippery in the general direction of Natalie and Cara and their exhausted horses. “You have ridden too hard. Look how those horses heave and sweat.”


  Natalie turned a cool look on the gentleman in concern, too delicate to even dare to ride with the court. “Sir, if you were between my legs for three hours, I can guarantee you would also be heaving and sweaty.”


  The man blanched and backed away.


  Cara burst into laughter. “You have a way of torturing the lesser nobles.”


  “On that subject, when will you stop torturing Nate?” Natalie asked before the men caught them up.


  “What do you mean?” Cara turned wide eyes to Natalie.


  “You are at peace with what he did, yes?”


  Cara made her decision a few nights ago when the physical longing overcame her, but her need went far deeper than mere touch. A smile softened her face. She couldn’t live without Nate’s presence, without his scent wrapped around her at night, keeping the shadows at bay while she slept. Single, married, or divorced, it made no difference to how she felt about him, but she had her pride.


  “Yes, I am at peace.” Mischief flashed over her face, bright and sparkling. “But he doesn’t need to know yet. I think he can suffer for just a bit longer, don’t you?”


  Natalie shook her head. “You play a dangerous game.”


  Cara arched an eyebrow at her friend. “And how many people do you think get to play with Nathaniel Trent, the villainous viscount?”


  A frown marred Natalie’s brow and her eyes narrowed as she made a mental tally. “I believe only one person would ever survive playing with him.”


  “Exactly. How can I let such an opportunity slip past?”


  Both women smiled as they walked their mounts toward the waiting grooms.


  [image: ]


  
[image: Chapter Twenty-Three]


  [image: T]he high from the hunt leached from Cara’s body, leaving behind exhaustion. They took an open carriage back to the city, no one wanting to be confined after the hours of freedom galloping across open pasture. She nestled against Nate and tucked the fur blanket around their legs. The temperature continued to drop, and she could well believe snow would soon claim the city and surrounding countryside. The mechanical horses set a brisk pace back to St. Petersburg, pulling the landau unceasingly, never flagging or balking. A land-strider’s turtle body blocked the sun when camel legs stepped over them, an occurrence that would have frightened lesser equines and caused them to bolt. With a side to side sway, the mechanical walker continued down the path, long legs devouring the miles.


  Cara shuddered. Horrid things.


  On the way to Peterhof, they discovered the carcass of a land-strider. Limbs protruding, twisted and rusting, from the sinkhole that felled it. The turtle shell cracked open, perhaps in an attempt to rescue the survivors within. Scavengers had picked over the remains, the engine removed and other mechanical parts stripped for ready cash. All that remained was a metal skeleton, legs pointing skywards as a visual reminder of why Cara detested the creatures.


  “You learned something out in the field.” Nate handed a silver hip flask to Cara, breaking her train of thought.


  She took a sip of liquid fire, fending off the pervading cold from the inside out. “When her horse bolted, the fright loosened Xiulan Mei’s tongue. She let slip that Nolton taught her to ride and she believed he would rule like he instructed, with a strong grip.” The phrase made her shudder, his grip would strangle the life from whatever struggled in his hand.


  “Rule?” Nate repeated the single syllable.


  “Yes, rule. But how is that possible?”


  Silence fell over the carriage occupants as they digested the implications. Nate pulled the threads together first and cursed under his breath. “Nolton has agitated against Victoria’s reign for years. It would seem he is not satisfied with being the second peer any longer. He seeks to overthrow the queen.”


  “From what we have pieced together, with China’s backing.” Nikolai commented. “Rumours are drenching the aether that Victoria will declare war once she mobilises her troops.”


  Cara remembered the mad glint she saw in the queen’s eyes, and the worry etched deep in the gaze of her husband. Thousands of young men conscripted by their queen, answered her call, fuelling her insane desire to conquer the globe. “The necklace will make Victoria overextend, she’s not thinking rationally.”


  “She cannot spread the British Empire so thin.” Nikolai spoke with caution. “Soon you will be fighting on multiple fronts and former allies will band together against your country.”


  Cara frowned, thinking of the lives that would be lost all for Victoria’s greed to wrap her hands around the globe. “And when the youth of England starts dying on foreign fields, bloodshed will follow at home.”


  “This is Nolton moving his queen on the board.” Nate stroked his hands up Cara’s arms. “She will be exposed. I imagine he intends to strike from behind while she is focused on China.”


  “What do we do?” Cara turned, worried eyes seeking reassurance from Nate, more accustomed to the complex game being played out around them. “How do we prove any of this, and get these charges against you dropped?” Although new to the game of politics, she proved a fast learner.


  “Direct evidence implicating Nolton would be the best and most compelling defense,” Nikolai suggested.


  “So do we search the ambassador’s apartments and look for signed communications?” Her gaze moved from Nate to Nikolai as the two men pondered the options.


  A slow smile spread over Nikolai’s face. “I doubt a search would reveal anything. I believe we can go one better than that.” He turned to Natalie. “Does he have a woman in the city?”


  “Yes.” She nodded. “I know where he will seek his entertainment tonight.”


  Nikolai pointed to Cara. “You’re going to pay him a visit tonight. Let him think you are there to plead for your husband. Get him talking, boasting, if you can.”


  “No.” One clipped syllable from Nate. “We’re not using Cara.”


  “We cannot use you, my friend.” Nikolai kept his tone light. “Cara is our best choice.”


  Cara bristled. “I will do what I can to help. We are in this together.”


  Nate shook his head. “It’s too dangerous, Nolton is violent and unpredictable.”


  A snort of disbelief left Cara’s throat. “When has telling me no ever stopped me?”


  As Natalie’s laughter filled the carriage, Cara felt the connection between her and Nate slam shut and the mask dropped over his face.


  He turned his gaze away, intent on the surrounding countryside. Long moments passed before he re-joined the conversation. “We make back up plans.” His hand brushed the nape of her neck, strong fingers slipping under the collar of her jacket to caress her skin. “We will ensure there is no danger to you.”


  The warmth from his touch waged war with her indignation at his words. She didn’t need protecting. Life had taught her a hard lesson about looking out for herself. “Anyway, if you didn’t use me, who else could you send in?”


  “We used to put Loki in a dress.”


  Cara stared at her husband, unsure if he joked or not. He played his cards close to his chest and kept his sense of humour veiled. Though Nate rarely jested, Cara could imagine Loki dressed as a woman to engage in a spot of espionage. She shook the image from her mind to return to the immediate issue. “How exactly will talking to Nolton help?”


  A smile as mysterious as the one Natalie wore played over Nikolai’s face. “You will see.”


  Cara resisted the urge to throw her hands up in frustration; spies seemed to talk in overlapping spirals never in straight lines. “Fine,” she agreed. “Natalie can walk me through what I need to do and school me in any secret spy business I might need to know. You all have several years’ experience at playing this game and I need to catch up.”
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  Early evening and Natalie rode with Cara to the familiar apartment building which housed the high class courtesans. She chose to walk up the stairs, one hand on the balustrade of sensuously entwined snakes. Her heart pounded against her corset stays. Nate’s life and hers depended on the events about to unfold. An unproven piece of experimental technology could draw the trap around Nolton and free Nate, provided the delicate equipment worked. Her mind baulked at considering the hundreds of thousands of lives in the balance if they did not stop Victoria, and she plunged the globe into war.


  Arriving at the second floor landing, she passed Justine’s room and headed to the end of the hallway. Her hand gripped the brass door handle and with one deep breath, she pushed the door open. A smoky haze crept down the walls in the luxurious apartment. The air held a distinctive, sweet tang and Cara hoped she could keep her wits about her with opium seeping into her nostrils and down her throat with every shallow breath.


  A naked courtesan lounged on a divan, her mind already chasing the ephemeral dragon down into oblivion. Two other semi-clothed women prowled the room. Three men sat and laughed at a round table, Nolton amongst them. The lamp hung low over the red felt. The players’ hands illuminated by the squat metallic light fitting, but their eyes left in shadow. A blond head turned in her direction and a smile stole over his face.


  “Ah, the Lady Lyons, come to plead for your husband’s life?” He gestured for her to approach him. “Dropping to your knees will be an excellent starting point if you wish to sway me with your oratory skills.”


  Cara’s fingers tightened around the parasol handle. With one tug, she could free the hidden stiletto blade, lunge, and bury the length in his chest.


  Wouldn’t help Nate, though. Should probably stick to the plan.


  “Actually, I came for a hand of cards.”


  He laughed, returning his gaze to his hand. “I doubt you could match our stakes.”


  Cara pulled out the vacant chair and settled herself across the table from her adversary. She took her time with her next words. “I know what Nate stole, and where it is.”


  A breath hissed out between Nolton’s teeth. “You would wager the egg?”


  “Yes. If I lose, you get the egg.” A part of her sighed in relief; he thought there was only the one dragon egg. At most, she risked a third of the legendary beasts. They could still free the other two if she lost. She peeled off her gloves and tossed them on the felt.


  He leaned back in his chair and placed the cards on the table. “It’s mine anyway; he stole my opium to swap for it.”


  “He filched your drugs to pay for a stolen item. I’m not sure who has the moral high ground in that situation.” Cara’s gaze lifted to the heavy lamp dominating the table, wondering if Nikolai made his modifications. The thing looked like an ordinary, if somewhat ugly, light fitting to her.


  “And in the unlikely circumstance you win, you expect me to have the charges dropped against Lyons?” His voice held a sharp, teasing tone.


  She gave a short laugh. “No, I’m not that naive. If I win, I walk out the door. But while we play, I want to talk. Enlighten me as to your plan. I’m a curious kind of girl and it often gets me into trouble.”


  Silence while he tried to see the hidden angle in her offer. “One hand, two discards. And when you lose, you stay here until Lyons delivers the egg. I hope I won’t have to wait too many years to have the creature broken to my hand.”


  “Very well.” She spent all afternoon with Natalie and Loki perfecting her technique at palming cards. If cheating didn’t work, Nate promised a fall back plan to ensure she didn’t end up in Nolton’s grasp.


  The duke inclined his head at the other men, signalling they were to opt out of the game. One man remained seated to act as dealer, pulling the cards together and then shuffling in easy strokes. The other chose to take his entertainment with a willing courtesan. Cara blocked her ears to the noises of the couple as the cards were dealt, face down.


  “I’m surprised Lyons married you. Never thought him a man to take second hand goods.” Nolton picked up his cards and studied them. “But then I suppose no real lady would want to be tied to him.”


  Cara stared at her hand, blinking several times to force her eyes to focus on the numbers and suites as she resisted the urge to sink a blade into the leering visage across the table. Reacting would show him how deep his barb cut.


  “Then perhaps we suit one another.” Four low cards and a lone Jack leaned against her fingers. Even with the two cards hidden in her sleeve, she would struggle to make an adequate hand. Blowing out a long breath, she discarded a two and a three and picked up another Jack and a ten. The reason she hated poker stared back at her, she always seemed to lose.


  “Do you really think you can overthrow Victoria even with China’s assistance?” She moved the placement of the cards, so the two Jacks nestled together.


  He smiled, but it never touched his cold eyes. “I won’t have to lift a finger. I originally toyed with taking Hatshepsut’s Collar for myself when I found it languishing in the treasury.” He moved one card further down in his hand. “I found out a bit about the trinket’s history, worn by some of the most powerful men in history. However, ensuring Victoria wears it has made my plan so much easier. The feeble brain of a woman cannot cope with the power stored in the collar.”


  Cara frowned at her cards, she was going to lose. “You’ve cast Victoria as the villain.”


  He reached for his crystal tumbler and took a long drink of the rich amber liquor. “No woman should rule over men.”


  “You have a low opinion of women.” She slid another card across the table toward the dealer. She watched the man’s fingers pull her replacement from the bottom of the deck; while he dealt Nolton two from the top.


  “You’re called the weaker sex for a reason. Your place is under, not over, men.” The sly smile accompanied the taunt.


  This is a damn stupid plan. “Victoria is loved by the people. You will plunge England into civil war.”


  “Not at all. I shall be carried to the throne on the shoulders of the common man. When they are tired and beaten by the endless war with China and the greed of their mad queen, they will rise up and demand a strong king. And there, ever so conveniently, I will be waiting. Due to my skillful negotiation, China will offer up a truce, but only if I take the crown. It will be the fairy tale ending… for me, anyway.”


  Cara’s blood ran cold, hearing how he plotted to place himself on the throne, but he overlooked one significant detail. “You have no claim. Victoria is our rightful queen.”


  He gave a bark of laughter. “She has no right. Rumours have long circulated as to her legitimacy. Once I prove she is a mere a bastard, my superior claim will be recognised.”


  Cara’s fingers tightened on the cards; the duke lost in his grand vision.


  “I shall ensure the taint of her madness will be washed from English soil. She and her family will be transported to a Chinese estate, one I have already selected and made secure. There, she can live out her life darning and fussing over his children like women should.” He drained his tumbler and dropped the glass to the table top.


  “We will stop you.”


  He blew out a hard laugh. “With what, did you expect me to gift you a signed confession? So sorry to disappoint.” He laid his cards on the table, a straight flush against Cara’s single pair. “You lose.”


  “A signed confession would have been convenient, but I’ll have to settle for something else: the truth from your lips.”


  He frowned, eyes narrowing as though he sensed a trap in her words, but couldn’t place what it meant. He shook his head, trying to clear a fog and the moment passed. He laughed, dismissing her. “I very much doubt you have anything at all. If you did, you wouldn’t be sitting here in my grasp.” He opened and closed his hand.


  She watched him sway in his seat. “We live in a wonderful age of science and technology. For example the phonautograph is a marvellous invention with incredible implications. You should look into it, when you wake up.”


  The sway became a slump and his head impacted with a dull thud against the table top. The dealer pushed back his chair, his body began to rise before he too toppled over.


  “About time,” Cara muttered. “That was awfully close.” She rose from the table.


  One courtesan approached the slumped men and put her hands into Nolton’s pockets. She pulled out gold coins and stuffed them down her décolleté. The third man knelt on the floor, still conscious; his eyes milky and unfocused, his gaze flitting around the room as though following an invisible wisp.


  Cara watched his strange movements. “Did he not drink the whisky?”


  “Nope. Had to use lipstick on him.”


  Curiosity pulled her to a halt, wondering how lipstick could incapacitate a man. “You’ll have to explain that to me.”


  The courtesan tapped her scarlet lips. “Secret formula, works a few minutes after they kiss you and sends them off chasing fairies in their minds for hours.”


  Innumerable uses sprang to Cara’s mind. “Oh, I have to have some, where did you get it?”


  The other woman gave her a wink and reached into a pouch hanging from the side of her corset and then tossed a small glass bottle to Cara. “I can always get more.”


  Cara stared at the small jar. Within it was divided in two segments, one side white, the other red.


  “The white is an undercoat, put that on first, before you brush the red overtop. You don’t want to knock yourself out.”


  She thanked the other woman and tucked the jar into her reticule before she pulled the door open and whistled down the hallway. Nikolai and Nate emerged from Justine’s apartment and made their way down the hall. A warm hand brushed her cheek as Nate entered the apartment.


  “All right?” he questioned, his gaze searching her face.


  “No, actually. I lost. His man dealt from the bottom of the deck. I couldn’t even make a decent hand with my hidden cards.”


  Nikolai hit the main light switch, leaving the room bathed in the flickering glow from the wall lights. The two men dismantled the fitting over the table. Pulling open the top, Nikolai extracted a metal barrel and placed it into a silk lined box.


  Cara watched the process. “How exactly will this save you?”


  “It holds everything Nolton said in his own tongue. We will be able to play it back when we return to England. He will bear witness against himself.”


  Cara stared at the metal cylinder, wondering how a piece of metal could contain Nolton’s words. Nikolai laid silk over the top, tucking the tube in like a sleeping infant before shutting the lid. “Where did you find this contraption?”


  “Some genius American kid called Edison has been tinkering and adapting de Martinville’s phonautograph. Our governments are sitting on it, trying to discern any military application before it is unveiled in public.” Nikolai spoke as he secured the box, which would decide Nate’s future. “The youngster wants to use it as a personal music device. He imagines a world where people listen to phonographic recordings of musicians in their own homes. Can’t see a market for such a thing myself.”


  Cara raised her gaze from the box to Nate. “Please tell me we’re up to the part of the plan where we get out of here before he comes looking for me and a dragon egg?”


  Nate flicked a worried gaze in her direction before giving a curt nod. “It’s time to take our leave of Nikolai and Natalie.”


  One of the courtesans patted Nolton’s blond head. “These boys will be out for a few hours, we’ll make sure they don’t leave before dawn.”


  Tearful hugs were exchanged with Natalie as were promises to visit one another before they returned to the hotel room to pack. Cara found the aethergram occupied itself chattering away, busy drawing coded messages from the atmosphere and they awaited her attention. The long strip of ticker tape had overshot the small wire basket meant to contain it and the paper dangled to the carpet like the tongue of an over-heated dog.


  Coffee in one hand, she picked up the messages and tore them free. Holding it high, she twisted her head sideways to read the neat vertical print. The first message was from Fraser.


  I regret to inform you I can find no veracity to the accusations.


  She snorted and cast a glance to Nate. She could imagine how upset Fraser was at being unable to verify the treason charges against his nemesis. The second message bore the simple signature A.


  V worsens. Help us all, before it is too late.


  She raised a worried gaze to Nate. “Do you think we can we stop her?”


  “We can try. First we deliver Sergei and the eggs to Siberia, and then we return to England. I’ll send word to Albert that we will be back in England soon.”
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  [image: T]he Hellcat bobbed on the gentle swell of the river. The movement was sufficient to shift the gangplank under Cara’s feet as she left Russian soil, making her grasp the rail, lest she take an unexpected dip in the frigid water. Darkness still clung to the Earth, but dawn drew a faint line of colour, bleeding upward as the sun stirred below the horizon.


  Loki met them on deck. Two silent crewmen stood at attention behind him. Black jackets merged with the dim light and made them appear offshoots of their captain’s shadow. He gave a vague hand gesture, somewhere between a salute and a wave, in the direction of Nate.


  “Time we left,” Nate said with one hand resting in the small of Cara’s back. The heat from the contact spread over her back, despite the numerous layers of clothing to ward off the chilly Russian autumn.


  Loki gave a nod and began barking orders. The crewmens’ shadows detached and flowed in different directions. Each yelled clipped orders, one to the bridge through an open window and the other to the men standing by the tether lines.


  Cara passed into the corridor. Soft light spread from lamps hanging at eye level. The floor tilted and lurched under her body like a boat rolling on a sudden wave. Nate coiled a strong arm around her waist to hold her steady, his other bracing against the wall. She left her stomach somewhere on the ground and it belatedly caught up, slamming back into her torso. Her gaze flew to the open door and the rapidly receding view of St. Petersburg. Clouds tinged with the silver light of early morning replaced onion domes. The Hellcat, released from its earthly tethers, shot into the air like a bullet from a gun.


  “Just as well we’re on our way.” Nate released her once the Hellcat levelled out. “Nolton will be hard on our heels once he recovers from his hangover.”


  “Nothing like a quick early morning escape to stimulate the senses!” Loki’s laughter and beaming presence filled the door to the deck. “Nate, your admirer was heading our way with a small contingent. I thought you might want to get the jump on him.”


  “I thought as much. We need to see the dragons safe without him breathing down our necks. Nikolai and I have arranged a wee surprise that should keep him busy.” A wide smile spread across his face.


  Cara sucked in a breath; Nate was never more handsome than when up to something. “What have you done, now?”


  His blue eyes twinkled. “Yesterday we anchored his airship to the deepest and strongest piles we could find. They won’t notice until they try to ascend, and find themselves tethered like a dog chained to a tree. Hopefully they will charge off and be jerked back to Earth. It will buy us some time.”


  Cara wondered who went for a swim in the freezing waters to attach the chains. “Will it damage his airship?”


  Loki shrugged and crossed his arms over his chest. “Rather depends how keen he is to try and jump us and how heavy he is on the throttle.”


  Her gaze returned to Nate. “Which means?”


  The smile remained on his face. “If he guns the engines too soon he could rip a hole in the side of his ship when the lines pull taut, or he could end up with a mooring pile speared through his bridge.”


  She kissed his cheek sharing the laughter. “Honestly, for a supposed hardened crime lord, I think beneath that surface lurks a naughty schoolboy.”


  He brushed a strand of hair from her face, his gaze blazing hotter and heating her down to her core. “I’m happy to show you what my naughty schoolboy can get up to.”


  She batted his hand away, unsure how to respond to the new and mischievous Nate. “I’m going to get changed. Alone.” She waggled a warning finger in his direction.


  His smile dropped away to be replaced by a more serious intent. “Meet us in the lounge and we’ll show the eggs to Sergei.”


  She dashed down the corridor to the cabin she shared with Nate. Excitement lit a fire under her feet, eager to hold a particular egg in her arms. She stripped off her more elaborate skirts and dropped them to the floor. Flipping the lid on her small steamer chest, she grabbed pants, her favourite blue and green corset, and a deep green wool coat. Once dressed in comfortable clothes, she headed down the short corridor to a set of double sliding doors. Nate, Loki, and Sergei waited in the small lounge. Sergei took up half the available space, his eyes boring into the small chest, his nostrils flaring as though he could scent the contents. Nate leaned against the dark panelled wall, a chisel in one hand. Loki stretched his lean body along the sofa as though dragon egg cargo was an everyday occurrence.


  Cara knelt on the floor in front of the tea chest, her heart pounding as Nate moved and levered off the lid. Like a child on Christmas morning who knows exactly what is waiting under the tree, she reached out eager hands to help brush away the covering of tea leaves. She inhaled bergamot and lemon, a scent that would forever mean dragon in her mind. She picked her favourite egg and lifted it from the substitute nest. Larger than the other two, the shell was mottled with tiny auburn veins interwoven over the surface. She caressed the exterior and crooned to the ancient creature asleep within as she cradled it to her chest.


  Warmth radiated from the egg as though Cara clutched a heated brick from in front of the fireplace. Pressing her cheek to the rough shell, she listened for the steady heartbeat from deep within.


  I’m holding a dragon egg, and she couldn’t wipe the grin off her face.


  Sergei examined the other two smaller eggs. He turned each in his large hands, using his fingertips with a light caress over the entire shell, tracing grooves and lines in the exterior, checking for any imperfections or damage. He held each to his ear, listening for the faint whump-whump from inside. Worry creased the corners of his face, his eyes almost disappearing as the weathered furrows overtook them. He settled the valuable cargo back into their tea nest.


  “How old are they?” he asked of Nate.


  “My sources were vague.” Nate shrugged, his attention held by Cara. “We didn’t have much time to talk while breaking out of the Forbidden City. Possibly twenty years old.”


  Cara shook her head in amazement, twenty years and still the dragons lay trapped inside their eggs. What is their lifespan if it takes so many years for them to just be born?


  “Poor thing,” she muttered. “No wonder you need Sergei to protect you, so vulnerable like this and imprisoned for such a long time.” She brushed her lips against the shell. The egg jerked and spasmed in her embrace. A yelp tore from her throat and she nearly dropped the priceless object. A crack rent the air, loud as an axe splitting firewood. Cara stared in horror as a thin jagged line appeared and crawled for several inches through the tough shell before stopping.


  “Shit! Did I break it?” She turned eyes wide with horror and distress to Sergei. She half expected the overprotective dragon master to toss her off the Hellcat into the freezing Neva for harming one of his eggs.


  His face scrunched up before the booming laugh filled the small lounge. “Nyet, little one. It is time. This one, he wants to meet you.”


  His words didn’t reassure her; neither of the other eggs were cracked, just the one she always stroked. “It’s hatching?” Cara held the egg at arm’s length, praying she wouldn’t end up clutching an enraged fire breathing dragon.


  “Da. It will still be a few days. Shell is very tough. But it has started.”


  She returned the egg to the chest, nestled with its siblings and scooped tea over the top. She worried over the mythical creatures. What happens if we have three dragons loose on the Hellcat?


  “How long will it take to travel to Sergei’s home?” Her gaze darted from the calm presence of Nate to the solid Sergei.


  Nate answered. “We’re travelling to the Central Plateau; we should reach the hideout late tomorrow afternoon. Loki will push the Hellcat hard; we have a lot of ground to cover.”


  Loki dropped his feet to the floor. “Speaking of which, I shall go do captain things and make sure we’re not being followed … and I’ll even rustle up breakfast.”


  A small matter nagged at Cara. She pointed a finger at Loki. “Hang on, what have you done with Miguel?” His absence added to her worry catalogue and she hoped he wasn’t sleeping off a hangover in some cheap brothel.


  Loki spread his hands. “He’s learning the ropes as a crewman.”


  “So you’ve set him to work?” Cara’s eyes narrowed, searching for the subtext in the pirate’s words.


  He gave Cara a wink. “Damn straight.”


  “All right, then.” She sighed. At least Miguel was out of trouble and occupied.


  Morning passed with a large breakfast. Sergei devoured more food than Cara believed one person could consume. Then hours ticked by, endless forest passed beneath the airship and she took over the sofa. Magycks of the Gods rested on her stomach, and her father’s small journal lay open on the low table. The dragon eggs slumbered in the chest. Cara cast nervous glances in their direction, expecting to see a head prop open the lid or dragon breath to set fire to the thin wood.


  Nate entered the lounge, picked up her feet, and settled on the end of the sofa. He placed her legs on his lap and rested his hands on her booted ankles. “So, where did this necklace come from? What is its history?”


  Cara closed the medieval book, reciting from memory. “It came from Hatshepsut, Queen of Egypt. She reigned until 1458 BC. A mage gifted the collar to her after the death of her husband, Thutmoses. Shortly after, seemingly not content to be a regent, she took the regalia and insignia of pharaoh. She took the power and control of men.”


  Nate stroked his hand up her calf. “Sounds like another troublesome woman.”


  Cara snorted with indignation. “Hatshepsut was the most prosperous ruler of Egypt. She excelled at war craft and opened previously unknown trade routes. She amassed the wealth that supported the rest of the eighteenth dynasty. She was one of the first great women of history.” Cara tried to ignore the hand massaging her leg and creeping to stroke the sensitive flesh behind her knee. She scolded her brain, telling it to stick to academic matters. “No wonder Thutmoses III tried to strike her name from history, scrubbing her cartouche from monuments. Maybe he couldn’t live up to the precedent she set.”


  “So how did this particular necklace become an artifact of interest?” Nate’s hands stilled as he listened to the story.


  “I have no idea. Perhaps she infused it with her spirit and determination while alive? Perhaps the mage spoke some words of power over the object before he gave the necklace to her? When Hatshepsut died, she was buried with the thing. At some point, her tomb was disturbed and the necklace removed. There are two mechanical scarabs; one sits on each shoulder, whispering into the ear of the wearer. The legends say the scarabs generate power and feed it through the person’s body. Like a drug, it poisons their system. Over time, they crave more power to sustain the same euphoria.”


  “Have you figured out how to remove the necklace from Victoria?” His fingers resumed their slow path over her buckskin clad legs.


  “Yes, and it’s not good.” She tossed the heavy book onto the coffee table.


  He raised a dark eyebrow waiting silently for her to continue. He moved to rest his arm along the back of the sofa.


  “Removing the necklace requires the ultimate sacrifice.” She raised her eyes to meet Nate’s steel gaze. “Someone has to absorb the power generated by the mechanical scarabs.”


  His fingers tapped on the patterned fabric as he mulled over her words. “Could we talk her into removing it herself?”


  “Even if we could, and judging by Albert’s message I think we are too late, it would have the same effect. If she removes it by her own hand, she dies.”


  “You’re sure?” He lifted her feet and rose to prowl the confines of the room.


  “There are only two other documented cases that I can find. Alexander the Great found it and wore it on his march across Asia and into India. Such was the love Hephaestion bore for Alexander and his concern about the path of destruction of his beloved friend that he tore the collar from around Alexander’s neck and then died in his arms.”


  Nate scowled. “History says Hephaestion died of typhoid.”


  Cara sat up, unable to watch Nate’s upside down movements. “History has a tendency to gloss over things that can’t be easily explained, like killer necklaces and diamond hearts capable of beating and joining two souls.”


  The pacing halted and he turned, the scowl becoming a smile at the woman who shared his heartbeat. “Who wore the collar next?”


  “The thing disappears from history for centuries until it reappears around the throat of Genghis Khan and we all know his proclivity for invading and conquering.”


  “And how did he meet his demise, according to your research?”


  “He met his end at the hands of a Tangut princess taken from her family as war booty. Genghis Khan meant to force her submission. They fought, and during the struggle, she tore the collar from around his neck. He had hold of her and they both died from the fatal energy discharge.”


  Nate ran his fingers through his hair. “I don’t like our current options; we need to find another way.”
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  [image: T]ime became the enemy. With the slow passage of minutes into hours, the occupants of the Hellcat fought inactivity. They waited for the cracks scattered over the dragon eggs to rupture and release the occupants, but hoped not before they landed. They waited for news of Victoria’s declaration of war against China and prayed they would return in time to stop her. They waited for any sign of pursuit, but saw none.


  Sergei did his best to keep cabin fever at bay telling old legends to Cara, pointing out hills and rivers harbouring slumbering princesses or malicious goblins. Russian fairy tales of Baba Yaga the witch and her house on chicken legs came to life as dense forest passed underneath the airship. His heavy accent and rich tone a mesmerising mix, holding her enthralled like a small child at bedtime. His stories calmed her mind buffeted by events beyond her control.


  Day dragged into night and they sought escape in restless sleep to begin the process anew the next day. Morning revealed hair line fractures in the other two eggs, but no more in the larger egg. Nate, Loki, and Sergei poured over topographical maps, narrowing down possible landing points as they neared his cabin.


  Down in the cargo hold, Miguel and Cara donned harnesses and clipped themselves to hooks by the open cargo door for a spot of shooting practice. A mechanical arm operated by a crew member launched clay targets into the airship’s wake. Leaning out, boot toes over the edge of the doorway, bodies angled toward the earth, Cara challenged her vertigo.


  She preferred a pistol over a shotgun but took one up to save dangling her prized guns over the edge. As the morning wore on, Miguel’s score surpassed her own. Determined to make up the difference, she focused all her attention down the sights. She slowed her breathing, waiting for the small projectile to launch overhead. A metallic ping sounded behind her, a flash of orange and her mind flew with the disc. She leaned into the shot, her finger squeezing the trigger just as the Hellcat rolled on an updraft. Intent on the target, she didn’t adjust her balance with the movement and her feet slid over the side.


  A scream tore from her lungs as her body flew out the door in a rapid descent to the solid ground far below. Her nails clawed at the metal of the rifle as though she could use the weapon to paddle on an updraft. Her life never flashed before her eyes; she was too busy yelling, “Oh, fuck!”


  Her head snapped. Her fall arrested as her body lurched backward. Eyes wide with fear, she turned to see Nate hanging on to her harness line and dragging her back into the safety of the hold.


  “Shut it down,” he yelled, pulling Cara to his chest. “Breathe, I’ve got you,” he murmured against her ear.


  Miguel jumped backward, out of the way as crewmen moved to secure the target launcher in its alcove, and others released the metal door. He shucked off his harness and stowed his weapon.


  With the cargo door secure, Nate pried the rifle from Cara’s death grip and tossed it to Miguel. Then he took over from her shaking hands and removed her body harness. “Are you all right? Are you hurt?”


  Her head nodded no before changing direction to nod yes, then stilled. She closed her eyes, drew a deep steadying breath and then opened her eyes to answer. “I’m fine, just slightly terrified to discover I can’t fly.”


  “Now you know why we always secure outriders to the lines.” He tossed the harness aside.


  She gave him a weak smile. “To think I used to worry about small, enclosed spaces. I’ve just given myself a whole new paranoia of the wide open.”


  Once satisfied she was unharmed, he released his grip. “I came down to tell you we’ll land within the hour. You and I will accompany Sergei while the others will stay with the Hellcat.”


  She gave a nod, words still trapped in her chest. “I’ll be fine, once my legs stop shaking.”
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  The airship landed at the forest’s edge. With snow deep on the ground, the hull sank into an enveloping pillow. Two crewmen threw down the gangplank and a cloud of frothy flakes shot up into the air to rain down again as the small party disembarked. Nate cast his gaze skyward. Night would fall fast and dusk already crept over the horizon.


  “We’ll be back tomorrow,” he said to Loki. “Hunker down, it’ll be a cold night.”


  Loki gave a thumbs up. “Don’t worry about us, we have plenty of anti-freeze.”


  Cara pulled a fur lined hat over her ears, and followed the wake Sergei cut through the fresh powder. Nate covered her back, ever watchful.


  Sergei carried the tea chest deep into the forest, his tree trunk legs leaving a wide furrow in the snow. Cara followed his enormous back, questions racing through her mind. First amongst them, where the heck are we going?


  The Hellcat lay far behind them and still they trudged through the never ending snow, laden conifers, and larch. Light broke through the trees and they soon shook off the verdant restraint and passed into a small clearing. A white covered hummock lay in the centre of the circle, looking like a prehistoric burial mound awaiting discovery. Two arms reached from either end of the burrow toward the darkening sky. Intermittent puffs of grey tendrils shot from what looked remarkably like chimneys.


  Sergei turned and thrust the chest into Nate’s hands. “Wait here. I will light the lanterns.”


  Turning back to the mound, he began scraping at the snow. He worked for several moments, disappearing deeper into the bank until he stood back to reveal a dark packed earth wall and a scarred wooden door. He grasped a cast iron ring―the size of a dinner plate―and yanked. A crack rent the air as a thin membrane of ice sealing the doorway split, and he pried open the door. His body eased into the darkness beyond and the door slammed with a whack, causing Cara to jump.


  Evening crept closer around them, swallowing the surrounding Siberian forest and leaving them in a dim circle of light. As they waited, Cara’s old friend, curiosity, reared its head and burst forth. “How the heck does Sergei come and go from this deep in Siberia?”


  The slow smile spread over Nate’s face. “Airships aren’t the only things that can fly.”


  A thousand more questions burst into her mind. “If that’s smoke coming from the chimney, who keeps the fire going?”


  “The same friends who offer him rides closer to civilisation.”


  Too many questions short-circuited her brain, rendering Cara silent as she contemplated the implications.


  Just as night reached out to embrace them, the door swung open. “Come, come.” Sergei waved them forward, and took the container from Nate. “Let us get warm.”


  Cara stepped over the threshold. Wide stone steps dropped below, leading deeper under the ground. Miniature lanterns, no larger than her fist, adorned the wall at regular intervals casting a soft light, sufficient to illuminate the stairs. Sergei’s home lay buried in the earth, the frozen ground above acting as insulation, keeping the interior warm during the long and brutal winter. Another doorway stood guard at the bottom of the stairs and Cara followed the dragon master into a brightly lit living area.


  A large, iron light fitting, which looked suspiciously like a former cart wheel, hung from the middle of the small room. Cheerful, blazing lights lit up every surface, revealing a home of surprising comfort at odds with Sergei’s hard exterior. Velvet cushions with long tassels sat on an overstuffed sofa and nearly buried a large armchair. The hardwood floor was softened by the deep pile of lush wolf and bear rugs that overlapped and fought for floor space.


  Sergei carefully set the tea chest next to the enormous fireplace. Then he pulled a lever to open the flu, and a breeze fluttered over the embers, flaring them into life. Grunting in satisfaction, he placed a small pile of tinder into the firebox. He watched, waiting until it caught. Once flames licked at the offering, he fed larger pieces to the blaze before closing the door.


  Cara shucked off her heavy boots and peeled off her outer layers of clothing. Nate hung their heavy insulated jackets on large iron meat hooks attached to the wall in one corner of the living area. The fire began to throw out much welcome warmth, and she sunk into the sofa.


  Sergei ripped the top off the tea chest and pulled a bear fur rug closer to the hearth. He lifted each egg with gentle reverence and created a nest in the deep pile. Soon, three eggs stood at attention in the prime spot, soaking up all the available heat from the roaring and crackling fire.


  “Good,” the enormous man muttered to himself. He rose and headed to a small kitchen. “I make dinner. Little one needs feeding up and meat on her bones.”


  Cara rolled her eyes. “You sound like my grandmother.” She watched Nate prowl around the room and wished he would settle. She wanted to use him as a leg rest and would kill for a foot rub.


  “We can only stay tonight,” Nate said, dropping next to her on the sofa. “We have lost too much time already. We should have returned direct to England; Prince Albert is waiting for us.”


  “I know.” She let out a sigh, her gaze fixating on the large shells. “But they’re dragons. How much damage can Victoria really do in the time we have been away?”


  “In two weeks, she can finish amassing the youth of England, declare war on a foreign power, and lead us down a path that will cost thousands of lives.”


  Cara sucked in her bottom lip on the verge of petulance. “There’s always one war or disaster on the horizon, but how often do we get to see dragons?” Nate really wasn’t seeing her point.


  “One night. Talk to your friend. Tell him to get cracking.” He gave his best schoolboy smile.


  She gave a groan, another Nate joke; this was going to have to stop.


  Sergei’s stew turned out to be surprisingly good although Cara balked at asking what sort of meat floated in the rich mix. With a full stomach and warm toes, she could turn her mind back to the dragon eggs. “Will they be safe out here now that Nolton knows about them?”


  Nate flicked his gaze to his imposing Russian friend. “I trust Sergei implicitly with them.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I once offered him a fortune for one egg and he refused me.”


  Sergei’s chest shook with laughter. “Tell her rest of story. I did not just refuse you.”


  Cara waited for Nate to speak. For the first time since she had met him, he looked sheepish. He actually ducked his head and avoided eye contact. She gave him a prod in the ribs with her toes. “Spill.”


  “He hit me for daring to offer. Literally. First fight I lost in ages and he laid me out cold for a couple of hours. Sergei is rather protective of his dragons.” He ran a hand over his jaw, remembering the powerful punch. “Even if Nolton ever found his way out here, he would have to go through Sergei for so much as a glimpse of a dragon.”


  A loud crack rent the air and everyone’s attention turned back to the three eggs resting in front of the fire. The largest one sported a fissure running around the entire shell. It rocked back and forth on the fur rug. A frantic cawing noise came from within. Cara’s eyes widened as a single, inch long, black claw tested the crack and then disappeared. Moments later three long black claws poked out the fracture and curled around the side of the shell like a hand.


  She slid off the sofa and knelt in front of the shaking egg. Another three claws joined the first set, but gripped the opposite side of the crack. The egg continued to roll back and forth. Within the cawing became short bursts of sound, and Cara had the impression the dragon was counting down. A sudden groan of effort sounded, the egg popped, and the two halves fell away to reveal the startled occupant.


  The creature emerged and stood the same size as a medium puppy, but any similarity ended there. Wide eyes blinked, acclimating to the light. A rainbow of colour spiralled within its irises and exploded in sparks. The dragon closed its eyelids for a long moment before opening them again. His gaze settled on Cara and revealed eyes the colour of molten lava. Rust reds and the deepest of orange moved and flowed within his gaze. He took one unsteady step toward her and halted. His hide gleamed in the firelight, deep brown with auburn veining, like his egg shell. The remainder of the egg sack clung to his lithe body.


  Sergei threw Cara a towel. “Give him brisk rub down, take off slime, and dry out wings.”


  “Me?” A second crack drew their attention as the other eggs, prompted by the action of their mate, roused into action. Fine hairline fractures started to ricochet over the shells and the two shook so hard they bounced off one another.


  “We’ll help these two.”


  Cara smiled at the creature. “Hey little one,” she whispered.


  His long slender neck swung in her direction. A triangular head held those large radiant eyes. Powerful hindquarters were offset by smaller front legs. He reared up and cocked his head to one side and gave a questioning caw. His eyes spun; gold, copper, and rust kaleidoscoped within their depths. Cara held out the towel and ran the soft cloth over his back, careful to stroke between the tightly furled wings. He let out a surprised cack at the contact and jumped back a step.


  “I’m helping.” She reassured him. The eyes drilled through her and he gave another chirp. “Come on, let’s dry you off so we can see those wings of yours. I don’t have all week you know, bossy boots over there says we only have tonight.”


  The inner membrane of his eyes rose in a strange blink, changing his eyes white for a second, before the rotating fire reappeared. He stepped forward and Cara stroked down his spine and over his hind leg. He gave a trill and with a plop, seated himself in front of her, lapping up her attentions as she caressed and stroked his entire body, drying off the last of the fluid from his embryonic sac.


  Cara glanced over to Sergei and Nate, the other eggs had hatched and the men were similarly engaged drying off the smaller hatchlings. They each bore a strong resemblance to their egg shells. One had similar veining to the male, but in a vivid blue against a swirling brown skin. The skin of the third was the colour of slate with a deep green iridescence.


  “Boy and two girls. This is good addition to breeding stock.” Sergei said with all the pride of a first time father.


  “How can you tell so easily?” Cara couldn’t see anything obvious, or dangly, to denote the sex of the dragons.


  Sergei pointed to Cara’s new friend. “Males marked by fire with reds and oranges, females the colour of water, blues and greens. Fire and water, two opposites, each needed to balance the other.”


  Opposites, needed to balance each other. Cara’s gaze lingered on Nate drying the little female. Something within her clicked, another piece of the puzzle slid home and she breathed a contented sigh.


  The male shook himself all over like a dog shaking off water. He flexed wing joints and spread the gossamer thin membrane. Cara gasped. Firelight shot along his wings, igniting the metallic hue in his skin. As he experimented and flapped his wings, he appeared more phoenix than dragon, a creature forged in fire and caressed by flame.


  Sergei padded to the kitchen and returned with a large bowl of beef jerky. “They will be hungry after so long in shell. Don’t let them eat too fast, or they will be sick.”


  Nate picked up a piece and held it out for the small grey female. Her eyes whirred blue and green before she took the meat with a delicate bite. She rubbed her head against his hand while she chewed and swallowed.


  Cara fed dried meat to the male hatchling, watching his long gullet move up and down with each swallow. If she took too long he squawked and butted her hand. Just as they reached the bottom of the bowl, he sat back on his haunches and emitted a loud burp.


  “Dinner’s over then?” she asked with a laugh, watching as he padded on the bear rug and turned circles. Finding the right spot, he folded his legs under him and buckled like a horse. With his head tucked into his tummy, he nodded off to sleep. The two females nestled either side of him.


  Before long, deep dragon snores rose from the pile of hatchlings.
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  [image: M]eaty, salty kisses woke Cara. She spent the night on the floor, unwilling to spend a single precious moment away from the dragons. Opening one eye, she found the male licking her cheek and demanding breakfast. Sergei produced another bowl of dried meat and they fed the little dragons with one hand while eating their own breakfast with the other.


  “We can’t stay,” Nate said. “We should never have taken this detour.” He gave her a smile to soften his words. “But they are dragons.”


  “I know.” She ran a hand over the hatchling’s head and he trilled and then leaned into her touch.


  “Hatchlings come to say goodbye. They can play in snow.” Sergei announced.


  With a heavy heart, Cara donned the warm outside clothing and picked up the fire dragon.


  Nate and Sergei each had a hatchling perched on their arms. The females sat with casual elegance on extended forearms as though they headed out hawking. Cara, on the other hand, appeared to be stuck with a Labrador puppy intent on licking her face and nipping her ears. The little male squirmed and tossed in her arms as she tried to navigate the steep stairs.


  Outside, virginal snow blanketed the earth and spread outwards from the cottage to the forest. Tree boughs dipped under the weight of the overnight snowfall. Silence lay as deep as the snow. There were no roads here, only the Hellcat ventured this far into the Central Plateau, and she lay at rest half a mile away.


  They deposited their precious cargos on the ground where the dragons chirped to one another in surprise as their feet sank into the snow. Before long they discovered a flap of their wings lifted them up and let them hop over the surface. Within minutes they were chasing one another, diving into the snow, sending up flurries as they shook out their wings and caused it to fly in all directions. The little boy experimented with hovering, his legs skimming the snow as his wings caught an up draught, making him ski along the packed surface.


  Cara laughed and her heart swelled. No words could convey the magic of this moment. Never would she have expected to watch baby dragons at play in the Siberian snow. With regret, she realised she would not see such a sight again. Tears welled up in her eyes to be blinked back.


  “How big will they grow?” she asked Sergei.


  “Body same size as elephant, wings twice that to support the weight. They grow quickly, but it will be decades before they are ready to breed.”


  She cast her eyes over the little creatures who had a place for life in her heart. She knew the price men would pay to have them captured, broken, and enslaved. “You will keep them safe and free?”


  Sergei gave her a long look. “Da. They have whole of Siberia to play in, no one will find them. We will protect them. Until you visit again.” A broad smile dominated his face.


  “We?” she asked, remembering Nate’s comments from the previous evening.


  He gave her a broad smile and waved his finger in the air. “Others are watching.”


  Cara cast her gaze around the densely packed forest, wondering how many other dragons waited for them to leave.


  The little male flapped across the snow and stopped at Cara’s feet. He reared up on his hind legs, wings wide before settling on his haunches. He reached his head up and nudged her outstretched hand with his nose. She scratched his head, finding the itchy ridge. He closed his eyes and emitted a soft noise of contentment like a strange cross between a purr and a trill. He arched his head, telling her it was time to scratch under his chin and her fingers paused, seeing something held tightly in his jaws.


  “What have you got boy?” She leaned down to peer closer to see what he had found during his play. He ground his jaw, making the object bounce between his teeth. A ring dangled from his mouth.


  Nate knelt in the snow next to her; a strong arm encircled her waist as he pulled her close. He blew the fur trim of her jacket hood and he whispered in her ear. “Will you do me the honour of being my wife?”


  Her breath hitched in her throat. The little dragon trilled and nudged her hand, depositing the ring in her palm. She looked from the enormous emerald cut diamond to Nate. “Did you just use a dragon to propose to me?”


  He grinned, his eyes piercing blue like the clear sky above their heads. “Yes.”


  “I think that’s cheating.” Her heart pounded, not knowing what to say. Her intention to refuse Nate vanished under the watchful eye of the little dragon.


  “I think you’re stalling.” His gaze scanned her face, waiting for an answer.


  “We have to move!” A voice yelled from between the trees.


  The dragon gave a squawk of fright and leapt into Cara’s arms, putting himself between her and the unknown predator.


  Loki appeared, bundled up like a grizzly bear. “The aethergram lit up. Nolton finally dislodged a mooring pile that somehow got jammed in his bridge and left St. Petersburg to search for us. We don’t want them anywhere near this stretch of forest. We need to get airborne for the plan to work.”


  The dragon glared at the intruder. The females hid behind the bulk of Sergei, two triangular heads peeking out behind his knees. Cara stood and stroked the agitated bundle in her arms. “Easy little fellow, it’s only Loki.”


  His eyes widened on seeing the unorthodox guard dog. “They hatched then?”


  The dragon trilled at Cara and hissed at Loki.


  “You can’t go jumping on me when you’re as big as an elephant you know, you’ll squash me.”


  “We have to go. Now.” He gestured over his shoulder.


  Cara placed the dragon on the ground and then threw herself at Sergei, who enveloped her in a bear hug.


  “I will keep them safe. One day you will be back, but now, go.” He handed a sack to Nate containing pieces of the male’s egg.


  The little fire dragon butted her legs and she leaned down for one last scratch of his head. He cooed and pressed his small head into her hand before Nate took her other hand.


  “We have to go, Cara.” Urgency lay in his tone. He drew her away from the hatchlings and guided her through the trees back to the airship. Her gaze never wavered from the dreamlike vision of the dragons standing in the snow, cawing their goodbyes.


  Only when they vanished from her sight, hidden behind the dense forest, did she focus her attention to the path in front. A thought whizzed to the front of her mind. “Shit! Nate, I lost the ring.”


  Nate shot her a look and patted his pocket. “We’ll continue that discussion later. I believe you owe me an answer.”


  “Will we make it to the West Siberian Plain before Nolton intercepts us?” she asked as they moved through the heavy snow back to the grounded Hellcat.


  “We’ll angle off south west at top speed. Put as much distance between us and Sergei as possible. We should get a clear hundred miles or so before we will show up on their radar.”


  Cara scampered up the gangplank, Nate close behind. Loki’s feet were still planted on the swaying bridge as his men hauled it up. At the last moment he jumped clear to the walkway. He barked brisk orders before following them into the warm interior. Cara braced a hand against the rich timber wall, prepared for the lurch when the vessel broke free from the Earth’s embrace and returned to her natural habitat amongst the clouds.


  Dumping her cumbersome jacket and snow boots in the small cabin, she padded to the bridge. The navigator leaned over the large face of the radar reader, ready to raise the alert as soon as he spotted the much larger Aurora.


  Cara leaned over his shoulder. “Where is the spot we just came from?”


  “Here,” he said, resting his finger to one side. She looked at the green dots that moved and circled his digit.


  “What are those?”


  “I don’t know.” He frowned and lifted his finger. “But they’re big.”


  A smile touched her lips and she counted. Six of them. My little dragons have six large protectors.


  Cara helped herself to the coffee pot and took a scorching brew to go lean on the window ledge, letting the caffeine heat her insides.


  Loki kept the airship’s wheel in a firm grasp, making minute changes to compensate for air currents as they held their course. His near black eyes fixed on the horizon. Cara watched him handle the ship with confidence in complete charge of his crew. His gaze flicked from miles in front, down to her.


  “What are you grinning about?”


  She took a sip of coffee to hide the smile that crept up on her. “I was just thinking that you really are quite the dashing pirate.”


  His grin widened into something heated and inviting. “I’m glad you’re finally seeing my obvious charms.”


  “You better not be showing her your obvious charms.” Nate entered the bridge and crossed to look over the shoulder of the navigator. He concentrated on the large circular panel. Everyone waited for sign of the military airship in pursuit. The more time that elapsed, the further away they moved from the dragons hiding place.


  Lunch passed, and the Western Siberian Plain rolled underneath them when the navigator gave a cry. “Got her!”


  “Hold on everyone.” Loki issued orders, his fingers tightened around the helm. “We need them to find us on the ground.”


  Cara turned and took hold of the brass rail running under the window as Loki took the Hellcat in steep. Small objects along the windowsill scuttled along the ledge to pool in one corner.


  Nate and Loki scanned the thick larch forest, searching for a break in the dense greenery. Spotting a small clearing, he threw the Hellcat into a rapid descent, landing her nestled in the embrace of surrounding trees.


  “How long do we wait?” she asked.


  “Well, that is the hard part. We have to stay on the ground long enough for them to lock on to our position, but we don’t want them jumping us from behind.” Loki answered.


  “And the shell?” Her gaze fell to bag containing the pieces, sitting in one corner of the bridge like broken crockery in a dustbin.


  Nate stretched out a hand to her. “Care to come for a walk and lay a false trail? We’ll find somewhere to drop the shards, so it looks like the hatchling is loose around these parts.”


  Once bundled up, Nate picked up the large pieces of shell and they walked amongst the conifers trees. They came to a small circle of trunks with surrounding wooden guards.


  “This is a sheltered spot,” Nate said.


  They made a gentle depression in the snow at the base of a tree as though the egg had rested there. Cara arranged the shards to look like they had fallen apart and hoped it was sufficient to catch the attention of any searchers.


  Golden movement flickered amongst the branches overhead. Cara looked up, her brain trying to decipher what her eyes saw.


  The scream of a klaxon broke the silence. “Nolton’s found us sooner than expected!” Nate yelled over the warning noise. “Back to the Hellcat. Run!”


  The yellow undercarriage of the Aurora passing above the green canopy had drawn Cara’s attention. She made her legs move as fast as the thick snow would allow back to where the Hellcat lay. Shadows swooped and spun amongst the thick greenery, accompanied by a high pitched whine. Risking another upward glance, Cara froze. Heavy boots followed by insulated trousers appeared amongst the boughs as soldiers rappelled from the airship above and dropped to the ground.


  Oh damn. She eyed a path between two men and ran the best she could in deep snow, hoping Nate was close behind her. Her arm trailed over a tree and she cried out as fire ripped through her flesh and she couldn’t run any further, forward progress arrested. Turning, she saw a crossbow bolt protruding from her upper arm, pinning her to the tree. Winching against the pain, she gave a tug. His aim was off, the bolt nicked her skin, but the sleeve of her insulated jacket took the worse hit. Either way, the projectile held her captive, pinned to the trunk.


  The shooter pulled back the hood of his jacket and Cara stared at a grinning Nolton. He tossed the crossbow to a soldier and drew a pistol as he advanced on her. Stopping next to the tree, he pressed the barrel of the gun to Cara’s forehead.


  “I do believe you owe me a dragon.”


  “Terribly sorry, I appear to have misplaced it.”


  He pushed the barrel deeper into her skin, causing her to wince.


  “Let her go,” Nate’s voice was low, but carried on the crisp still air.


  Nolton kept his pale gaze fixed on Cara. “Now why would I do that? I haven’t finished playing with her.” He trailed the gun down the side of her face and along her cheek.


  “You don’t want her, Nolton. You want me.”


  “What I want is my dragon,” he spat out.


  “You’re too late.”


  Nolton’s head swung. Nate held the broken egg shell in his hands; he must have retrieved the shards when he realised the Aurora had found them. Once he held the duke’s attention, he threw the pieces on the ground.


  The duke’s gaze narrowed and flicked from Cara to empty shell. “When?”


  “Two days ago, he hatched on the Hellcat and caused a bit of upset. We put down here and tried to bond with him, but he disappeared into the forest. We’ve been trying to find him. I heard they are attracted to the odour of their shell, we hoped to use it to trap him.”


  Nolton sneered. “You’re useless. I’ll find it. Mark these co-ordinates,” he barked over his shoulder. “Once I have England under my command, I will send soldiers back to find my errant pet. I’ll have to contend myself with taking you back.”


  Cara stared at Nate, standing still, letting Nolton’s soldiers circle him. Dread chilled her system and she shook her head. “No, Nate, not without a fight. Don’t do this again.”


  Click. The hammer pulled back, cold metal dug into Cara’s temple.


  “Yes, Nate. Fight. Go on, I dare you.” Part taunt, part tease.


  “Now is not the time, Cara.” He held Nolton’s attention, trying to draw him away from the tree.


  Anger rose in her throat. “Yes, it is. This is the point where you fight the bad guy.”


  “Argumentative thing, isn’t she?” He moved the pistol to gesture at Nate. “Bring him.”


  Soldiers closed in behind, grabbing his shoulders and elbows.


  “Victoria is expecting you and I’d hate to disappoint her.” Nolton cast a glance at Cara that froze the blood in her veins.


  “No!” Cara yelled. “Fight! Don’t let them take you.” She pulled at her arm, tears welled up in her eyes as she ripped the bolt through a strip of flesh, but the thick clothing still held her tight. She clawed with her left hand, but didn’t have sufficient leverage to pull the bolt loose.


  Attached lines were winched skyward and Nolton, soldiers, and Nate disappeared through the canopy and then were swallowed by the stomach of the British airship.


  Cara screwed her eyes up tight and let loose a scream of frustration.


  Shouts echoed around her, opening her eyes she found Loki, Miguel, and two crewmen.


  “That man is really starting to piss me off,” she screamed at the top of her lungs.


  “Nolton?” Loki inquired, stopping several feet from Cara.


  “Nate. I’m not going to be his wife, I’m going to be his damn widow!”


  The men paused several feet back and exchanged glances.


  She blew out a long breathe. “That’s the second time he’s done this.”


  “Done what?” Loki held his ground, not venturing any closer.


  “Tugged his forelock and walked away meekly with his enemy. Why won’t he fight?”


  Miguel turned familiar hazel eyes her way. “Because of you.”


  “Excuse me?” Her words dripped with as much ice as the surrounding trees.


  “Good going, lad,” Loki murmured. “She didn’t look angry enough, so why don’t you poke her with a stick.”


  Miguel ignored Loki and stepped closer to Cara. “He doesn’t want you to get hurt, so he won’t fight.”


  “Are you telling me I have turned the notorious Lyons into a neutered pussy cat?”


  The men looked to one another. Eyes shifted back and forth in some unspoken male game of chicken, but no one picked up the gauntlet. No one spoke. No one dared.


  “Fine. Don’t tell me,” she muttered. “But somebody better unstick me from this damn tree. I am bleeding under my jacket you know. And in case no one has noticed the Aurora is getting away with Nate.”


  “We’ll catch them. But we’ll only unpin you if you promise not to grab the bolt and shove it through whoever releases you. You do look rather angry at the moment.” Loki pushed Miguel forward. “You do it; you think of her as family, and she might not hurt you as bad.”


  Miguel pulled a long knife from the sheath attached to his thigh. He approached Cara and eyed up the bolt. “Ready?”


  She gave a quick nod and he used the knife tip to dig the arrow free of the tree’s secure hold.


  Her arm dropped. She screwed up her nose as a wave of pain shot down to her fingers and up to her shoulder.


  “Are you ok?” Miguel asked.


  “Yes.” Cara waved him away. “I’m pretty sure it’s just a flesh wound. He’s a lousy shot.” Another thought occurred to her, now she was free. “How the hell did he get the jump on us? They nearly repelled right on top of me.”


  Loki took a deep breath, pushing down anger at his failings. “Our sonar doesn’t work when we’re grounded and surrounded by trees, and theirs must have a greater range than we thought. We were relying on a visual, but they came in low and the trees blocked them until they were pretty close.”


  Cara stuck a finger through the hole in her jacket and examined the tear. Blood stained the edges, but the frigid temperature stopped the flow. “Well, let’s debate that later, time we got moving.”


  “Yeah, another slight problem there.” Loki said as they trudged back to the Hellcat. “We also have two hundred feet of squirrel home pinning us to the ground.”


  She looked up to meet his black gaze. “We’re trapped by squirrels?”


  “They felled a fucking enormous tree on top of our air bladder.” He ran a hand through his hair. “They came in fast and lassoed a tree, dropping it on top of us as they passed over. We’re not going anywhere until we cut it off and check for damage.”


  She couldn’t understand the pirate being caught so easily. “Why didn’t you take off? Before they closed in?”


  “I wasn’t going to leave you and Nate out here.”


  “Well, plenty of time to check out this scratch, then.” In silence they made their way back to the trapped Hellcat. Cara sympathised with the vessel; she knew what it was like to be pinned in the forest.
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  [image: T]he double beat in Cara’s chest grew longer as the Aurora took Nate farther from them. She knew the blows he took through their bond before an empty ache settled deep within her. Hours slipped by and she maintained her vigil on the bridge, kept awake by the built-in coffee machine. The incessant grinding of beans reminded her of the automatic kitty litter unit in Justine’s apartment, but smelled far more welcoming. With her fingers wrapped around a fresh mug of hot java, her gaze scanned the horizon as sunrise bled across the clouds. They left the endless green and white of Russia far behind. Now the Atlantic Ocean passed far below them, an unceasing expanse of deep teal with rough peaks from colliding waves.


  The HMRAS airship had the jump on them. The Hellcat lost valuable time; first Loki and Miguel had to pry her free of the larch holding her captive. The duke used a larger bolt on the Hellcat; it took over an hour to cut the fallen conifers holding down the airship. Then the crew had to ensure there was no damage to their airbladder. By the time they rose into the sky, the Aurora had an advantage of nearly three hours. Loki’s mood grew worse with each passing minute at the failure of their plan.


  Although the Aurora held her lead through the night, the swift Hellcat slowly ate away at the distance between. Cara did not need the radar to monitor the distance; the gap between beats in her chest closed, telling her they drew near to Nate. With the rising morning, the time had come to bring them down. Loki swore at the gathering clouds that obscured his view, and the charged atmosphere of an incoming storm wreaked havoc with their instruments.


  “We are gaining on them.” Long fingers gripped the wheel. He had stayed at the helm all night. The two of them kept each other company as the other crewmen rotated on their set schedule.


  “Oh crap.” Cara leaned forward, one hand clutching the rail under the window as ice shot down her spine and flowed through her body. Her eyes widened, trying to see what was happening on the airship far in front. A shadow danced amongst the clouds as the enormous military ship dipped low toward the ocean. She placed the mug of coffee on the ledge before it fell from her fingers with the next freezing stab through her gut. She opened herself to the connection with Nate, but found him closed tight to her. Whatever they were doing to him, he was trying to shield her from it. To protect her. Again.


  Damn infuriating male.


  The other ship was too far ahead to see as they disappeared behind a bank of grey cloud.


  Pressure snapped around Cara’s chest like a steel band. The world blurred before her eyes, colours merged and ran together, edges faded into surrounding objects. She fell to her knees and cried out as her lungs constricted. Her body struggled to take a breath when a rush of invisible water ran down her throat and she coughed to dislodge the sensation.


  Loki turned from the helm, a crewman stepping up to take over. Kneeling on the floor, he grabbed her shoulders. “What is it? What’s happening?”


  His touch gave her a physical sensation to concentrate on. She put a hand on the floor for balance and screamed at her brain to breathe. Her body panicked and struggled for air even as her brain clutched at logic. She was safe on the Hellcat, air surrounded her, not water she rationalised. It was impossible for her to feel the water, for it to force its way down into her lungs, wasn’t it?


  “It’s Nate,” she gasped with realisation. “They’re drowning Nate.”


  She screwed up her eyes and pushed the panic down. She was safe. If she kept drawing even breaths, then Nate would survive. She just had to resist the urge to succumb to the pressure of the ocean, wanting to fill her lungs and drown her alongside Nate.


  “Bucket,” she cried. “Bring me a bucket.”


  Miguel kicked into action and disappeared and reappeared mere seconds later with a metal bucket. Cara cradled it between her knees. She had an idea of what to do. It was crazy, but then so was the link they shared.


  “Shit,” Loki said, worry etched on his face. “They must be long-lining him, that’s why they’ve dropped so low.”


  She flicked a question with her eyes, unable to spare the breath to talk.


  “It’s the airship equivalent of keelhauling.” His eyes darkened to black, his gaze dropped away to the floor. He didn’t need to say the rest. No one survives.


  Cara’s teeth began to chatter from the freezing water embracing Nate. “I need a blanket, before we both freeze.” Her fingers changed to purple as her circulation pulled back to keep her core warm. She took a deep shuddering breath and opened herself fully to Nate.


  He couldn’t block her out now, too intent on trying to survive with the last remaining breath in his body. Cara travelled along their bond and immersed herself in the rough ocean alongside his thrashing form. A chain was looped around his ankles and then up to his wrists, binding his arms behind his back. He struggled against the steel imprisoning him, trying to work his hands free as the sea water sought to claim him. The weight of the metal wrapped around him and the pull of the airship held him under.


  His lungs burned, his oxygen ran out, and the ocean forced its way between his lips. His instinct to try and take a breath allowed death to pour down his throat. Cara reached out ethereal arms to wrap around him, gentling his struggles, telling him she was there. His flailing lessened and she moved on to concentrate on what was happening in his body. She visualised his lungs full with deadly salt water and transferred the liquid along their bond. She pictured two vessels, one draining as it filled the other.


  She tried to gasp for air, but couldn’t. Coughs racked her frame, her fingers curled around the bucket’s edge and opening her eyes on the Hellcat, she vomited the salt water lodged in her lungs.


  Loki and Miguel watched wide eyed as she emptied her body of water she had taken from Nate. She kept coughing until she had expelled it all. She took a deep breath of fresh air and along the bond, Nate understood, and calmed. Cara inhaled and inflated his lungs with air and he exhaled in the turbulent ocean.


  “I’m breathing for him,” she told Loki and Miguel between calm steady breaths. “But you have to rescue him. I don’t know how long I’ll last.”


  At some stage Miguel dropped a fur lined blanket around her shoulders and she pulled it tighter, struggling to keep two bodies warm. Her efforts to breathe for both of them would be for nothing if hypothermia claimed her.


  “Shit,” Loki swore. “Look after her,” he pointed to the crewmen, and then swung his attention to Miguel. “You, weapons pod, you have the best aim. Load the harpoon.”


  “What do you need me to do?” he asked.


  “We’ll get close and lower you as far as the chain will allow, you’ll get one shot before they see us, so make it count.”


  Miguel nodded his understanding and ran from the bridge.


  Cara leaned back against the wall and closed her eyes, concentrating on breathing, on staying alive. “What’s the rest of the plan?” she asked the pirate. She thought chaos would reign on the airship, but Loki held everyone calm. He issued orders in a low, steady tone. The crewmen well trained; they all knew their stations and what was expected of them.


  “They are three times the size of us and heavily armed.” His gaze roamed the darkening sky. “But airships have one fundamental flaw; you can’t fire upward through your air bladder. There’s a storm brewing, I’m going to take us high, the clouds will cover us and mess with their instruments. We are going to toss Miguel down close while we spit on the Aurora from above.”


  Cara closed her eyes again. She focused on breathing in and out and tried to ignore the seductive allure of the ocean, calling to her, serenading her to surrender alongside Nate.


  She opened her eyes to find Loki’s black gaze on her.


  “Is he still…?” He swallowed, the bob of his Adam’s apple the only visible sign of his concern for his friend and her.


  “Alive? Yes.” Her eyes fluttered shut again, visual stimulus too much for her overtaxed brain to handle. Breath in, breath out, Cara commanded her body.


  “Will we know if he dies?” The words so softly spoken, she nearly didn’t catch them.


  “Yes.” Her heart lurched at the idea of letting go. “We’re connected. If Nate dies, he will take me with him.”
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  Nolton peered over the railing, watching the thick chain spiral through the cloud to the azure ocean below. In one hand he clutched his pocket watch, the second hand taking a leisurely stroll around the face. He had no intention of returning his prisoner to Victoria when it was far more satisfying to use him as fish bait.


  “How long shall we give him, sir?” one of the men further down the railing asked. “No one survives more than fifteen minutes of long-lining. Not at this speed.”


  “He’s been under for thirty minutes, but we’ll give him longer. I don’t just want him dead, I want him stone cold with chunks ripped out by sharks. Someone bring me a cup of tea while we wait.”


  Time edged along. An airman laid out a stripped deckchair and a small table with a pot of tea. Ignoring the frigid temperature, the wind threatening to whisk away the table, and the impending storm, Nolton sat and sipped Earl Grey. Fishing is boring; lord knows what appeal commoners see in the mundane activity. There was nothing to see except the chain dangling over the side of the airship and sinking into the water. A crewman monitored the tension and kept watch, least their bait escape the line.


  Never once did Lyon’s head show above the waves. Occasionally, a strong man could climb back up the chain, but Nolton had covered that contingency. Lyons hands were chained behind his back. He would have preferred to see his enemy thrash and make feeble and futile attempts to escape the sea’s embrace. Revenge was much more satisfying when you could watch the life drain from the panicked eyes of your foe, but Lyons was unpredictable. He wasn’t going to risk his own neck by getting too close. He watched a seagull keep pace with the airship before peeling off, its wings folding back as it plunged to the ocean after sprats.


  A cloud parted and a brief spike of sunlight shot along the chain before sinking into the depths. A white trail cut a path on the surface, but nothing could be seen of the object suspended in the watery depths. He glanced at his watch again. A smile crossed his face; no one could survive this long under the water, not without gills. Lyons would have died nearly an hour ago. He wanted to kick the corpse and watch it disappear over the edge of the observation deck to feed the sharks below. Perhaps he would sever one of the hands as a gift for the new widow. It would be a touching gesture on his part to return something of her husband if the fish hadn’t already chewed off all his limbs.


  “Haul up the body.” He jerked his thumb in an upward manner at one of the crewmen and rose from his seat. He snapped his watch shut and returned it to his jacket pocket.


  “Haul it up,” echoed down the deck. The winch was flung into reverse. A groan sounded from the mechanism as the chain wound skyward and wrapped itself around the barrel. Feet appeared first from the water followed by long legs and a torso. Hands were bound to feet by the chain. His head hung limply. His entire body swayed to the gentle movement of the cable.


  Nolton laughed as the body was pulled closer to the airship. Hands reached out to grab the dead man as he neared, and the corpse was dropped on to the deck like a landed fish. The chain was unlooped from around his feet and pulled free of his hands. Nolton placed the toe of his boot under Lyons’ chest and rolled him onto his back. He surveyed the sodden corpse, black hair plastering to his face. The thorn in his side removed once and for all.


  Only Lyons’ chit of a wife knew of his agreement with China, and no one would take the word of a trollop over that of a duke. No one would believe her, not without proof. All he had to do now was seed the evidence of Victoria’s illegitimacy and wait for the outbreak of war. Soon the people would carry him to the throne. Once he was king, no one would care how he came to his position, people would be relived to no longer have a mad bastard queen slaughtering their children.


  A sneer pulled at his lips. Lyons thought himself unstoppable, how wrong he proved to be. “He who laughs last―”


  “Laughs loudest.” Nate finished, his eyes snapping open, a wolfish grin on his face.


  The crewmen looked on in horror. Several crossed themselves, sure they witnessed the undead rising.


  “Why isn’t he d―” Nolton’s words turned into a high pitched scream.


  A breeze whistled over Nate’s head. A harpoon, shot from the pod dangling on a chain below the clouds, passed millimetres from his scalp and the foot long barb buried itself in Nolton’s calf. The head came out the other side; blood flowed from both the entrance and exit wounds. A whoosh drowned out the screaming as liquid fire rained on to the Aurora from above.


  The flotation bladders were encased in a fine metal mesh, designed to protect from attack. The greater the missile, the more easily it was repelled. A canon ball would bounce off, but if you were close enough, a single pin prick would pierce the reinforcing. Flammable oil was a million pin pricks, reaching through the mesh and stabbing at the bladder.


  Above them, obscured by cloud, the sleek pirate ship spat her wrath and spewed burning oil that coated the flotation bladder and licked its way through the protective armour. The airmen looked to one another in astonishment and ran. Fire was a far greater threat to their safety than a talking corpse and they had practiced fire drills.


  “One other thing, Nolton, no one touches my wife.” Nate wrapped the line attached to the harpoon around his forearm, jumped the railing, and dived over the side of the burning airship. The plunge of his weight snapped the rope downward and Nolton, attached to the other side, was yanked off balance and over the side with Nate. Both bodies hit the ocean below; Nate sliced in cleanly while Nolton landed feet first and pulled sideways by the harpoon in his leg.


  The rope started to move skyward, winched upward to the Hellcat, pulling the barb and Nolton’s leg with it. He pulled a blade from his boot and began hacking at the rope, threads parting under his desperate attack until he broke free and dropped back, head first, into the water. Nate gave him a wave as he continued to rise.


  The HMRAS airship sank toward the ocean, the fire eating holes in her bladder and she leaked valuable gas and altitude. Men readied the lifeboats in case the fire jumped to the ship below. Although she could survive as a water-bound boat, their journey would be much slower.


  “Fuck!” Nolton screamed at the receding Hellcat as he struck out for his downed airship.
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  The men winched a sodden and exhausted Nate into the cargo hold of the Hellcat. He placed thankful feet on her wooden deck. In the time honoured fashion of grateful men, he gave and received slaps on the back as the door was swung shut and bolted.


  “Who shot the harpoon?” Nate demanded as the excited chatter dropped away.


  “Miguel, sir,” one of the crewmen answered him. The dangling pod still being winched back into its position and locked against the side of the airship.


  Nate rubbed a hand through his dripping hair. “Damn, he’s a good shot. I felt it part my hair.”


  Loki clattered down the spiral staircase, pointing his finger at Nate’s chest. “You know, I have waited for my invite to join you and that delicious hellion in bed. And I am a man of varied tastes. I like a spicy and exotic diet, but this freaky shit going on between the two of you? That crosses a line.” He held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “She’s all yours. I don’t want things from your body coming back out my nose like I’ve just seen.”


  “Finished?” Nate asked. “Where’s Cara?” Only a faint echo trickled through his body.


  “Upstairs, she’s still on the bridge.” Loki cast his gaze up and down the supposed corpse. “Given you’ve been dead for an hour, she looks worse than you do.”


  A frown pulled at him. “Her arm?”


  “Simple flesh wound. She’ll be fine. Then the whole you being drowned thing took all her energy.”


  Nate’s lip curled in a smile as he headed for top deck. Rumours of his death and revival would reverberate around London, and enhance his reputation. “How far are we from England?”


  “Eight hours.”


  “Take us to Leicester, Cara’s family estate. And contact Jackson, tell him to meet us there. We need to figure out our next move before we charge into London.”


  He slid open the doors to the bridge. The woman who fought death for him leaned on the window ledge, the blanket still wrapped around her body. A blue tinge encircled her mouth and dark smudges under her eyes marred her pale skin. His name whispered from her lips.


  Nate crossed the distance between them, placed one arm under her knees, and swung her into his embrace just as she collapsed from exhaustion.
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[image: Chapter Twenty-Eight]


  [image: A]woodpecker with a death wish woke Cara from a deep slumber with its tap tap tapping outside the window. Cracking one eye open, she saw the slivers of pale orange streaking over the sky outside the narrow window. She realised the woodpecker was a knock on the cabin door when murmured voices washed over her. The side of the bed dipped and a hand brushed loose strands of hair into place and off her face. Turning, she nestled her cheek into Nate’s palm, reassured by the warmth of his touch. Not cold, clammy, or dead.


  “Good afternoon.” He dropped a kiss on her forehead. “We’ve landed.”


  Her brain processed his words in a partial fog. Exhaustion from the battle with death for possession of Nate still clung to her. “Landed? Where?”


  “Leicester. I thought you would like to see your Nan, and it’s a good place to meet Jackson and plan our next step. He’s been keeping an eye on things.”


  Questions crowded into her brain and a frown pulled at her forehead. “What time is it?”


  “Late afternoon. We’ll stay tonight in Leicester and head for London first thing in the morning.”


  Nate had yet to say a word about what happened, although to be fair, she had a vague memory of passing out as soon as she saw him. She raised her eyes to him, wondering where to start and if she had the energy to beat some sense into him.


  He placed a finger on her lips. “We’ll talk later. Not now.” His words held a raw edge, and he clenched his jaw. He followed his finger with his lips, brushing a kiss over her mouth before turning and stalking away.
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  The Hellcat settled on the back lawn amongst the herbaceous borders. The crew made her secure for the night, lashing her to the large trees ringing the garden. Nan and her companion, Nessy, waited on the wide veranda while curious staff peered around the doorway and from out the windows. On spotting her granddaughter, Nan wiped her hands on a tea towel draped over her shoulder and then held her arms wide.


  Cara raced up the stairs to the older woman’s embrace.


  “It seems the old copper beech was just the start of your adventures.”


  Cara managed to fend off a blush, holding the colour down by sheer willpower, although she refused to turn and look at the ancient tree. “Honestly, how did grandfather ever survive so long with you?”


  Nan beamed. “He was a very satisfied man, who died with his boots on.”


  Nessy surveyed the men climbing the stairs: Nate, Loki, Miguel, and Jackson. “Well, look what the scamp has dragged home with her. Pirates, henchmen, and naughty, naughty men―” A soft whack was followed by a startled squawk as the tea towel hit Nessy in the face. She pulled the cloth down, shooting daggers at her lifetime friend. “What was that for?”


  Nan tapped her chin. “You’re drooling, dear, might want to mop up a bit.”


  With an arm around Cara’s shoulders, the formidable woman led the way through the house, hollering for food and wine on the way. They clattered down the hallway to the large parlour with its overstuffed chaises and wingback chairs. A roaring fire danced and crackled in the enormous fireplace. Cara dropped onto the chaise, her body exhausted despite the deep dreamless sleep that claimed her for the entire journey.


  Nate prowled like a lion surveying the land before settling. He leaned by the window, his gaze flicking to the door. “What’s it like in London?” he asked Jackson, standing at his side.


  “Like we are a country at war with the entire world. Troops are everywhere. The navy has started transporting as many souls as possible, crammed below decks like cattle. Women stand in the streets crying; sure they’ll never see their men again. It’s bad. The mood in London swings against Victoria and rumours are its worse in the country.”


  “And business?”


  Jackson ran a hand over the back of his neck. “Damn soldiers have nearly shut us down, crawling over everything. I had to redirect the incoming ships up to our dock in Lowestoft.”


  Nate nodded. “Good. Any word of Nolton?”


  “He sent out a distress call. The HMRAS Elizabeth went out to collect him. He’s due late tonight. The Aurora’s bladder is damaged; they cut it loose and have to steam home.”


  Two maids brought platters of finger food, their eyes wide and round as they set the trays down on the long sideboard. They dropped curtseys to the assembled people. One raised her eyes to Loki, who gave her a wicked wink. She met his stare boldly.


  “I know what I’m having for dessert,” he murmured, watching the sway of hips as she left the room. Jackson poured wine from the carafe and handed around the substantial crystal glasses.


  “Me too,” Nessy said, her hungry gaze devouring Loki’s form.


  The pirate turned with a start as the older woman edged closer and closer with open intent in her eyes.


  Cara stifled a laugh, wondering who would win that match.


  “They tried to take a hundred young men from the estate and village,” Nan said, piling a plate high with slices of beef, pickles, and warm bread. She whipped out one hand and caught Nessy, redirecting her appetite to the food table. “I wasn’t having any of that. We made sure they couldn’t be found when the military rode through.”


  Cara pressed a hand to her temples, a pounding headache starting to drill its way through her brain. Too many problems fought for dominance in her skull. “We need to stop Victoria before she declares war. Prince Albert is waiting to meet with us.”


  “She’ll want her men mobilised and in position first. Then declare and strike fast,” Nate said.


  Nan bore a steady gaze through Nate and for once in his life, he looked uncomfortable. “Have I done something in particular?” he finally enquired.


  “Yes. You bartered with the devil and bought my granddaughter.”


  Chatter around the room died, eyes swung to the oncoming confrontation.


  Nate took a drink from his wine and replaced the glass on the end-table with controlled precision. He raised his eyebrows to Cara’s grandmother. “Lord Devon would have sold her to anyone with the ready cash. I kept Cara safe and out of hands far worse than mine.”


  Nan opened her mouth to continue her attack, when Cara dove in. “We have more important things to discuss, Nan.” She sat up, needing to divert the brewing battle. She wrested her brain away from the lure of sleep.


  “Perhaps you could explain why this estate isn’t subject to primogeniture since you still hold the reins and no distant male relative has taken over? Lord Devon dangled this earldom like bait when he offered Cara for sale.” Nate spotted a weakness in the older woman’s defences.


  Nessy drew in a sharp breath and Nan laid a hand on her friend’s arm before narrowing her gaze at Nate. “That is between King William and me, but this estate remains intact for Cara. No husband will ever lay his hands on it.” She pointed a finger at Miguel and hurled her next volley. “How about explaining him? He happens to look an awful lot like my granddaughter and her reprobate father.”


  Miguel swallowed his mouthful of food and looked around for an exit, his gaze lighted on the large window. Jackson shot him a grin and placed himself in the way.


  Nate arched an eyebrow. “Pure coincidence, I assure you, now let’s circle back to your relationship with King William.”


  “Enough!” Cara pressed the heels of her hands to her forehead. Nate and Nan locking horns could go on well into the early hours of the morning, eating into precious time they didn’t have to waste. “Don’t make me shoot one of you to settle this. Nan, Nate is just as overly protective and mule-stubborn as you are.”


  Nan gave a murderous stare and pretended interest in her goblet of wine.


  Nate’s steel gaze flicked over Cara and he gave a nod before turning to Jackson. “We need to meet Sir John and give him our evidence against Nolton. Did you contact him?”


  “He’ll listen. We just need to tell him where and when.”


  “Good. We need somewhere away from any connection to us.” He ran a hand over the light stubble darkening his chin.


  “Helene’s house in Belgravia.” Cara spoke up.


  A flash of sliver in his eyes and amusement tugged at the corner of his mouth. “I’m not her favourite person.”


  “She also likes to know the latest gossip and this will save a certain birdie having to relay what we are up to. Plus it’s a good location to meet without attracting attention to the places Nolton will think to look for you.”


  He agreed with her logic and nodded at Jackson. “Send a message through, we meet tomorrow morning. Then we need to tackle Victoria. What news?”


  “She’s camped out in the Tower in command of her army and struttin’ around like a demented tea pot. People aren’t happy and it’s going to get ugly.”


  “It’s what Nolton planned all along, swinging the people against her. Once we remove Hatshepsut’s Collar, she should regain her senses.” He cast a questioning look at Cara.


  She gave a shrug. The books gave no detail about what happened after someone removed the Collar, megalomania seemed to be a fatal disease. “I hope so, but it’s pure conjecture.”


  He turned back to his bodyguard. “Cara will stay here while the rest of us will travel on to London.”


  Cara glared at Nate, a slow burn starting in her gut. “Like hell I’ll stay here. I go where you go.”


  “I need to get close to Victoria to remove the necklace. You know our best chance of survival is if you stay here, safe and looked after.” He kept his tone low and controlled, a sure sign he expected his command to be followed. Cara knew his plan. He intended to tear the artifact from around the queen’s neck and gamble on their connection to keep him―and her―alive.


  She tugged a lock of her hair and dropped a curtsey. “Perhaps you could leave some socks for me to darn while you’re away?”


  “I need you out of danger.” Nate rounded on her. “Do I have to remind you, Nolton left you pinned to a tree in Siberia.”


  “And he long-lined you behind his airship.” She shot back.


  “He could have killed you.” He brushed a hand through his hair; frustration and building tempers hummed in the room. The heads of the other occupants flicked between the players like they watched a hotly contested tennis match.


  “He did kill you.” The burn ignited, anger flaring in Cara. He wouldn’t leave her behind like some simpering noble girl.


  “For god’s sake, Cara.” Nate’s raised voice skated on the brink of losing control. He stretched out a hand as though to shake her. “For once, as my wife, why can’t you just―” the next word froze on his lips before he could utter it.


  But Cara knew.


  Her heart dropped through her stomach, the anger washing away like dirty water sucked down a drain. “That’s one little detail I bet you wished you wrote into my marriage contract. In return for taking my choice away, I have never uttered my agreement to obey.” She turned on her heel and left the room. She didn’t slam the door, but closed it gently as she slipped through his grasp like a wisp of smoke.
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  The closed door taunted him.


  No one walked away from him.


  Ever.


  Except for one stubborn hazel-eyed redhead who threw herself at danger and thought about the consequences afterward.


  His fist opened and closed around empty space before he realised what he did and dropped the arm to his side. The anger and frustration swirled and mixed with his desperate need to keep Cara safe, creating a volatile cocktail of emotion within him. He blew out a long sigh and turned back to the room.


  Nan fixed him under her stare. “You need to let that girl go before you lose her, permanently.”


  Steel resolve flashed through his body. “I will not lose her.”


  Nan snorted. “When she was ten years old, her father punished her for failing to obey by locking her in a second story room. Two weeks later, we finally found her, disguised as a cabin boy on a steamer heading to Paris.”


  He took a shaky breath, trying to bring his emotions back under command before he lost control. “And your point is?”


  “She’s not ten years old anymore. If she bolts this time, she’ll get a lot further than Paris.”


  He stared at the closed door, processing the older woman’s words. Cara could run, but he would know where to pursue her, he only had to follow his heart.


  And she will always know how closely I snap at her heels.


  “Do you want to waste years, chasing her around the globe?” Nan gave an exasperated sigh. “Follow her boy, now, before she drops out a window again.”


  Nate wanted to scoff, but remembered Cara already escaped once out the window of his Mayfair mansion. He ordered her to bed rest after Clayton tried to carve her heart out, she had other plans. He made his decision in a split second and slipped out to the hallway.


  He navigated the large house using the echo in his chest to find her room. He swung the bedroom door open to find a large orange tom staking his claim in the middle of the floor and meeting his gaze. Neither blinked nor moved.


  “Out,” Nate commanded, gesturing over his shoulder to the hallway. “Only one tom cat is sharing this bed tonight.”


  If the cat had possessed eyebrows, he would have raised one. Nate flicked his gaze to Cara. She ignored him, leaning on the wide window sill, arms crossed over her chest and fixedly staring at the night sky.


  He stepped over the threshold and took in his surroundings and the scattered mementos of Cara’s childhood; a well-worn teddy bear on the bed, the rows of books in a shelf running under the window seat, the brightly coloured hand knotted rag rugs.


  He narrowed his eyes and approached the cat. He picked the animal up around the middle, strode to the hallway, and dropped the indignant furry bundle before slamming the door. He spared a moment to be pleased with himself before turning to tackle the waves of anger rolling off his wife.
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  Cara knew the tom would be back. This was only round one to Nate, the cat played a long game.


  Nate walked to the middle of the room, now devoid of the ginger tom, and halted. For once he looked lost, unsure what to do.


  Her heart ached. She wanted to simultaneously wrap her arms around him and smack him on the side of his head.


  “I love you,” he whispered.


  “And I love you.” She reached inside, trying to find the right words. “But loving you is the easy bit. Trying to live with you is killing me.”


  His hands balled into fists at his side. “I will have McToon draw up divorce papers. I’ll not lose you over something within my power to change.” Pain edged his words.


  She raised her tired gaze to his ice blue one. Does he really think this is about a piece of paper? Men. She let out a sigh. “It’s not that. You can’t mold me into something submissive and compliant.”


  He frowned. “I have no interest in making you submissive and compliant. I just want you to stop fighting me.”


  “Then stop trying to protect me,” she cried. “You cannot be who you are if you constantly worry about me being hurt.”


  He took two strides toward her. “Of course I want to protect you. You are the most precious thing in this world to me. I would lock you in my damn safe if I could, so no one would ever harm you again.”


  She shook her head. “Married or divorced makes no difference, you’ll kill me if you cage me.” Her voice a bare whisper, unshed tear shining in her eyes.


  Distress tore through their bond, a white hot sliver of metal piercing both of them. He rocked back on his heels, balanced on the edge of losing her as a chasm opened between them, each standing on an opposite side. “Tell me what to do. Please.”


  She took a deep breath, followed by another. Can they bridge the distance? “We’re in this together, Nate. Don’t push me behind you. Let me stand at your side.”


  “You’ll get hurt.” Instant refusal flared in his gaze.


  “Yes, I will. And I expect you to pound whoever dares hurt me. You do have a reputation to maintain.”


  For one agonising moment, he stared at her. Cara held her breath while he processed the options. Controlling those around him as fundamental to his character as rebellion was to hers. The wrong word now and the chasm would never be crossed, and she would fall from his reach.


  Then laughter and relief filled his eyes. “I promise to try. Without you, I am empty. I would be dead inside if not for you.”


  She smiled at her achingly handsome crime lord as the void between them sealed itself. He had left his mask at the door and emotion played across his face, almost too intense for her to bear. “Yes, you would be dead without me. You can say thank you now.”


  A long stride and he closed the space between them. Heat from his body washed over her. “Thank you,” he whispered as one arm wrapped around her. With the other, he trailed a fingertip along her exposed collarbone. “I saw you in the depths of the ocean. I thought you were a siren, calling me to my death.”


  She leaned into him, chest to chest, thigh to thigh. “I took the water from your lungs, and gave you the breath from mine.”


  His finger halted, a slight tremble moving from digit up his arm. “How do I show you how much I love you?” His head dipped lower, tilting her chin with his hand, his breath warming her face, their lips almost brushing.


  She closed her eyes. “You let me help stop our mad queen for starters.”


  “Agreed.” The word a mere whisper as his lips settled over hers and set her nerve endings alight.


  Need built in both of them as fingers wrestled with closures and buttons, and emerged victorious. Clothing fell to the floor as Nate walked her backward until the mattress bit into her legs. Skin to hot skin, they tumbled to the bed and Nate never released her mouth until their lungs burned.


  “No divorce,” he growled against her ear as he pinned her under him. “Together, forever. No matter what.”


  “Yours,” she cried, offering him body and soul, knowing his protection didn’t cage her, but set her free. “Forever.”


  A fireball of emotion struck her. Nate’s longing and need so intense, he teetered on agony. No longer able to hold back, the link between them flared brighter than the sun. Heat struck her and they both burned, melding into one.
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[image: Chapter Twenty-Nine]


  [image: T]he closer the airship sailed to London, the darker the sky became. By the time they landed, the sun gave up and drew dark clouds over itself like bedclothes even though the clock barely scraped past ten. Despair sucked the colour from everything in the eerie half-light. Trees dropped their leaves for winter prematurely. Skeletal limbs reached out, beckoning the shadow of death hanging over the city.


  Cara shivered in the gloom, despite the layers of wool and fur wrapped around her body. Loki and Miguel stayed with the Hellcat and she suspected Nate would lose the youth to life on the airship. Cara, Nate, and Jackson grabbed a Hanson cab from strangely deserted streets. Jackson sat up back with the driver as they chugged their way to Belgravia.


  The further they moved through the city, the more Cara’s skin crawled at the sickness that lay over London. Could the Collar do this? Is it this powerful? Then she thought of Alexander the Great and how much of the world he conquered without the use of airships, but by marching his armies unceasingly for years.


  They jumped out of the cab at Wilton Row and Cara stood on the pavement while Jackson paid the driver. Nate laced his fingers with hers, his presence a solid reassurance, complimenting the ethereal caress he traced along their bond. Jackson hopped to the ground, the delicate cylinder under his arm in its wooden box. She winced, hoping the piece of equipment didn’t sustain any damage. So much of their plan hinged on the strange contraption working.


  What happens if Sir John doesn’t believe us?


  With startling familiarity, Jackson bounded up the stairs past them and flung the door open. They entered the run down house where dust motes danced in the filtered light. Spiders scurried back to their corners. The ancient butler was nowhere to be seen. Their feet clattered over the stained tiles.


  “Who is it?” a voice called from up the stairs.


  “It’s Cara,” she yelled back, one foot on the bottom step, wondering what spectre would greet them today.


  A muffled bark and scratching noise heralded the arrival of Minnow. The little pug dog barrelled down the stairs, bee-lined for Jackson, and then leapt up at his trouser leg.


  “Hang on, rat bag,” he muttered. His free hand dipped into his pocket and then dropped a biscuit into the dog’s open jaws. Minnow sat at his feet, munching on his treat, and swung his head back to the stairwell.


  Helene drifted down the stairs, navy chiffon swirling behind her on unseen currents. Her chestnut locks striped with grey and tousled around her head. Her unblinking eyes focused on Cara until movement caught her gaze. She halted and the skirts pooled around her legs. “You brought him into my home? I am done with his family.”


  “Helene.” Nate gave a polite bow from behind Cara.


  “If you are done with him, you should really stop asking your little bird for the latest gossip about us.” Cara pointed out. “Come down to the library, so I can tell you all about Russia and what I have learned about how Nefertiti’s Heart works.”


  “All right then.” The older woman stuck out her bottom lip. “But it had better be good.”


  “I’ll tell you the naughty bits,” Cara cajoled and held out her hand.


  Helene wafted down the last few treads and took the offered hand, wrapping her fingers around Cara’s. “Oh yes, I do like to hear the naughty bits, especially when you tie up Nate. Do tell me you had to tie him up again.”


  Jackson coughed into his hand, hacking up a lung. “There’s some things I don’t need to hear.”


  Cara gave him a wide smile. “Not up for the blow by blow account?”


  The bodyguard passed the wooden box to his boss and then held up his hands as though to fend off the details. “I’m going down to the kitchen. I’ll let the others through when they arrive.” He spun on his heel and stalked off. With a yap, the little dog trotted in his wake.


  “He seems quite at home,” Cara said as they took the hallway to the sane oasis amongst the decomposing house.


  “Yes, he is.” Helene offered no further information, but smiled her eyes unfocused and her gaze followed something from the next realm.


  The library exhibited all the love and attention missing from the rest of the house. The books regularly dusted and the brass rail for the ladder gleamed. The heavy drapes drawn against the pall creeping up the street and the small fire threw friendly warmth into the room. A large rectangular object waited on the polished table.


  Nate deposited the box and lifted the lid. He unwrapped the metal cylinder and fitted it inside the larger object. Cara gave Helene the short version of their adventures in Russia while Nate fussed with the contraption they hoped would save his neck. She browsed the shelves as she related all that passed in the previous two weeks. Her fingertip trailed over spines as she wondered what priceless medieval books she would find hiding in Helene’s collection. The room had a twelve foot stud and books clung to the shelves right up to the edge of the cornicing.


  “Have you reconciled to life as his viscountess?” Helene cocked her head to one side, ever watchful as she posed her question. Her milky stare flicked between them, even her eyes unable to be still for a moment.


  Cara thought she was inured to Helene’s blunt questioning, but this one gave her pause, even though she knew the answer in her heart. “Nate and I have found a way to co-exist without killing each other.”


  Helene made a harumpf in her throat as though disappointed in the answer.


  A loud banging echoed through the house, followed by muffled voices. The library door opened and Jackson admitted Sir John Fox Burgoyne and a second cloaked visitor. Sir John gave Nate a cold nod. The other man removed his opera cape and top hat, revealing the queen’s consort, Prince Albert.


  Cara dropped a curtsey and Nate bowed. “Your highness,” they both murmured.


  Helene clapped her hands together in excitement. “It has been too long since I last had a prince in my hallways.”


  There’s been one before? Cara filed the comment away for later, wondering why the most succulent titbits got dropped when she had the least amount of time to pursue them.


  “When Sir John told me he was coming here, I insisted on accompanying him. You are aware of the depth of my concern for the queen and I fear we have much to discuss,” Albert said.


  “Of course, your Highness. Saving the queen and averting an unnecessary war is our main concern. That, and the false treason charges against my husband.” Cara moved aside to reveal the device behind her.


  The prince and Sir John eyed the strange contraption dominating the small library table. It looked squat like a wooden meat safe, but with a brass funnel sticking up into the air that ended in a flat trumpet shape. At the front jutted out a small crank shaft.


  Sir John turned his attention to Nate. “First things first, what evidence do you have to show me, to disprove these charges against you? Duke Nolton is fairly certain in his accusation.”


  Nate gestured to the object before them. “This isn’t something for your eyes, Sir John, but your ears. Nolton only works to divert attention from his own treacherous activities.”


  “We will listen to anything if there is a danger posed to the queen.” Albert settled in a chair by the fire.


  Sir John’s bushy eyebrows rose in confusion as he took the other seat. Nate signalled Jackson, who gave the crank at the front of the large device several turns. He then flicked a switch on the side. A crackle and hiss filled the air followed by Nolton’s nasal tone.


  “Ah, the Lady Lyons, come to plead for your husband’s life?” A pause, the shuffle of playing cards and a muted clink from tokens tossed on to felt. “Dropping to your knees will be an excellent starting point if you wish to sway me with your oratory skills.”


  Nate’s gaze shot to Cara and she looked away as the air filled with Nolton’s insults.


  “I’ll kill the bastard,” he muttered under his breath.


  Eyes widened, the prince and Sir John looked around as though expecting Nolton to step from behind a curtain. “What magic is this?” Sir John asked.


  Nate answered during a pause in the floating conversation. “Not magic, but a scientific invention called a phonograph. The cylinder captures a person’s words, enabling them to be listened to at a later time.”


  The recording continued for twenty minutes, replaying every word and noise from the courtesan’s apartment in St. Petersburg. Sir John’s face grew redder and Albert’s more ashen as they listened to Nolton detail his plan. How he positioned Victoria to wear the necklace, suspecting the effect it would have on her mind. His belief no woman should rule, and that he had evidence of Victoria’s illegitimacy. How he expected the people of England would demand her removal and place him on the throne instead. How he negotiated to hand the queen over to China, to be imprisoned along with her family on an estate he had prepared to hold her.


  The voices faded, chairs scraped, and soon only the hissing filled the room as the recording reached its end.


  Sir John sat back in the armchair, his fingers tented as his mind sorted the implications of the recorded conversation.


  “I want toast. Does anyone else have a hankering for buttered toast?” Helene darted around the library and out the door, calling to non-existent staff for bread and Minnow.


  “Consider yourself a free man once more, Lord Lyons. The charges will be dropped.” Prince Albert reached a conclusion quicker than the constable. “The queen will agree with my assessment, once she is herself again.”


  Sir John nodded his agreement. “Of course, I agree, your highness. I will take possession of this contraption, and hold it safe until the matter is concluded.” His astute gaze turned to Nate. “What is this dragon egg Nolton insists you stole from him?”


  “It’s a colloquial term. I stole an airship load of opium from him and traded it in China for an enormous diamond known as the dragon’s egg.” Nate never missed a beat in his explanation.


  Bushy eyebrows rose. Cara held her breath. How much do they know? Who would Victoria have told?


  “I believe Nolton wants the gem to adorn his coronation crown when he becomes king,” he added.


  Sir John let out a snort and appeared satisfied.


  Prince Albert met her gaze; his brown eyes filled with curiosity and a slight tremor jingled one corner of his moustache. Oh bugger. He knows.


  “Now, how do we save her?” Albert’s question wasn’t the one Cara expected. He remained silent on the dragon egg topic, instead seeking the answer to return his wife to the loving and firm monarch England knew.


  “We need to remove the necklace. The scarabs are flooding her system with a poison that feeds on power and bloodlust.”


  Albert shook his head. “I have tried. The scarabs, they are… alive. They rose up on their legs, their wings outstretched and something… like lightning dances between their wings.”


  “There is that slight problem.” Nate moved to stand closer to Cara. “Throughout history, the person who dares remove the collar has made the ultimate sacrifice. They do not survive.”


  Albert paled, comprehension dawning at the terrible choice they all faced. “Then how?”


  Cara flicked her gaze to Nate, unwilling to reveal their connection. “We believe Nate may be able to survive grabbing the collar.”


  “May be able to survive?” Albert repeated, concern heavy in his words. “You don’t know.”


  Sir John leaned forward in his chair. “I assume you think he can achieve this because he survived an hour of being long-lined?”


  Cara’s lips quirked. “Yes, that has something to do with it.” It was a bluff. They didn’t know. They were grasping in the dark and gambling with both their lives on being right.


  “That story circulating already?” Nate asked with his usual poker face.


  “Half the crew on the Aurora are convinced you are the devil when they saw you rise from the dead.”


  Nate’s face remained calm, but Cara felt his laughter rumble through their bond. “Well, some people have long thought that of me anyway.”


  “Will you tell me how you managed to breathe under water?” The constable pried for the secret, sure it would reveal some device like the phonograph.


  “Simple really, Cara was rather insistent I wasn’t allowed to die on her and far be it for me to act contrary to my wife’s desires.” He gave Sir John the answer, he just didn’t have the capacity to understand it.


  “If you must keep that secret, I will insist on knowing the escape route you took from the Tower.” Shrewd intellect shined in the constable eyes.


  “One day.” Nate’s lips twitched; he had no intention of sharing his secrets. “What of Nolton?”


  Albert rose from his seat. “He knows you are near, he hopes to act first. He is chasing the queen, trying to pour his vitriol into her ears. Her mind teeters close to the edge; I fear she will soon slip beyond my reach.”


  “We need to get close to the queen, close enough to reach the necklace.” Cara slipped her hand into Nate’s, needing the physical contact.


  “The queen has moved to the Tower. She wishes to address her troops from the battlements today before they depart. She imagines herself Boudicca, the warrior queen.” Albert’s moustache turned up into a smile at the thought of his petite wife as the avenging warrior.


  Nate gave her fingers a light squeeze. “Can you gain us access, Sir John?”


  He nodded. “I’ll have soldiers escort you to the Tower. Anyone watching will think you have been captured, but I will have them lead you straight to her.”


  “Can we not sneak in on our own?” Cara wondered aloud. Again, she thought.


  “No.” He shook his head, sadness filling his eyes. “Once you are close to the Tower, you will understand.”
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  [image: S]ir John and Prince Albert slipped away through the quiet streets. Cara and Nate gave Sir John a head start to arrange their escort before making their own way toward the Thames.


  They stopped by London Bridge to await the armed band of soldiers sent to accompany them. Soon, bright scarlet encircled them in the gloom and then carried them along the road. Walking up Lower Thames Street, Cara understood why the streets of London appeared deserted. Unwashed and noble bodies alike lined the roads, peered from windows, and stood on masonry. A somber mood infected the entire city from the churning storm clouds above to the near silence on the street. Feet stomped, women sobbed, and children cried, but no conversation rose.


  Cara was thankful she chose pants and boots. Being hampered by long skirts in this crowd was potentially fatal if she was pulled under, even Nate and the soldiers combined wouldn’t be powerful enough to pull her back out. The closer they moved to the epicentre, the more bodies crushed from every direction. She was grateful to take shelter in Nate’s arms, tucked by his side as they surged forward. Step by step, they drew closer to where Victoria summoned the ancient power of the collar to feed her lust for power, land, and dominion over the people.


  Cara scanned the crowd. The grief of the women was palpable and the old men wore scowls. Something niggled at her brain. “Why have they turned against Victoria so quickly? It’s not the first time Britain has gone to war.”


  Nate pulled her closer, and spoke against her ear. “But never on this scale, every man aged between eighteen and forty has been called forth. Plus rumours have gone out that the men will never return, that Victoria intends to keep them marching endlessly over the globe.”


  Women would lose their lovers and sons for years, or forever, never to see their faces again. Cara glanced to Nate, skimming over his strong profile.


  How would I feel if Victoria called him away, and said I would never get him back?


  Damn angry.


  Looking again at the crowd, Cara saw the connection fuelling the undercurrent. “She’s underestimated her own sex. You don’t piss off this many women all at once.”


  Grief combined with anger had hardened into resolve. Victoria thought the women would meet her challenge and take over farms and factories. Instead, they would be the ones to pull on her skirts and drag her from the throne.


  Closer to the Tower, masses of young bodies swirled around the ancient edifice, awaiting deployment. Thousands of young men conscripted, dressed in black wool uniforms, handed a rifle, and destined to die in the name of the British Empire.


  HMRAS airships were tethered in rows like balloons bobbing on the changing currents of descending winter at odds with the unnaturally still atmosphere at pedestrian level. The airships would carry the Empire’s elite troops and their officers in relative comfort, compared to the treatment awaiting the foot soldiers, who would be packed like oxen into the water-bound transports.


  Four gargantuan navy troop ships dominated the Thames from London Bridge to Tower Bridge. Stacked nose to tail and two abreast, they formed a metal island between the outstretched arms of the dual bridges. Funnels emitted black smoke, further darkening the sky as boiler men stoked the engines in preparation for the long journey ahead. Smaller barges kept them in position and would be used to drag them out to deeper water. An endless line of soldiers walked up the gangplank to be swallowed by the black interior. Like ants, they emerged on deck, crossed the swaying bridge to the next ship, and trailed down below again. Their bodies packed into every available space, filling the outer ship first before overflowing to those closest to the bank.


  Dark clouds buffeted for space in the sky, pushing against one another until they formed a dense, black carpet above the Tower. A stab of lightning jumped from one formation to another. The oncoming storm drew closer, but held back as though waiting for some unknown cue.


  Anger and despair rolled from the ancient building in waves, washing over the people. Every now and then, the crowds surged against the soldiers as though testing the resistance before they were pushed back by drawn electric pikes and rifles. A powder keg of angry people lined the streets and stared at the troop ships, sucking up their husbands, brothers, and sons. Nolton’s plan unfolded around them. The tension in the citizens leached into the air, merely awaiting the single spark to plunge England into an unstoppable riot.


  Cold foreboding crept down Cara’s spine and she tightened her grip on Nate’s larger hand. Their bond kept him alive while Nolton tried to drown him, but could it survive this?


  The captive ravens had multiplied, and numerous black bodies lined the battlements. Wings outstretched, they called and cawed at the humans below. Superstition said if the ravens left the Tower, the crown and England would fall. Will Victoria’s madness drive the ravens to flight?


  The small group passed under the raised portcullis and walked the worn cobbles deeper into the enclosure. Soldiers passed in both directions, scurrying to carry out unseen instructions.


  A familiar shape moved ahead of them, surrounded by his own cluster of red dressed soldiers. He moved slowly, one hand clutching the top of an ornate ebony walking stick. A thick bandage bulged under one pant leg, evidence of the hole left by the harpoon. He turned on hearing the feet behind him, a sneer pulling at his face.


  Nate tucked Cara against him, keeping her close, but shielding her with his torso at the same time.


  The two groups of soldiers met and merged, parting around their nucleus.


  Nolton’s hand disappeared under his jacket and then with arm outstretched, he aimed a pistol at Nate’s head. “I don’t know how you survived long-lining, but let’s see how you do with a bullet through your forehead. Think of it as a blow hole.”


  Cara sucked in a breath, waiting, hoping, Nate would act and not try to protect her.


  His gaze slid to her, a quick wink and he spun. Kicking out, he struck Nolton’s hand with his booted foot. The pistol flew in the air. Before his adversary could react, he lunged and slammed his fist into the duke’s jaw.


  Surprise registered before his eyes rolled up into the back of his head. He keeled over backward, unconscious, and landed on the cobbles. Soldiers surrounded the prone body, looking from the fallen duke to the attacking viscount.


  “Secure him,” Nate ordered. “Sir John wants a word with him about charges of treason. He has betrayed England and Victoria.”


  Worried glances flicked amongst them in a moment of indecision before they obeyed. Hands reached down to haul Nolton to his unresponsive feet.


  Nate shook his hand and stretched out his knuckles. “You’re right, that was much more satisfying. I feel like my old self again. Not even half what he deserves though, but we do have a more pressing engagement.”


  He took Cara’s hand as they continued further into the Tower to find Victoria on the green in front of the White Tower, her back to the Waterloo barracks. Her generals loosely gathered around her, ready to hear their final orders before executing her plan. She had donned a feathered helm and armoured breastplate featuring curling Chinese dragons intertwined in gold relief against the steel background. Their claws clutched the banners of their foe, the bodies of the fallen trampled under their feet. Cara fought hysterical laughter. With the queen’s short rotund stature, she resembled an ornate coalscuttle clutching a feather duster. A farcical sight under any other circumstances. Now, it only seemed to emphasise how far she had descended into insanity.


  The queen raised her arms to the sky as though calling on the elemental power of the thunder and lightning, threatening to overflow above their heads. Hearing the stomp of booted feet approach, she turned wild unblinking eyes to Nate and Cara. Her blue irises retreated; overtaken by the black pupil, the white of her eyes stained red with bloodlust.


  Prince Albert stood at her side, resplendent in dress uniform with a sabre on his belt. His brown eyes haunted by his inability to stop his wife.


  Victoria raised an arm at Nate. “You! They have brought the traitor before us! We shall spill your blood first as an offering to ensure the success of our troops.”


  “I’d rather not,” Nate replied, his words lost to Victoria by the whirls and eddies of the wind spiralling down into the green.


  “He is innocent.” Prince Albert stepped forward between Nate and the queen. “Duke Nolton has played you false, Victoria. He is the one leading you down this path.”


  “No! Nolton is loyal to us.” She faced her consort.


  Albert shook his head. “He covets your throne and spreads lies about you. He intends to snatch England from behind your back while you are looking to China.”


  “You lie!” she screamed at her husband. “You wish our power for yourself, but you shall not take it. Duke Nolton warned us to trust no one.”


  Sir John stepped forward from the line of generals. “The prince speaks the truth, ma’am. From Duke Nolton’s own lips, we have heard his plan to capture you and take the throne for himself. He is in collusion with China and plans to imprison you there.”


  She shook her head. No spilled from her lips in a constant litany of denial. Wild eyes scanned the assembled nobles and soldiers. The scarabs attached to the collar rose on their silver toes and fanned their wings. A metallic buzz filled the air as they spoke to the queen in their own tongue.


  “It does not matter. Our plan is clear. China will bow to our dominion. Then Russia after her, then the Americas will return to us.” She hugged her body, embracing the world to her armoured bosom. The wind responded, whipping around her and plastering her skirts to her legs.


  “Enough!” Albert shouted, spinning to confront his wife. “You will not send our people to their deaths to satisfy your greed. This is not you, Victoria, come back to me.” His arms reached for his wife.


  Nate edged forward, ready to lunge when Victoria’s attention became focused on her husband. His hand trailed down Cara’s arm until only their fingertips touched. Another step, and he moved beyond her reach. Albert’s gaze flicked to the lovers and the uncertainly written over Cara’s face before he returned to face his mad wife.


  Cara’s breath came in short bursts. She wanted to screw up her eyes, but couldn’t look away in case she never saw Nate again in this life. Oh god, this is going to hurt.


  Around Victoria’s neck, the scarabs reared up on their hind legs, wings outstretched, electricity humming and jumping between the tips. Lightning flashed overhead, coming perilously close to striking the White Tower. Over the rage of the building storm came a reptilian hiss from the mechanical creatures trapped by the collar and echoed by the queen.


  Nate lunged at the same instance as Albert.


  The prince shouldered Nate, and reached out one hand.


  Thunder boomed and rattled the ancient buildings as lightning broke across the sky.


  “No,” Nate shouted, Albert’s momentum sufficient to nudge him off course.


  Both men reached out a hand, but Nate’s closed around air as Albert clutched Hatshepsut’s Collar. Grasping the necklace, the prince wrapped his fingers around the thick gold links. With a violent jerk, he ripped it from around the queen’s neck.


  She staggered under the force of his action and screamed. The small mechanised scarabs also vented their rage.


  Albert’s hand closed around the central gem, the eye of Horus. Energy sizzled and cracked, trying to find a way to escape his clutch, blue flashes zapping from between his fingers. A clap of thunder rent the air, deafening everyone, and the light burned their eyes. A bolt of lightning tore through the sky, the storm above no longer held at bay. The flash above sought its partner below. The two forces met in the eye of Horus, held by the prince and the red gem flared to life.


  Albert cried out as blue flame escaped his hand, licked up his arm, and then encircled his torso like a python constricting its prey before rearing back its phantom head and plunging through his heart. Wide, startled eyes turned to the queen as he dropped to his knees before her.


  She called his name, dazed as though waking from a long slumber. The lightning shot upward to the sky, draining the essence from Albert’s body as it bled amongst the black clouds.


  Victoria’s cry became a scream.


  Nate lunged forward, intent on rushing to the prince’s aid. Cara grabbed his arm tighter.


  “We can’t touch him with the power running through his body, it will take us all,” she yelled over the commotion.


  He nodded and held her tight by his side as the strange lightning lit up the green.


  Seconds crawled past. Nobody moved. The bolt leapt upward, leaving Albert’s body and the scarabs fell silent in his limp fingers. The prince sunk to the grass, a moan escaping his lips.


  Victoria shook her head as thunder rattled the foundations of the White Tower and the storm unleashed itself. Clouds gave way under the weight of their load and torrential rain fell straight to the earth. Large, ponderous drops saturated the ground within moments.


  Cara wound her arms around Nate’s torso, watching the tragedy unfold before them. He folded her close, his lips grazing her ear. “Now the light has released him, can we help him?”


  She shook her head. “No. He is in God’s hands now.”


  “Albert!” The primal scream echoed around the Tower, bouncing from the ancient stone walls. Victoria fell to her knees. Grasping Albert’s shoulders, she shook his body, screaming his name over and over. The ravens cried with the bereft queen; they took flight, yet remained within their invisible boundary, tethered by her pain. Circling around their heads, they screeched in empathy, sending a shudder throughout the assembled population.


  The cry of her consort’s name turned to an incoherent, high-pitched keening. She wrapped her arms around her beloved’s body, clutching his lifeless form to her breast. No one moved to intervene. No one dared pull him from her as the rain continued to fall, drenching everyone.
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  [image: C]onfusion reigned in the hours following the death of Albert. Nate scooped up Hatshepsut’s Collar in a cloth, ensuring his skin never touched the cold metal. Generals looked for their orders, but the queen sat insensible in her grief. Someone fetched an umbrella to keep the worst of the rain from soaking her shaking form. Eventually someone fetched her ladies, who pried her hands from Albert’s cold body. Men wrapped the prince in a blanket and carried him inside the chapel as the rain continued to pound the city.


  Sir John dismissed the assembled soldiers and told them to go home. It took two days to unload the troops already in the transporters. Two others were at sea and ordered to turn around and return to England. The people breathed a sigh of relief and dispersed, clutching their loved ones.


  Winter descended early, hard on the heels of the unnatural rain, mimicking the cold atmosphere blanketing the country. The nation mourned the queen’s consort, believing he succumbed to a sudden illness. Only those who stood on the green that night knew the truth and only a few understood what actually happened.


  Victoria took to her bed, overwhelmed by her grief. The Prime Minister continued the daily running of the country, allaying the fears of China and Russia and reassuring their treaty partners that England had no plans to invade her allies.


  Days passed into weeks and the queen remained hidden behind black drapes. Nolton languished in the same Tower cell once occupied by Nate. Snow claimed London earlier than ever recorded and Cara wondered how the duke faired in the frigid cell.
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  The doors opened and the secretary looked up with a start. “Your Majesty.” He pushed his chair back and hurried to his feet to give a bow to his monarch.


  Dressed head to toe in black, her blue gaze lighted on him. “Send for Sir John Fox.”


  “Yes, ma’am. At once.”


  The queen passed into her office and awaited the Constable of the Tower and his phonographic recording.
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  Nate pulled at his cravat, the fabric feeling tighter than usual, or it could be the sight of the noose swinging in the slight breeze constricting his breathing. The rain stopped, but the clouds lingered, sunlight filtering down to the green through a thick shroud. Only a few other men gathered to bear witness, loosely ranged around the wooden scaffolding, no one wanting to appear too eager by standing close.


  The prisoner appeared around the corner flanked by soldiers, the priest walking at his side reading from the open bible in his palms. Nolton had shaved and donned a fresh suit of clothes. The wound in his leg healed as he walked toward his stage to meet his death in excellent health. His step faltered on the stairs, and the soldiers closed in as though expecting him to run.


  Nate saw the shudder run through the other man’s form before he climbed higher and stepped under the waiting noose. The executioner approached with the black hood and Nolton waved the man away.


  “No,” he said. His gaze found Nate as the rope tightened around his neck.


  Sir John stepped forward. “Duke Grantham Nolton, you have been found guilty of the crime of treason and sentenced to be hanged until dead. Do you have any last words?”


  A sneer pulled at his mouth. “I wouldn’t waste my breath on the likes of you.”


  Sir John turned and descended the stairs. At the bottom, he gave a small nod to the black clad workman left on the platform.


  Reaching out his right arm, he jerked hard on a lever. A clap sounded as the trap door flung open and smacked the underside of the floor. Then came a gasp, followed by a gurgle. The executioner had miscalculated the drop. There would be no easy dispatch for Granite Grantham as his soul fought against the grip of the hemp around his throat.


  Nate waited until the struggles ceased before leaving the Tower grounds and climbing into the waiting carriage. Cara sat inside, a question in her eyes as he drew her into his embrace.


  “It’s over, and his end mirrored what he did to Bubbles, Irina, and the other women.”


  She let out a sigh and laid her head on his shoulder as the mechanical horses pulled the carriage to Buckingham Palace and the waiting queen.


  The secretary pushed open the double doors and ushered Nate and Cara into the queen’s presence. He didn’t announce them and backed out quickly before he drew the attention of his mistress. Cara’s fingers intertwined with Nate’s as she dropped into a curtsey and he bowed.


  Queen Victoria looked up from her desk, her face red from countless nights crying until she exhausted her tears. Her eyes were flat and lifeless, the joy and laughter taken from her. Clothed from head to foot in black, the colour drained from her face, she wore a new dour expression as though she would never smile again.


  “Is it done?” Her tone chilled Cara to her toes.


  God, I hope she’s not sending us to the Tower. Her fingers squeezed Nate’s larger hand, seeking reassurance that this wasn’t the end and if it were, they would face it together.


  “Yes, ma’am. The matter is concluded.”


  She nodded and laid down her fountain pen. “Through our own foolishness, we have lost the one person who meant the most to us. Me,” she whispered, rising from her desk. “The most important person in this world to me.” She dropped the third person for a rare glimpse at the heartbroken woman underneath. A deep breath and the moment moved on, the monarch returned. “We have a new position for the two of you. We are charging you with finding, and if possible, destroying these hell-spawned objects. You will be the royal artifact hunters. You may recruit two other individuals to assist you, so long as they can be trusted completely. No one must ever learn of your true mission.”


  Cara glanced at Nate, his face unreadable. Instead of executing them, the queen had just offered them jobs.


  “I had thought to retire to the countryside, ma’am, and to spend time with my wife.”


  “You will oversee the construction of a facility hidden in the countryside if you so wish to house those artifacts which cannot be destroyed. I will personally oversee your budget, but rest assured it will be a deep one.”


  “It has been a most trying time, ma’am.” Those words as close as Nate dared skate to mentioning his incarceration.


  Cara chewed her lip. A royal payroll would be nice since she still hunted her father’s scattered artifacts and if her research was accurate, there were objects far more dangerous than the Collar.


  Victoria snorted. “Come Nathaniel, we have a long association. You are not one to indulge in the idle pastimes of the wealthy and neither is your wife. We cannot imagine either of you taking to gardening or fishing.”


  He nodded his head. “Your Majesty is too generous and we will not fail you.”


  “See that you don’t. We will not have these items loose in the world. They cause too much pain and grief.” Tears glistened anew in her eyes. Her gaze lowered while she regained her composure. “There is the outstanding matter of our dragon.”


  “Lost, ma’am, in the depths of Siberia. Duke Nolton pursued the creature, so we let it loose rather than have it fall into his hands.” Nate never blinked, the half-truth rising easily to his lips.


  Her gaze met Nate’s. Red rimmed the blue iris and gave an unsettling effect. Cara looked away to study the map covering the wall. Her heart pounded and she held her breath, praying the little dragons would remain hidden from the world.


  “Very well. Find a suitable location to house the artifacts and report back to us.”


  She dismissed them with a wave of her hand and Nate drew Cara from the royal presence.
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  Nate worked late in his study, the aethergram a constant tick to accompany the scratch of his pen over the ledgers. Cara stood behind and slid her arms around his torso, resting her head on his shoulder.


  “I’m nearly finished here,” he said, tidying away the last of his paperwork. “My family country estate will meet Victoria’s requirements. It has a natural harbour and an extensive network of caves in the nearby cliffs.”


  A smile played over her face at the mention of caves and sea access. “Let me guess, long ago, it was used for smuggling?”


  He pulled on her arm, drawing her body around and onto his lap. The rare wolfish smile lit his face. “What do you mean was used for smuggling? It still returns a healthy profit for the region.” His hands slid around her waist. “I have something for you.”


  He leaned down and pulled open the large bottom drawer and extracted a wooden box about eight inches square and secured with a cream ribbon.


  “What is it?” Her curiosity jumped up and down, demanding immediate satisfaction. Christmas and her birthday were still a couple of weeks away and she hoped he wouldn’t make her wait.


  “Open it and see.” He laid the package on her knees.


  Her fingers pulled the cream silk bow loose and the ribbon tumbled away. She lifted the lid and peered inside.


  “It’s a miniature dragon egg.” She gently freed it from the box. It appeared to be made of porcelain and had the same mottled oval surface as the dragon eggs. Grooves and furrows ran around the surface with the telltale red vein of a male egg. It was cool, though, whereas the others had been warm and living. Her fingertips found one groove that neatly encircled the middle of the egg. She held it up to the light of the fire and through the flames could see the outline of something within. She flicked a curious glance to Nate.


  “It opens.” He laid his hands over hers and gave a tug. The egg separated into two halves on a hidden golden hinge. A tiny dragon rose up from its nest on a platform and spread gossamer thin wings.


  “Oh.” Cara breathed in surprise and wonder. The creature was a perfect facsimile of little male they released into the forests of Siberia.


  “I had it commissioned three months ago, and Sergei supplied the final drawings. Fabergé has taken over from his father and is quite taken with the idea of making eggs containing hidden surprises; he is making one for the tsar. Look closer at this one.”


  Cara turned the creature in her hands, studying the way the master jeweller had carved the miniature dragon. Her eyes roamed over its powerful haunches, each iridescent scale unique in colour, hue, shape, or texture from its neighbours. The slender neck rose from the muscular body tapering to the triangular head. And between its jaws, it clutched the ring. The large emerald cut diamond set in platinum.


  Her fingertip stroked the back of the facsimile dragon. “So much has happened in the last two months, it seems a lifetime since the little dragon dropped this into my palm.”


  His hand stroked up her spine. “You never did give me an answer. I’m still waiting for your refusal.”


  She raised her eyes to his. “You used a dragon to propose to me. What woman could refuse an offer from a mythical creature?”


  “You’ll be my wife?” Hope flared in his crystal blue eyes.


  “We’re already married and had a honeymoon in St. Petersburg, so yes. I will be your wife.”


  He pulled her tighter against his chest, dipped his head, and his lips slid over her mouth to seal the deal.
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  Quarry: 1. n a place, typically a large pit, from which stone may be extracted. 2. n a person being chased or sought.
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  [image: ]ain, sun, or hurricane, Watchers stood guard, eyes always open, and ears forever listening. He never moved from his position with claws curled around the building parapet. He didn’t mind the rain so much; at least it washed away the excrement left by perching birds. Down below, his favorite show pulled into the car park and his eyes tracked the sweet piece of booty that emerged from the Maserati. He’d watched her for the last five years, ever since the spring day she moved into the apartment building. She arrived as a twenty-one year old graduate, embarking on her career. Back then, she dressed like a flirty Audrey Hepburn, with capris and white cotton shirts. As her career and confidence grew, she morphed into a sexed up Rita Hayworth with tight wiggle skirts and seamed stockings.


  As the years passed, suspicion nagged at him. He noticed little things, like when she pinched the bridge of her nose, fending off a headache. Or when a person crossed her path, and she shook her head, as though clearing double vision. Other days, she focused her gaze on empty space, seeing something invisible to those around her.


  Under his watch, Jema Johnson blossomed into the courtroom diva. She earned her rep not because of her antics, but because she looked like a 1940s pin-up. While her opponents wiped drool off their briefs, she wiped the courtroom floor with them. She had the most impressive win ratio of any city defense attorney. Keeping his ears open through the network, rumors circulated that she possessed a sixth sense, capable of discerning which clients told the truth, and who lied through their teeth.


  Rumors piled on top of suspicions, making a heap too large to ignore. Connecting his mind to the network, he passed his intel about the pinup girl higher up the food chain, to Jacob Deacon, head Warden in the city.


  He was about to shut down his mind for a well-deserved time out when he received manna from heaven. As she pulled files from the back of her car, something small hit the ground.


  Oh yeah, baby, you dropped something. Bend over and pick it up.
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  [image: T]he tiny flash drive made a soft thud as it slid from the file and hit the concrete. JJ swore under her breath and clutching the numerous files to her chest before bending at the waist to retrieve the drive. A shiver ran down her spine as though some pervert gawked at her arse. Straightening, she turned, and her gaze roamed over the high walls enclosing the car park.


  Nothing. No one. Weird.


  Shaking off her unease, she locked the car and headed to the back entrance of the apartment block. Built in the 1920s with the clean, simple lines of the art deco movement, the red brick was highlighted with bold cream lines. The only blemish on the grand dame was the thing the architect had for gargoyles. They were plastered all over the building: crawling up drainpipes, clinging to stone parapets, even invading the foyer and hallways.


  No wonder I think I’m being watched. Those beady, little eyes are everywhere.


  Wrangling the files, her handbag, a shopping tote, and her keys, she managed to make it through the door of her second floor apartment without dropping anything. She hit the light switch with her shoulder and dumped her armload on the large table around the corner in the study nook.


  She took a deep breath and let calm wash through her bones. The apartment came courtesy of her first clients. Distant relatives wanted to shove the dying woman in a hospice, separate her from her soul mate, and take control of her fortune. JJ fought, and won, for Marta’s right to die on her own terms. Marta died in her home, along with her devoted nurse and lover, Lily. Cancer took one, a bottle of pills the other.


  Her friends thought her mad, living in the apartment where two people died, but JJ sensed only deep love emitted by the previous occupants and absorbed into the very walls. Lily cared for Marta until the end, telling her every day she was beautiful, long after the chemo took her hair and the cancer wasted her frame. Then Lily swallowed the pills, phoned the doctor, and lay down to join Marta in eternal sleep. Marta left the apartment to JJ, along with a trust of sufficient size to fund her fledgling practice. Lily bequeathed her Maserati.


  Every day, JJ thanked the women who gave her the freedom to follow her own course, and an apartment that sheltered her from the chaos and noise of the city.


  She toed off her high heels, padded in her stockings to the kitchen, and dropped the tote on the bench. Reaching into the bag, she pulled out a bottle of Pinot Noir and then twisted off the screw cap.


  She poured the deep, burgundy liquid into a large glass. Another Friday night with her files, laptop, and a yellow legal pad for company. Not that JJ minded. Taking underdog cases wouldn’t make her rich, but it eased something in her soul. She levelled the playing field in a city where the justice you received depended on the lawyers you could afford. The downside meant she spent evenings plotting strategies and combing through evidence reports, looking for hairline fractures she could rupture.


  Her current case, Mandy Simpson, had unfortunate taste in men and picked one that liked to use her as a punching bag. Until one night when Mandy’s scrabbling fingers curled around something while he tried to cave her face in, and she struck back. She plunged a kitchen knife up into his gut and, by sheer fluke, pierced his heart. The abuser’s powerful father threw all his weight, and fortune, behind having the shattered woman tried for murder.


  The prosecution’s case hinged on painting Mandy as a knife-wielding, ninja assassin intent on killing the heir of the most powerful man in the city. JJ argued self-defense. One glance at the stack of police reports for the domestic call outs, and JJ knew she championed the right side. The haunted look in the other woman’s eyes confirmed her decision and hardened her resolve.


  A few hours later, and a rough outline for the case took form on her legal pad. The wine glass sat empty when her phone gave a cricket shrill. She glanced at the screen before answering.


  “What have you done, Ariel?”


  Laughter and music garbled over the line before the voice answered. “Grab a pen, I’m giving you an address, it’s a rescue mission.”


  JJ sighed, and listened to the slurred vowels, while she scribbled down her whereabouts. Ariel, her best friend for fifteen years, had been dumped by yet another schmuck and sought escape in the bottom of a bottle. This little mermaid chose to swim in a tequila ocean to ease her pain. JJ had to rescue Ariel before she threw herself at another warm body who would break her heart in record time.


  She frowned at the address, recognizing the area, but not the club. “Give me twenty minutes.”


  “I’ll be here.” With a shriek, the line went dead.


  “Just great,” JJ muttered, casting a longing look at the half-full bottle of red and the stack of work. Midnight, but she had only scratched the surface of what she wanted to achieve before Monday. Tossing the phone in her bag, she slid her feet back into the heels and picked up the car keys. Her life revolved around rescuing lost souls. Except tonight, there was no chauvinistic prosecutor to humiliate and no jury of twelve people too stupid to escape the call up notice, to bedazzle. Tonight, she had to haul her drunken friend’s backside out of some club before she climbed into the wrong car with the wrong guy and became another unfortunate statistic.


  Midnight lay over the city like a velvet blanket. The moon waned and only streetlights punctuated the darkness; not even stars could punch through the dense coverlet this evening. JJ parked her dark green Maserati close to the building. The car was a classic stick shift, and her pride and joy. She checked it was locked—twice—before leaving her baby.


  Her pumps made the click-clack of knitting needles as she strode the chipped pavement towards the nightclub. A two-story building of squat, ugly cinder block had the name, The Quarry, carved on the side in three-foot-high letters. Snatches of sound came and went as the front door opened and closed. It attested to the impressive sound proofing utilized, far beyond the standard city building code, but made the club resemble a dodgy car stereo, drifting off the station.


  A grotesque gargoyle adorned each corner of the building. Short wings furled tight against their bodies, massive stone biceps jutted into forearms with claws curled around the edge of the roof as they clung in place. They were a curious medieval touch to the industrial architecture and reminded her of the ones adorning her apartment block.


  Wonder if they’re related?


  The bouncer looked her up and down and emitted a low whistle. She paused, thinking she should return the favor. He was carved from obsidian and covered in silk. Tall and broad, he conjured up images of Turkish guards protecting a harem and sultry nights given over to pleasure. He pulled the door open and beckoned her to enter.


  Heat and noise assaulted JJ as soon as she stepped over the threshold. Gilded cages containing nubile women and men clad in only their underwear hung from the ceiling. They gyrated to the deep throb of the music, the rhythmic movements copied by those crushed on the dance floor.


  Bodies parted, her no nonsense attitude enveloping her in an invisible bubble. Men, and some women, lingered over her form as she cut toward the bar, but none dared touch her.


  No one stopped the diva on a mission.
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  Jacob didn’t need the heads up from the eyes on the roof to tell him she’d arrived, or the low whistle from Styx over the earpiece. As soon as she stepped across the threshold, his senses started a riot and his dick became a gundog on point.


  Starting with the black Louboutins, his gaze travelled north to shapely ankles, encased in the sheerest black silk stockings with a seam. He followed the black line up the back of slender calves until it disappeared under the hem of a black and white hounds tooth pencil skirt.


  Thighs moved and hips wiggled with each stride, constrained by the tight fabric. The high waist of the skirt rose into a fitted cream cotton blouse with cap sleeves. The Nehru collar of the shirt framed an elegant neck, which disappeared under long chocolate tresses pulled into a tight and immaculate French roll. Her oval face was dominated by high cheekbones and eyes so blue they would either incinerate a man, or flay open his soul. Her mouth was a perfect red pout any movie starlet would have been proud to possess. His balls ached and he wanted to find out if her lipstick would leave a mark around his shaft.


  The Watcher intelligence looked spot on. From behind the bar, he saw the way she assessed the people around her, unconsciously weighing what others called an aura, and skirting those tainted by a dark touch. He would lay money on Jema Johnson being a Natural, one of the few humans in touch with the resonance, the frequency emitted by every single living thing on the planet. How she slipped under their radar for so many years, he didn’t know.


  This one must be mentally tough to have kept a tight rein on the constant agony drilling through her brain. If they didn’t find them quick enough, most Naturals ended up institutionalized and heavily sedated, doctors unable to explain the agony shredding through their heads, or the hallucinations marring their vision.


  Wardens and Naturals were designed to work together. Wardens protected their Naturals, ensuring the resonance didn’t tear apart their minds. Together, they dealt with the imbalances plaguing the planet. Naturals were identified young and brought into the clan. It served the dual purpose of protecting their minds from the constant noise and pain, and gave them time to grow accustomed to the rougher Wardens. They were gargoyles after all. Stone and granite ran through their veins, they weren’t soufflé making, bichon frise walkers.


  In a thousand years, Jacob had never paired with a Natural.


  The right one never appeared.


  Until now.
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  The bar stretched along three quarters of one side of the thriving nightclub. A mirror hugged the wall behind, and the only adornment was a top shelf of multi-coloured liquor. Three women in tight, inconsequential clothing and one mammoth specimen of manhood manned a gleaming stainless steel worktop.


  The man stood at least six foot four and looked like he ate concrete for roughage. Military short hair left a dark buzz over his skull, his face was chiseled and undeniably masculine with a strong jaw and broad lines. An intricate tattoo wrapped around his right bicep before disappearing under a black leather waistcoat, open to display a bare chest that would have taken a master sculptor months with a block of solid granite to craft. Each line etching his abdominals drew the eye to where they dipped and disappeared under the waistband of black leather pants that left nothing to the imagination. And JJ had a wicked imagination. She had to since her 24/7 work life left no room for actual interactions.


  The bartender’s body promised a diverting night’s entertainment, if only she had the time, or inclination, for that sort of thing.


  His slate eyes twinkled with amusement at JJ’s obvious assessment.


  She leaned on the bar and beckoned him closer with an immaculate French tip. JJ sucked in a breath as he approached; either he was exceptionally pleased to take her drink order, or he was hiding a torch. “Whiskey, straight, one cube.”


  He nodded and grabbed a glass from under the bar while her eyes roamed the crowd, seeking out Ariel, intent on her latest suicide mission. Darkened booths lined one wall and she soon spied a familiar neon pink cowboy boot sticking up in the air.


  Dropping cash onto the bar, she picked up her drink and zoned in on the waving boot. Rounding the high padded side, she found Ariel lounging over one man’s lap, while two other bodybuilding types were crammed on the small u-shaped sofa. Ariel’s personality was as loud as her clothing—neon orange micro mini, green boob tube, and those pink cowboy boots. All wrapped up with a blonde bob framing her pixie face. She was as irresistible as a Hersey kiss and knew it.


  JJ placed her glass on the small table, crossed her arms, and glared at the men. “Out.”


  One syllable, one arched eyebrow, and they scrambled like their moms just caught them smoking in the bathroom. They threw Ariel apologetic looks as they melted back into the crowd.


  She slid onto the black leather sofa and glared at her friend, who didn’t look anywhere near as drunk as she sounded on the phone. “You said this was a rescue mission.”


  “It is. I’m rescuing you.” Ariel clinked her beer against JJ’s tumbler.


  “I don’t need rescuing. I have a stack of work to tackle.” She pinched the bridge of her nose, as the headache climbed up her spine and crept into her skull. There were too many people in the club, and one amongst them emitted a dark throb that stabbed into the recesses of her mind.


  “You need a night of hot, anonymous sex to remove the stick from your arse.” Ariel accompanied her statement by deep throating her beer bottle, to a roar of approval from her admirers, watching from the dance floor.


  “Don’t talk about Simon like that.” A sip of whiskey and liquid heat fought the interloper, and held the pain at bay. Just.


  “Interesting you knew I referred to him. Honestly, JJ, he’s not a boyfriend. He treats you like an accessory. You’re just a fancy clutch purse to accentuate his outfit for the latest society function.”


  JJ swirled the lone ice cube, clinking against the glass, before downing the rest of the whiskey. She hated it when Ariel was right. Simon wasn’t her boyfriend, he was a lead, and the embodiment of the old adage—keep your friends close and your enemies closer. Rot infested the heart of their city, and Simon stood close to it. She could tell by the dirty wash surrounding him. Not that she could ever tell Ariel, or anybody. She learned as a child not to ask about why people’s colors didn’t stay within the lines; the only way she could explain the smudge she saw around everybody.


  Her personal mission brief encompassed more than standing up for the underdog. She vowed to bring down Douglas Matthews, the canker destroying her hometown.


  The man who killed her father.


  At times, her mission seemed insurmountable, and lonely. To compensate for the lack of sexual release in her life, she took out her frustration on hapless prosecutors, chewing them up and spitting out limbs like watermelon pips.


  Ariel clicked her fingers in JJ’s face. “Seriously, girl, you’re stressed and not sleeping. You need a wicked screaming orgasm to relax you, works far better than popping a couple of lorazepam.”


  She shook her head at Ariel, wishing the solution were so simple. “I have work to do. I assume you’re okay to find your own way home?”


  JJ stepped away from the booth and collided with a hard chest, as the bartender materialized behind her. Heat coursed through her cotton shirt as mint, cool rain, and pure male scent wrapped around her. She closed her eyes and inhaled. Deep inside, something gave a tug. For one second, she wasn’t the courtroom diva, the toughest defense lawyer in town; she was a woman hearing an ancient, sensual call.


  “Please tell me those are stockings and not pantyhose.” His voice was whiskey over rocks, smooth but rough, and sent a shiver of heat down her rigid spine.


  “I don’t do pantyhose.” JJ answered offhand, as she retrieved her handbag.


  “Mercy.” A deep chuckle rumbled through the chest behind her.


  He didn’t move, but she had long ago become inured to men who tried to use proximity to intimidate her. It took more than standing close to throw her off balance. She found it was men who had trouble controlling their bodies when close to her, not vice versa. Besides, the bodybuilder types were rarely intelligent. This one was probably as dense as the stone he was carved from, hence why he poured the drinks and collected dirty dishes.


  He pressed himself closer, large hands resting on her hips. An even larger erection nudged against her wool-clad bottom. She had to admit it was firmer and bigger than what she was usually offered. For a moment she succumbed, and leaned against him. The instant her back touched his chest, the skull-pounding, pressure headache disappeared and ripples of pleasure skittered down her limbs. Her lips parted and she sighed at the rising desire.


  Maybe Ariel was right; this feels better than any headache cure I’ve swallowed. 


  Perhaps the bartender was so big and thick, he blocked out the signals that usually bombarded her brain. Bathing in the luxury of sensation without the associated pain, she made an impulsive decision. Her gaze flicked to the door just along from the booth. She turned her head, so her cheek grazed his bare chest.


  His hands tightened on her hips at the brush of contact.


  “Anyone in your VIP room?”


  “No.” He bit the word out between gritted teeth, as though he skated close to the edge of control.


  His hands slid from her body as she headed for the private room. She didn’t bother to look over her shoulder, if he was too dense to figure out she just threw him an easy invite, she didn’t want him touching her.


  Womb-like comfort and seclusion greeted her on the other side of the heavy door. Flock wallpaper in lazy red and black swirls was complimented by black sofas piled high with deep red velvet cushions. The music was muted nearly all the way down, leaving the barest slick of noise to wash over the room. She slid her hand into a small compartment in her handbag, and palmed a foil wrapped disc. Then she dropped the bag on the floor, next to a glossy end table, as a soft snick signaled the door being locked behind her.


  He stepped close, and began pulling the pins from her hair. As strong fingers roamed over her scalp, JJ bit back a moan. She never imagined having her hair undone would feel so good, so erotic. He massaged her scalp, as he pulled the thick locks loose and teased her curls down her back. The tingle ran all the way down her spine, making her thighs twitch and her panties dampen. She couldn’t remember the last time a man’s touch melted her knees, if ever.


  Turning, she placed a finger on his full lips, before he could utter some inane comment. She held up the wrapper in her hand. “Using this is non-negotiable and no names, no conversation.” She didn’t want to shatter the illusion building in her mind and find out he only had one lone brain cell rattling in that handsome head.


  A primal hunger flared in his eyes and her breath hitched. For a nanosecond, JJ wondered what she invited, then his lips were on hers and conscious thought fled her body. His tongue invaded her mouth, taking control of the kiss, as his body pushed hers back against the wall, caging her with his arms. His frame pressed against hers from chest to hip. She parted her lips, welcoming the contact. It had been so long since another human being touched her.


  She drank up his weight; it didn’t oppress her, but made her ache deep inside, reminding her of all her body missed. Reminding her what it was to be a woman and to meld to a body that desired her. Her hands swept up his arms to his neck, pulling him closer, as desperation built inside her.


  His chest rumbled, as his tongue plunged deeper into her mouth, exploring and caressing her hidden depths. His hands moved, one cupping the nape of her neck, his fingers working against her scalp, the other pulling her shirt free of the waistband of her skirt.


  Skilled hands undid the small buttons on her top while she pushed the waistcoat off his broad shoulders. Without releasing her mouth, he tugged the blouse away from her arms, letting it fall to the floor as his hands claimed her breasts. Her nipples were barely covered by the cream lace of the demi-cup bra, and soon the expensive item hit the floor. Clothing discarded, they fought to touch naked skin against naked skin. JJ moaned as his thumbs flicked her nipples, arching her back into his caress, her body starved of the desire raging inside her.


  Her fingernails scraped his flesh as she explored his torso and ran her hands over his warm muscles. God, he’s solid. Everywhere. She dropped her hands lower and fumbled with his belt buckle before unzipping his pants, pushing the fabric out of her way to free his cock. Thick and wide, it pulsed in her hand. Heat shot through her at the thought of taking something so large, of being pinned to the wall while he pushed deep inside her. His eyes closed. He groaned as her hand explored him, rimming the tip, before she slid the condom over his length.


  His hand found the hook and eye closure of her skirt and pushed the fabric over her hips, leaving her in panties and stay up stockings. Calloused fingertips grazed under the elastic of her French knickers and pushed them down her thighs, leaving her to kick the fabric to one side when they dropped around her ankles. His mouth burned a trail of kisses down her neck, before sucking in a nipple.


  JJ bowed against him, the cry of need becoming louder. Every cell in her body on fire, and burning for more. His fingers brushed over her trimmed mound and circled her clit on their journey. She gasped as he inserted a large finger and began sliding against the sensitive nerves. Her nails dug into his back, as she surrendered to his touch. The second digit he inserted threw her over the edge, her body starved of release and unable to hold on any longer.


  She barely had time to complain when he withdrew his fingers, her body still fluttering with the sudden orgasm. With a hand under her bottom, he lifted her and pressed her higher against the wall. Her arms secured around his neck, her legs around his waist, as the thick tip of his cock nudged against her slick flesh. He let out a groan as he sunk into her in one fluid push. JJ bit the thick cord of muscle at his neck, holding back her scream, as her body stretched to accommodate his shaft.


  He paused for a moment, before he drew his hips back to plunge into her again in a desperate rhythm. Both of them spiraled out of control, JJ trying to draw him closer, wanting him imprinted on her skin. Each deep thrust threw her higher. Pleasure ran through her body, shooting down her limbs. Her head fell back against the wall as stars danced behind her eyes. Her fingernails curled, digging into solid muscle, looking for an anchor in reality as she reached her edge. The orgasm slammed into her like a freight train, her eyelids fluttered as she clung to consciousness and the ecstasy exploded through her body.


  The bartender groaned into her neck, burying himself deep into her, as his release tore from him. The spasms of his cock inside her triggered another eruption from her sensitized flesh. He held her tight, both of them breathing heavy as shivers rolled outward from her core. He kept her pressed to the wall for long moments, as though he didn’t want to release her.


  Between a rock and a hard place.


  His solid body pushed her into the fuzzy wallpaper. When her heart rate settled, she unwound her arms from around his neck and moved them down to his chest. He withdrew from her as she dropped her feet back to the ground. Through lowered lashes, she noticed he was still hard as he pulled the condom away.


  Maybe there are advantages to something dumber and denser in your life.


  JJ shook her head, dismissing thoughts of going a second round, and picked up the discarded skirt and blouse. Her partner readjusted his pants, and then leaned against the wall watching her dress. Hunger burned in his gaze as though their quick release was a mere appetizer and he awaited the main course. She threw her clothes on, ignoring the rasp of fabric, like sandpaper against her skin. She shoved panties into her handbag and swept her hairpins in after the balled up silk.


  Not trusting herself to look at his chiseled face without saying something vacuous, she avoided eye contact, unlocked the door and slipped back into the club. She took a deep breath, demanding her legs work. Her bones wobbled like jelly with the aftermath of the intense orgasms still rippling through her body. Her mind luxuriated in freedom and space, the constant pain tossed out.


  Ariel leaned over the back of her booth and gave a frantic two thumbs up, and then made the international “call me” sign before winking and throwing herself at a blond surfer type sitting opposite her.
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  Jacob acted on instinct when he stood behind her. He had to touch her, smell her, to verify what a long dormant part of his brain yelled. When her cheek grazed his chest, and her skin touched his for the first time, his reaction was so intense, his heart nearly stopped. Mother Nature provided each of her Wardens with a Natural, the softness to balance their hard edge. He had waited so long for his counterpoint, he thought he would always be alone.


  When she asked if anyone was in the VIP room, he didn’t think he would make it the six feet to the door. With his length buried in her tight heat, an inferno shot from his balls, up his spine and exploded, searing one word into his brain; mine. One fuck in the VIP room would never be enough. He wanted to spend years learning every curve and pore of her body.


  It took him fifteen minutes to get his riotous brain under control before he could exit the room. As he made his way outside, he scratched at his left pec absently, and then his fingers froze.


  The Cosaint. The mark to show a bonded couple.


  Warden and Natural were marked with an identical symbol, to show they were paired. On the Warden, it appeared on the upper left chest, on the Natural at the base of the spine. Once fully formed, it resembled a tattoo, but one given by nature, not man. No two pairs had the same symbol and the elders amongst them dedicated centuries to examining the marks, to determine the underlying symbolism. They were ornate and complex, as unique and beautiful as the bond shared between the couple. Jacob never thought to feel one rising through his skin.


  He gave a deep laugh, wondering when his attorney would get a similar itch. The emerging Cosaint proved their pairing, but she could still fight it. He would have to tread carefully with her. She was smart and strong. Not the sort used to a male taking charge and invading every aspect of her life. But he would. Gargoyles were dominant and he intended to take her over completely. He had eyes watching her all the way home and to the door of her apartment. Jema would never be alone again, not now she had pinged on his radar. He leaned on the cinder block wall, letting the chill of stone and night wash over him and cool his heated skin.


  “You’re grinning like a dick.” Styx broke the silence.


  “That’s because my dick is grinning.” He was still hard. Although, being crafted from granite, he was always hard. But this was different. The taste of her released a thousand years of longing and left him driving railway spikes through concrete hard.


  “Shit, Jacob, in the club?”


  “She was hurting pretty bad. What would you do if your Natural was in pain?” He threw the question to his second.


  Styx gave a bark of laughter. “Offer her the best headache cure known to man.”


  “Exactly.” The grin remained plastered to his face.


  “The Watcher intel was right, then? She’s a Natural?”


  “Yup.” And not just any Natural, his Natural. He scratched his chest again, wondering what design would appear on his skin; no one knew, the pattern always a mystery.


  Thank the Mother Goddess, Jema Johnson was all his, every delicious, mouth-watering, spine-tingling inch of her.


  She just didn’t know it yet.
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  [image: J]J went back to her apartment and slept. For the first time in god only knows how many months, she got six straight hours of blessed sleep. She awoke at seven a.m. and rolled over. The sheet dragging across her nipples made her gasp. Her body still thrummed to remembered pleasure. Sitting up, she drew her hands through a tangle of hair, rubbing the back of her neck. The ache in her brain had gone, replaced by an itch lower down. One that would only be satisfied by a guy built like a Sherman tank who could pin her to a wall with his gun barrel.


  “Not gonna happen,” she told her libido. “Too much work to do, and not my type.”


  Her libido questioned her taste in men in return. The bartender had made her come so hard, she obviously needed to rethink her type.


  Thirty minutes and a tepid shower later, she poured herself a coffee and padded to her war room. Her apartment had an open plan kitchen and living area. A small L-shape protruded off the lounge, jutting back alongside her bedroom. She used the odd space as a home office. Three walls of the nook were lined with built in bookshelves and jam packed with volumes of every kind. A large table dominated the space and served as a work surface. Her laptop sat to one side, while files, papers, photos, and reports lay scattered over the tabletop.


  She dropped into her chair when the phone chirruped. A pixie face grinned on her screen.


  “Morning, Ariel.” Cradling the phone against her ear, JJ dragged a coaster over for her coffee mug. Then she grabbed her yellow pad from the previous night with the outline of her argument, refreshing her dazed brain.


  “So your phone does work.”


  “Yes, why?” She frowned at both Ariel and the notepad.


  “You’re my best friend who hooked up with a rock hard god last night. I expected my phone to be full with either pictures or graphic details, and preferably graphic pics.”


  JJ gave a yawn and took a sip of her coffee. “I’ve been asleep.”


  Laughter tinkered over the connection. “Told ya!” Ariel squealed in delight. “Good then?”


  “I thought so.” She couldn’t keep the uncertainty from her voice.


  “Uh-oh. Do you think he’ll call?”


  Her frown deepened. “Nope. But then I told him not to talk to me. I wasn’t interested in conversation. And I left before it got weird and didn’t leave a number.”


  “Well, promise to go back with me next Friday, there’s plenty more hotties there waiting for us.” Ariel had a simplistic view on life; wait ten minutes and another cock would come along, more reliable than the bus service.


  “I don’t think so; one night stands aren’t my style. That was a oncer. Plus there’s something about that place, Ariel. I don’t think it’s entirely legit. Did you see the guys working the room? They looked like mob enforcers.”


  Ariel snorted. “Don’t come high and mighty with me, we met in juvie.”


  JJ dropped the coffee onto the coaster. “My record is sealed.” She lowered her voice, as though someone could overhear.


  “But my mouth isn’t. Promise, or I’ll suffer a sudden bout of verbal diarrhea.”


  As a best friend, Ariel could sometimes be insufferable, but maybe she should check the club out again, try and sniff out what was going on there. There was an undertone that fired up all her senses. It could be tied to Matthews, and any information added to her arsenal against him. Plus, now with her curiosity about the bartender satisfied, she should be able to keep her panties on. “All right, but only to keep you out of trouble.”


  JJ ended the call and buried her phone under a stack of police reports, then turned her attention to the prosecution’s argument, which is this case, had as many holes as Swiss cheese and the substance of fairy floss.


  Douglas Matthews was the instigator behind the scenes. A man who made her skin crawl and set the pain pounding through the base of her skull. He was a prime example that breeding, money, and power didn’t make you a worthy human being. He was the rot killing their city as his hunger and greed grew. Much needed funds for inner city projects were funneled into his pockets. The medical center where Ariel worked as a nurse was chronically short of resources, despite the six figure checks written out at charity functions. JJ knew in her gut where the money ended up, she just needed proof.


  The power behind the throne, Matthews had his hand so far up the DA and governor he wore them both as puppets. Her brain baulked at labelling him evil, not believing in divine labels. The man wore a permanent black smudge around him; his very existence an oil slick. It spread and killed whatever it touched. She would destroy him; she just needed to find the right weapon.
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  Monday morning and the ache in JJ’s head slammed home like a petulant teenager after a heavy weekend. She walked through the courtroom doors to find Matthews and three of his goons waiting with the prosecution team. Immaculately clad in an Armani suit and radiating blond charm, Matthews detached from his group of sycophants and headed her way. She kept her eyes fixed on him, not the smear trailing three feet behind him and polluting the air in the wood paneled room.


  “Good morning, Mr. Matthews.” JJ plastered her best fake smile on her face, while trying to ignore the rabid wasps swarming around him as they dove at her, their stingers plunging into her brain. She sucked in a quick breath as the pain bloomed, and dug her fingernails into her palm as a counterpoint.


  He stopped too close, but she wouldn’t step back and give him the satisfaction of knowing he repulsed her.


  He jerked his head to where her client sat, waiting. “What are you doing Ms. Johnson, wasting your talents defending scum like that? I could make you a very wealthy woman if you played for my team.”


  She held her ground, her nails gouging deeper into her flesh. “I don’t like the way your team plays.”


  He jabbed a finger in her face. “Think long and hard, Ms. Johnson, before you damage your career. I doubt Simon would approve of your clientele. I’m surprised he hasn’t put his foot down.”


  She held his gaze. “I don’t answer to Simon, or anybody, Mr. Matthews. Nobody pulls my strings.”


  JJ turned and walked away, managing to resist the urge to rub the back of her neck. His presence set her teeth on edge, the pain stabbed through her skull whenever he entered a room. She drew a deep breath, and squashed her body’s response down the best she could. She had to concentrate. The poor woman waiting at the front of the courtroom needed her full attention.


  Mandy sat at the defense table. The guard had unchained her wrists, but she kept her hands tucked in her lap. Lank, blonde hair hid her face. When she looked up, wide eyes glistened with unshed tears, and nearly broke JJ’s heart. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, as though she were somehow to blame.


  JJ seated herself next to her client and reached an arm around to give her a quick, reassuring hug. “Please, his sort has never worried me.”


  They rose for the judge, a man she knew as hard but fair, and the DA launched into his verbose and emotive opening. She made notes as he droned on and patiently waited her turn. It broke her heart the way she had to serve up Mandy like a Sunday roast, but she knew the proceedings demanded theatre. The case was set down for all week; but she had a personal bet to have it tossed by the end of the day.


  Rising, she strode to the middle of her stage, and proceeded to lay out the abuse the tiny woman suffered over the previous twelve months. Reports, photos, broken bones. Systematically, she broke down the prosecution’s case, knocking over their cardboard buildings. The day wore on, the clock edged closer to four pm. Then she laid her trump card.


  “I’d like to call Samuel Williams, please your Honor.”


  The DA leapt to his feet. “Objection, there has been no mention of this witness.”


  “Oh, he’s not a witness.” She flashed a smile.


  “Explain Ms. Johnson.” The judge peered over the top of his glasses.


  “He’s a prop, your Honor.”


  “A prop?” Eyebrows shot up, hovering over the wire rimmed glasses.


  “Yes, sir. I promise he won’t say a word.”


  The judge dropped one eyebrow and left the other up in the air, her cue to clue him in on her little game.


  “Sir, we both know a picture is worth a thousand words. I could bore you for the next hour until we’re out of time for the day, rattling off height-weight comparisons and minute statistical differentials. Or, I could stand Mr. Williams in the middle of the court room for five minutes for a succinct visual.”


  The judge narrowed his eyes. JJ knew she walked a line, but she also knew he hated being late for dinner, and he loathed having to wade through figures and numbers. Math wasn’t their strong suit; that’s why they became lawyers and not accountants. “I’ll allow it. As long as he doesn’t open his mouth.”


  The call went down the room for Williams to be brought forward. JJ walked to Mandy and squeezed her shoulder. “Trust me,” she whispered. The other woman nodded her head.


  Williams appeared and she took the man’s arm and led him to a spot in front of the judge. “Your Honor, this gentleman is the exact same height, weight, and build, as the deceased.” She turned her attention to her client. “Would you come here please, Ms. Simpson?”


  Mandy rose and walked to her on shaky limbs. The petite woman’s gaze took in the towering man and no one could fail to notice the tremble running through her frail body. JJ looped an arm around her shoulders and positioned her client next to the prop. The exercise was the visual equivalent of putting a Chihuahua puppy next to a full-grown timber wolf.


  She watched the judge’s eyes, assessing the moment her point sunk in. “Thank you both.” She dismissed the client and their visual aid. Mandy scurried back to her seat and rubbed her hands over her arms.


  The judge glared at JJ, and she resisted the urge to bite her lip. He banged his gavel, a heavy scowl over his face. “Fifteen minute recess.”


  Crap. I don’t know which way this is going to go.


  They all rose as the judge slipped away to his chambers.


  The DA crowed. “You’ve pissed him off, Johnson. The diva just made a tactical error.”


  Mandy looked close to tears.


  JJ took her hand. “Just wait, it’ll be ok.”


  As she turned, her gaze caught two men seated at the back of the courtroom, the bartender, and bouncer from Friday night. Her heart jumped and her throat went dry. Her one night stand wore a white t-shirt under a black leather bomber jacket and looked like the next defendant. He radiated trouble, and she knew she should stay far, far away from him and whatever flashed red about that club in the back of her head. She had enough on her plate with Matthews; she didn’t need another problem giving her splitting headaches. So why, when her eyes met slate grey ones and he gave a lazy smile, did her innards turn to liquid?


  Because he cured your headache, her treacherous libido pointed out.


  The bailiff called everyone back to their seats. JJ stood with Mandy, who swayed on her feet, as the judge returned and took his seat.


  His gaze flicked from her to the DA before settling back on her. “I’m tossing this case. All charges are dismissed.” He banged his gavel, before pointing it at the DA. “Don’t ever bring a facetious case like this before me again, wasting both my time and court resources. Do your homework, not someone else’s bidding.”


  Matthews roared from behind the public rail and hurled abuse at his team of sock puppet lawyers. JJ busied her hands packing her briefcase, or she would have given him a one-fingered salute.


  Mandy gave her a brief hug. “Thank you.” A shy smile transformed her face.


  One tiny smile, and the woman’s smudge lightened a shade, from dirty white, to not so dirty white, and JJ knew the process of healing began. The slight woman worried her though. So vulnerable, and Matthews would seek revenge for the death of his son. She needed to come up with a plan to ensure Mandy’s safety, but the headache pounded through her and drowned everything out. Each day it became worse and nothing dulled the pain, except one brief encounter in a bar, three days ago.


  She walked with Mandy from the courtroom.


  Matthews leapt on her, Mandy dodged behind. “This isn’t over.” He threw her a cold look and leaned closer. “I’ll topple you from your perch.” He strode to his defeated team, his black cloud billowing behind like an opera cloak.


  She closed her eyes as the pressure built in her head, threatening to drag her into unconsciousness. She swayed on her heels when a strong arm wrapped around her waist.


  “Easy baby, I’ve got you.”


  Pain swirled from her body like water down a drain as his warmth enveloped her. She drew a deep relieved breath, as the darkness scampered away, and she could think again.


  Opening her eyes, she found Mr. Bump & Grind staring at her. He stood inches from her, acting like her own personal shield. His large body blocked out all stimuli as effectively as a concrete wall. The thought of walls made her nipples tightened at the memory of him pinning her to one, and the most intense orgasm she ever experienced.


  Snippets of information struggled to coalesce in her mind.


  “You’re not just a bartender.”


  His full lips quirked. “No. It’s the façade, not the full job description.”


  Another breath. Questions cascaded through her brain, and then one became more insistent. Shit, Mandy. 


  “We’ll take her somewhere safe,” he answered her unspoken concern.


  Behind him, the large bouncer from the club took Mandy’s hand and gently tucked it into the crook of his arm, protecting her with his body as they walked past Matthews and his henchmen. Gentle Mandy, normally so scared of large men, went with him willingly, even giving a bright wave to JJ as she stepped through the double doors.


  “Styx told her you sent him, to look out for her.”


  Her gaze flicked from the diminutive woman to the rock face in front of her. “She needs protecting from Matthews.”


  Slate eyes met hers. “You both do. Mandy we’ll take out of the city. I suspect you’ll be a trickier proposition.”


  “I can handle Matthews.” Her teeth worried at her bottom lip.


  “Not alone you’re not. We can help you take him down.”


  Set free of the constant pain, her brain refused to shut up and rattled an endless list of questions. “What are you? Mob?”


  “Clan.”


  Which means old-fashioned mob. Her gut was right, again. She needed time to think and plan. But if he knew Matthews was dirty, what did that make him? What had she stumbled into the middle of? Some sort of turf war?


  She peered into his amused eyes. “Who are you?”


  “Jacob Deacon. Your new best friend. Noticed anything yet?” The grin turned mischievous.


  JJ amassed problems all on her own; she didn’t need Jacob Deacon and his brand of rough trouble. She narrowed her eyes, looking at him again. Most days were like watching a 3D movie without the glasses. People were smeared across her vision with an array of colors that dribbled after them, trying to catch up. Everybody had a blurred edge, the difference mere degrees. Some were only slightly off, others trailed oil slicks behind that polluted everybody they passed, like Matthews.


  Jacob stood in full on, eye popping, crystal clear 3D.


  The smile dominated his rugged face.


  He knows.


  Oh shit, he knows!


  “Guess you were too distracted Friday night to notice.”


  Her mind whirred with the implications. Friday, finding Ariel took precedent in her preoccupied brain. When Jacob pressed against her, he was so close, and so mind shatteringly good, she only saw stars exploding in her head.


  Alarm bells went nuts in her head. He oozed trouble, from the biker looking rock hard body she wanted to use as a chew toy, to the club she suspected of illicit dealings. Even more dangerous, he knew about her. She needed space to process everything.


  “I don’t know what you are, but stay away from me.”


  [image: ]


  He leaned in close, drawing her scent into his body, since he couldn’t touch her without running the risk of pinning her to the wall again. Jasmine on wild nights and cool rain on hot tarmac hit his senses and sent a bolt straight through his gut.


  “Not gonna happen, baby. You’re struggling to tread water with Matthews, and I’m your lifeline,” he whispered in her ear. “Also, I’m the itch you’ll be wanting to scratch. Repeatedly.” He growled and saw the shiver run down her spine. “You know where to find me, when you’re ready to talk.”


  She narrowed those piercing blue eyes, questions shooting so hard in her brain, he could see the smoke coming out her ears. Her lush lips parted, but no sound came out. Changing her mind, she turned and walked away. Her briefcase swung from one hand, the other touched the base of her spine.


  Jacob watched the seductive sway of her hips and the brief hand swipe. He chuckled. So, the Cosaint already bruised her skin, waiting below the surface. The more contact between them, the more distinct the mark would appear.


  She could walk away, but his Natural wouldn’t escape.


  Instinct told him Jema Johnson would give him a wild ride, worth a thousand years of waiting. He would show her, how together, they would deal with Matthews and his poison killing their city.


  An ancient war had decimated their numbers, but the time had come for the gargoyles to take out the trash.
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  Want more rock-hard Gargoyle action from A.W. Exley?


  Tweet More Gargoyles! @AWExley @CuriosityQuills #BookLove
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  Now that you have completed this book, we hope you will leave a review so that other readers may benefit from your perspective. Authors like A.W. Exley live and die by your reviews, after all!


  Please visit http://curiosityquills.com/reader-survey/ to share your reading experience with the author of this book!
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  Books and writing have always been an enormous part of Anita’s life.


  She survived school by hiding out in the library, with several thousand fictional characters for company. At university, she overcame the boredom of studying accountancy by squeezing in Egyptology papers and learning to read hieroglyphics.


  Today, Anita writes steampunk novels with a sexy edge and an Egyptian twist. She lives in rural New Zealand surrounded by an assortment of weird and wonderful equines, felines, canines and homicidal chickens.


  You can find Anita on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/AWExley


  [image: ]


  A Division of Whampa, LLC

  P.O. Box 2540

  Dulles, VA 20101

  Tel/Fax: 800-998-2509

  http://curiosityquills.com


  © 2013 A.W. Exley

  http://awexley.com


  All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information about Subsidiary Rights, Bulk Purchases, Live Events, or any other questions - please contact Curiosity Quills Press at info@curiosityquills.com, or visit http://curiosityquills.com


  ISBN: 978-1-62007-398-8 (ebook)

  ISBN: 978-1-62007-399-5 (paperback)

  ISBN: 978-1-62007-400-8 (hardcover)


  [image: ]


  
    [image: ]
  


  Nefertiti's Heart, by A.W. Exley

  (http://j.mp/HeSkp0)


  Cara Devon has always suffered curiosity and impetuousness, but tangling with a serial killer might cure that. Permanently.


  London, 1861. Impoverished noble Cara has a simple mission after the strange death of her father—sell off his damned collection of priceless artifacts. Her plan goes awry when aristocratic beauties start dying of broken hearts, an eight inch long brass key hammered through their chests. A killer hunts amongst the nobility, searching for a regal beauty and an ancient Egyptian relic rumored to hold the key to immortality.


  In a society where everyone wears a mask to hide their true intent, Cara must figure out who to trust, before she makes a fatal mistake.
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  Automatic Woman, by Nathan L. Yocum

  (http://j.mp/1hoIlLa)


  There are no simple cases. Jacob “Jolly” Fellows knows this.


  The London of 1888, the London of steam engines, Victorian intrigue, and horseless carriages is not a safe place nor simple place… but it’s his place. Jolly is a thief catcher, a door-crashing thug for the prestigious Bow Street Firm, assigned to track down a life sized automatic ballerina. But when theft turns to murder and murder turns to conspiracy, can Jolly keep his head above water? Can a thief catcher catch a killer?


  
    [image: ]

  


  
    [image: ]
  


  The Judas Reflections: Murder in Whitechapel, by Aiden James & Michelle Wright

  (http://j.mp/1ggRe65)


  Emmanuel Ortiz holds an ancient and dark secret: his real name is Judas Iscariot. Forced to walk the earth as a cursed immortal, Judas’ disguise as Emmanuel does little to ease his eternal loneliness.


  But when the brutal murders ascribed to Jack the Ripper in poverty-stricken Whitechapel, London in 1888, he recognizes the bloody signature of killing that speaks to the unholy talents of a fellow immortal… an enemy from long ago.
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  Kiya: Hope of The Pharaoh, by Katie Hamstead

  (http://j.mp/1diG9o4)


  To save her younger sisters from being taken, Naomi steps in to be a wife of the erratic Pharaoh. As Naomi rises through the ranks of the wives, Queen Nefertiti seeks to destroy her. Naomi must play the deadly game carefully. She is in a silent battle of wills, and a struggle for who will one day inherit the crown.


  To protect herself, Naomi charms the Pharaoh, who grows to love her. But when Naomi conceives his child, Nefertiti’s lust for blood is turned against her.
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