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				Ashes & Alchemy
By Cindy Spencer Pape

				A Gaslight Chronicles novella

				London, 1860

				Police inspector Sebastian Brown served Queen and country in India before returning to England to investigate supernatural crimes alongside the Order of the Round Table. If his wifeless, childless life feels a little empty sometimes, that’s not too great a price to pay in the name of duty.

				Minerva Shaw is desperately seeking a doctor when she mistakenly lands on Sebastian’s doorstep. Her daughter, Ivy, has fallen gravely ill with a mysterious illness—the same illness, it seems, that’s responsible for taking the lives of many of Ivy’s classmates.

				Seb sniffs a case, and taking in Minnie and Ivy seems the only way to protect them while he solves it. But as mother and daughter work their way into his heart and Seb uses every magickal and technological resource he can muster to uncover the source of the deadly plague, it’s he who will need protecting—from emotions he’d thought buried long ago.

				30,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				Happy 2014! You know, I love futuristic romance, and I swear it wasn’t that long ago that I was reading books in the genre that used years like 2014 and 2015 to indicate a time that seemed really far out. Of course, I suppose I’ll be saying something similar twenty years from now, when it’s 2035. (And isn’t that a weird thought?) As it happens, in the lineup this month we have both a futuristic romance and a hero who travels from the future, and both give a unique look into a future that’s actually a little further out.

				I love the premise of Libby Drew’s time-travel male/male romance, Paradox Lost, in which a time-travel guide who takes clients to “whenever” must travel back to 2020 and enlist the aid of a PI to find a missing client. And in PJ Schnyder’s Fighting Kat, Kat and Rygard go deep undercover, posing as gladiators. In the interstellar arena, it’s all about who’s the strongest predator...

				I mentioned futuristic romance, but how about a trip to the past in Jeannie Ruesch’s historical romantic suspense, Cloaked in Danger. Aria Whitney’s life has taken her from the sands of Egypt to the ballrooms of London, but when her father goes missing, can the handsome earl with a dark secret help her find him, or will a dangerous scandal threaten both their lives?

				In Mistress by Magick, Laura Navarre concludes her fallen angel Magick Trilogy, a riveting historical fantasy romance trilogy set in Tudor times. Also wrapping up a trilogy this month is Fiona Lowe. In Runaway Groom, the third book in the Wedding Fever trilogy, can a Harley-riding Aussie guy on the road trip of his life allow an uptight and disgraced lawyer to steal his heart? The first two books, Saved by the Bride and Picture Perfect Wedding, are now available, as well.

				Debut author Anna Richland delivers First to Burn, the first book in her Immortal Vikings series with a hero straight from the time of Beowulf. Wulf Wardsen is an elite soldier whose very existence breaks all the rules—and he’s deep in the military zone of Afghanistan with an army doctor determined to do everything by the book. Meanwhile, Cindy Spencer Pape brings back her very popular steampunk romance series, The Gaslight Chronicles, with the latest installment, Ashes & Alchemy.

				This January, Heather Long delivers the start of a new series of contemporary romances. If you like your romance a little on the crazy, cracktastic side, this book is sure to please. Cinderella had her fairy godmother and Princess Mia had her grandmother, but Alyx—she gets a software magnate who knows that in his world, Some Like It Royal. And speaking of cracktastic, Kelsey Browning has another installment in her steamy Texas Nights series. Roxanne Eberly wants nothing more than to make her lingerie store a success. Enter up-and-coming attorney Jamie Wright, who’s all tangled up in Roxanne’s life...and her lingerie...in Running the Red Light. If you want to start from the beginning, pick up Personal Assets!

				Mystery fans will be glad to welcome another installment from Jean Harrington in her Murders by Design series. In Rooms to Die For, when interior designer Deva Dunne finds a body hanging from a balcony in the gorgeous Naples Design Mall, she soon learns she’s caught up in a mall drug bust gone viral.

				We’re thrilled to offer a large lineup of debut authors this month, in addition to Anna Richland. Joining us with books in the new-adult, erotic romance and contemporary genres are a new group of incredibly talented authors we’re proud to welcome to Carina Press. Elia Winters debuts with erotic romance Purely Professional. When a journalist explores the submissive side of her sexuality with her Dominant neighbor, she must confront what these encounters mean for her own sexual identity, her career and her budding relationship.

				Three debut authors bring new-adult offerings to Carina Press. Danube Adele proves the new-adult genre is more than just contemporary romance in Quicksilver Dreams. One moment Taylor was just a regular girl working two jobs to pay her bills, and the next, she was reading minds, dreamwalking and being saved from bad guys by her sexy neighbor, Ryder Langston. In Tell Me When by Stina Lindenblatt, college freshman Amber Scott begrudgingly lets Marcus Reid into her life, but she didn’t expect the king of hookups would share his painful past. And Kristine Wyllys brings us the first of two steamy, dark-edged stories full of action, vivid storytelling and emotional intensity. Don’t miss Wild Ones.

				Our last debut author, Rhonda Shaw, caught me by surprise with her book, The Changeup. People who know my sports tastes know I don’t normally go in for baseball. And those who know my reading tastes know I don’t usually go for an older heroine/younger man set-up. But Rhonda’s story hooked me from the start and I’m pleased to be releasing her first book this month. I hope you enjoy this contemporary sports romance as much as I did, and perhaps find a new book boyfriend in sweet and sexy pitching phenom Chase Patton!

				I’m not one for making New Year’s resolutions, but I will make one—we’ll continue to strive to bring you a variety of fantastic books from authors who deliver stories that you’ll want to talk about. Thank you for joining us for another year of publishing at Carina Press—we’ll do our absolute best to make it an amazing one!

				We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress

			

		

	
		
			
				Dedication

				To the newest member of my family, my first grandchild, Persephone. I wish you the chance to fulfill all your dreams and to live your own life, always knowing that you are loved.
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				Chapter One

				London, January 1860

				Icy fingers of wet winter fog lanced through Minerva Shaw’s thin cloak and pierced her chilblained cheeks. She’d forgotten her breathing mask but she couldn’t let that stop her from her task. Coughing soot from her lungs, she ducked her face into her ragged muffler and pushed forward, into the wind. Strong as it was, she fought to even hold her ground. Finally, she allowed it to take her back at an angle, until she was out of the street and up against a storefront. In the dark, she couldn’t tell what kind of store, but it didn’t really matter. In the distance, she heard a steam engine clank, but no lights burned on this street of modest shops, and no carriages or steam cars ventured out in the wind and fog in this unexceptional part of London. Somewhere a train whistle sounded and a church bell tolled two. Eight hours, then. She’d spent eight hours going from doctor to doctor, trying to find one who would help.

				“Ivy,” she said, though the wind carried her voice away and there wasn’t another soul in sight to hear anyway. The name moved her forward. Little Ivy, the light of her otherwise miserable life, was desperately ill. It didn’t matter how cold, how tired she was. Minnie trudged on. Lying in the street to die wasn’t an option. Ivy needed her. But this was her last hope. A kindly beggar had told her that Dr. Grant was a caring man who would treat a poor child fairly and he’d given her the man’s direction. Just two more blocks, by her reckoning, and she’d reach his house. She prayed he’d be home, even more, that he’d open his door, hear her out, not just shove her away from his steps and slam the portal in her face—which was what the last doctor she’d tried had done. Constantly looking over her shoulder for cutthroats, or even worse, vampyres, she soldiered on. Despite the smoke that choked the city, those two elements continued to thrive. Under normal circumstances, Minnie wouldn’t have considered roaming about alone after dark. So far, though, her luck had held in that respect. Perhaps even the undead avoided this kind of miserable weather. She’d been that foolish at seventeen and had almost died for it. Now, at thirty-four years old, she was being careless again, but this time it was for a good purpose. Her daughter.

				Using the buildings as a windbreak, Minnie reached the corner and turned onto a residential street. She could barely make out the individual houses, but she’d been here before. It was a modest neighborhood, exalted by her standards, but not frequented by the highest of the high. Narrow, well-kept homes were shrouded by the smoke-laden fog and the darkness, but she knew what they looked like. The dressmaker she worked for had customers here, and Minnie delivered packages to the back entrances often enough. At a lull in the wind, she crossed the street and struggled on to the next corner. She wasn’t taking the mews this time. She didn’t think she’d manage there, with dust bins and empty milk jugs to trip over. Finding her way up the curb was difficult enough.

				“Just a few more yards,” she said aloud. “You can do it, Minnie.” Fourth house on the left, she’d been told. One, two, this was three. One more, then she could rest. She felt her way along the wrought-iron fence until she found a gate, then made her way to the steps—one, two, up to the door. Another gust of wind slammed her bodily into it, but she pounded at the door with her fist anyway. One, two, with all her strength, the numbers a cruel refrain, echoing in her mind. When the door didn’t open, she tried again. This time, her strength failed her. The black and cold swamped her vision and she slid into a heap on the cold stone stoop.

				* * *

				Police Inspector Sebastian Brown stirred the coals in his study’s small iron grate. The clock on the wall chimed quarter past two. Another night with no sleep, then. Bloody hell, this insomnia was getting to be a habit. Perhaps he should ask his superior to move him to the graveyard shift. If he was going to be awake all night, maybe he’d be able to rest during the day. It was better than what he was doing now, getting no sleep at all. At forty, he was too old to keep that up indefinitely. He eyed the half-empty decanter of brandy on his desk but shook his head. He’d tried that for the last couple of nights, and all it had earned him was a headache to go along with his fatigue. That, he could do without. It was bad enough that the British winter made his hip hurt like hell—except he knew from experience that hell was hot and dry, not frigid and damp.

				An odd thump at the front door, only a couple of yards from his study window, caught his attention. There were disadvantages to having excellent hearing—most would likely have not noticed the small disturbance over the crackling of the fire, the ticking of the clock and all the other sounds of a house at night. Outside, the wind howled mightily. Most likely some debris had been flung up onto his stoop. Still, he had nothing better with which to occupy himself than to go clear it off. His housekeeper and majordomo were away for the weekend, leaving Seb to his own devices. He tightened the belt on his dressing gown and limped his way through the foyer to the front entrance.

				A gust of wind nearly ripped the heavy wooden door from his hands as he opened it. Seb looked down to the stoop and confirmed his assumption. A large, dark bundle of something had been deposited against the door.

				“Doctor?” The bundle stirred and murmured the word so softly, Seb nearly didn’t hear—and his hearing was above and beyond that of most humans. He reached down to help the woman to her feet. Before his brain even registered the action, he’d drawn her slight, shivering form into the house, out of the wind and fog. Wide blue eyes blinked up at him, their lashes crusted with frost. Her face was thin, and too drawn with cold to tell if she was fifteen or forty. Tendrils of wet brown hair had escaped her sodden hat.

				“Are you insane?” She didn’t even wear a breathing mask. With the coal smoke polluting the London air, that was tantamount to a death sentence, if the vampyres or criminals didn’t get to her first. “What are you doing out on a night like this? It’s suicide.”

				She stiffened under his hands and glared up at him. “Doctor,” she gritted through chattering teeth. “Are you Dr. Grant?”

				Seb cursed himself mentally. Of course it was a medical emergency—the one rational reason for being out in the frigid pea-souper. He grabbed his own cloak off the hall tree where he’d left it. “Next door. Come on, I’ll walk you over.”

				She narrowed her eyes, likely trying to see if he was trustworthy. Then she sighed and turned back toward the door. “Th-thank you.”

				He nodded curtly at the back of her head. Once out in the elements, he did his best to keep her smaller body sheltered by his. About halfway to the next doorstep, he realized he was still in his house slippers. Fortunately there wasn’t much ice on the ground yet, so he managed to avoid falling on his face. He shepherded her up to the doctor’s door and rang the bell without incident. He hadn’t bothered with a mask, so he held his breath as best he could.

				Moments later, Mrs. Parrish, the doctor’s housekeeper, answered the door. The usually immaculate woman was mussed. Blood and filth streaked her white apron. “Mr. Brown. Come in. Did the Yard send you for something?” Behind her, a variety of voices sounded, some stern, some moaning. Rapid footsteps and the normal clinks and clacks of a working clinic seemed more hurried than usual.

				“No. What’s the matter?” He gently shoved the mystery woman in ahead of him and closed the door behind them.

				“Steam car accident, two streets over. They brought all three young men here. Two just need sewing up, but the third will be lucky to make it through the night.” Mrs. Parrish caught her breath and eyed the shivering woman still leaning on Seb. “Who have we here, Mr. Brown?”

				Seb sighed. “Another patient, I’m afraid. She landed on my doorstep in the fog. Will the doctor be able to spare a moment?”

				Mrs. Parrish shrugged. “You know him. He’ll find a way.” She cast a concerned eye over the patient. “Meanwhile, dearie, I can at least help you get warm and dry.”

				The woman shook her head and swallowed a sob. “No. It’s not me who’s sick. It’s my daughter. She’s only four and she has an awful fever. I’ve tried half a dozen different doctors and none of them will come see her, not on a night like this.”

				“Son of a—” Seb broke off the curse at a sharp glance from the housekeeper. “There’s no way he’ll be free for a house call, is there?” The idea of a helpless child lying ill—it was the kind of thing Seb would never be able to forget about Lucknow—the hellhole in India that still haunted his nightmares.

				Mrs. Parrish took the younger woman’s hands and rubbed them between hers. “No. I’m sorry. If we could get the little one here...”

				The woman sniffled and sagged into Seb. Now that they stood in the light, he could tell she was younger than he, but a woman, not a girl. Tiny lines bracketed her eyes, while her cheeks were smooth. Her face would be attractive when she smiled, although she looked in need of a hearty meal and a long night’s sleep. “Is there any other doctor who might come? I don’t have money for a cab and she’s too big for me to carry all this way.”

				“Where’s the girl’s father?” Seb growled at the idea of any man who let his woman out in this weather.

				“Dead,” she said with a sniffle, though she lifted her chin. “It’s just me and Ivy. There’s no one else. Now, is there another doctor—one who will take a patient on credit?”

				Seb felt like a cad for barking at a destitute young widow.

				“Well, there’s Doc Witherspoon, around the corner, but he isn’t much for house calls.” Mrs. Parrish curled her lip. “And he’s not known for generosity either, like dear Dr. Grant.”

				“Never mind.” Seb cleared his throat. “I’m hale enough to carry a little girl, and I have a steam car. If we go slowly, the roads should be safe enough.” He looked down the hall, hearing more groaning from the surgery rooms.

				Mrs. Parrish snorted. “Especially since you’re not three sheets to the wind, like those idiots.” She gave the other woman a bracing smile. “Never you worry, dear. Mr. Brown will have you and your little one back here before you know it. Though he might want his boots and hat first.”

				Seb nodded. “And we’ll get some dry clothes on Mrs....”

				“Sh-shaw,” she supplied. “Min-n-erva Shaw.”

				“Mrs. Shaw. Come with me. Mrs. Claypoole will have something you can borrow.” He didn’t mention the Claypooles’ absence, though the neighboring housekeeper probably already knew.

				“Parrish! I need you,” Dr. Grant shouted from the back.

				“Go.” Seb took the Shaw woman’s arm. “We’ll be back in a flash with the little girl.”

				“I’ll make sure there’s a bed for her.” With that she bustled away.

				“Well, come along, Mrs. Shaw.” He offered her his arm as they moved out to the stoop. “I assume time is of the essence.”

				Once back in his home, he pulled her through the kitchen, down the stairs to the servant’s cozy suite. “My housekeeper is away at present, but she certainly would want me to lend you some dry clothing. They’ll be too big, I’m afraid.”

				“I don’t care,” she whispered. She’d warmed enough that her voice had stopped shaking but had taken on a harsh, husky rasp. “I can go like this.”

				Seb shook his head. “No. You can’t, or the doctor will have two patients on his hands and I doubt I can carry both of you at once. Help yourself to the cupboards in here, while I go put on some outdoor clothing myself. Five minutes.” He held her gaze until he saw compliance in hers. Blast it, but those eyes of hers could drown a man. “Do you need any help with buttons or laces?”

				“No.” She’d already stripped off her sodden cloak and hat. Her fingers shook as she fumbled with the buttons at the throat of her blouse. “Just hurry.”

				Thank God. Like the coward he was when it came to women, Seb turned and fled as fast as his bad leg would carry him.

				* * *

				Minerva watched the door slam behind her reluctant rescuer as she all but tore off her shirtwaist and skirt. It was a good thing she hadn’t bothered with corset or petticoats. She’d be even more waterlogged. A chest of drawers to her left revealed a man’s smalls and neckties, so she tried the chest to the right. She hated to waste a moment, but he’d insisted. Leaving Ivy tonight had been one of the hardest things she’d ever done. Her small body had been so racked by the horrid fever, with chills and sweats. She’d been crying when she was awake, and Minnie’s heart hurt every time Ivy mentioned the pain. Everything hurt, she said. Her back, her legs, her head all ached. At the very last, she’d taken to moaning and tossing in her sleep. Even though Jane, practically a member of the family, was there with Ivy, Minnie couldn’t wait to be back, where she could see Ivy with her own eyes. She blinked back tears as she rooted for clothing.

				Success! A plain flannel shift looked like it had been worn and laundered dozens of times, so she helped herself to that. As soon as she replaced that for her damp muslin one, she began to feel warmer and with warmth came strength. She could do this. She could save Ivy. No matter what the big, brooding man asked in return, it was worth it. Dr. Grant would see Ivy and accept Minnie’s word for payment. Nothing else mattered—except praying that he could do something to help.

				“Here.” As soon as she left the room, she found her host waiting on the steps with a hooded fur-lined cloak in his hands. “I’ll be too big, but it’s warm.”

				Gratefully, she wrapped herself in the soft fur and then put on the mask he handed her. Once bundled against the cold and smoke, she followed him through the back door. A covered walkway led to a carriage house, sheltering them from most of the wind. He ushered her inside and lit a gas lamp. “Where do you live?”

				She gave him her address and took her seat in the passenger side of a steam car. It was clean and polished, but as unfussy and practical looking as its owner. She waited until he’d backed the car into the mews and gotten back out to close the carriage house door. Once they were in motion, she removed her mask. “Why are you doing so much for a complete stranger?”

				He shrugged and pulled his respirator off as well. “Someone should.”

				“The housekeeper called you Mr. Brown. Is that correct?”

				“More or less.” At her startled glance, he sighed. “It was Captain Brown, when I was in the army. Now it’s Inspector Brown. I answer to any of them.”

				“A police officer?” Well, she hadn’t expected that. Not many coppers bothered with the likes of her, any more than most physicians did.

				This time, all he did was nod. Apparently that last explanation had exhausted his tolerance for small talk.

				What felt like hours later, but had really been only minutes, they pulled up in front of the tenement Minnie called home. Inspector Brown lifted one eyebrow as he put his mask back on, but didn’t say a word, just gestured for Minnie to precede him up the rickety steps.

				She’d have taken them at a run if her tired muscles would have cooperated. Instead she all but dragged herself up the three flights. There were no gaslights in the building, so she fumbled blindly in her pocket for her key, until she heard her companion mutter, “What the deuce?”

				He reached out and pushed open the door—which had been broken off its hinges.

				“Ivy!” Minnie shrieked and ran into the tiny flat. The lone oil lamp still burned in its corner of the table, but its wick hadn’t been trimmed and emitted thick, oily smoke. On the opposite wall was a worn settee Minnie had filched from the dustbin behind a fancy shop. Jane, dear, sweet Jane, lay at an odd angle, half on, half off the settee, her eyes vacant and a dark stain covering her shirtwaist. Minnie gasped. “Dear God, Jane!”

				The inspector was already at Jane’s side, closing her eyes and covering her carefully with a quilt from the back of the nearby rocking chair. Minnie took two steps toward them, but he held out his hand and caught her shoulder. “Was she here minding your daughter?”

				Minnie nodded and clapped her hand over her mouth. “Oh, no. Ivy!” She spun on her heel and ran into the only bedroom.

				Everything had been thrown around, as if a small cyclone had ripped through the room. Ivy’s cot was empty—the blankets tossed every which way. Minnie’s narrow bed was ransacked as well, with no sign of the child. Minnie dropped to her knees to peer underneath. Nothing but a few boxes. “Ivy? Oh, God, Ivy, where are you?”

				“There’s no blood in here,” Brown said softly. “That’s a good sign. He must have taken her, for some reason. That means she’s likely still alive.”

				“But who...?” Suddenly, Minnie’s shaking legs couldn’t hold her anymore. She collapsed to the bed and sobbed. Brown stepped over and patted her awkwardly on the back.

				She only allowed herself a moment of weakness. Swallowing her sobs, she accepted the clean handkerchief Brown held out to her and blew her nose. “Why would anyone kidnap a sick little girl?”

				“I don’t know.” He paced the small room, lifting things and setting them aright, peering into corners. “Is there anywhere she might have hidden? A friend she might have run to?”

				Minnie shook her head. “Jane was the only real friend we had in this building—really more of an aunt to Ivy and a sister to me. She works—worked in the same dress shop as I do. But even if Ivy had somewhere to go—when I left, she wasn’t well enough to even get out of bed, much less to run, or hide.” The tears threatened to overwhelm her again.

				Mama? Minnie swore she could actually hear Ivy’s voice whispering to her.

				“Inspector, you have to help me find her.”

				“Of course.” He brushed aside her comment with the sweep of a hand. “Now, hush. Did you hear something?”

				Minnie held her breath.

				“Mama, I’m stuck.” This time, Minnie knew it wasn’t wishful thinking.

				She sprang to her feet. “Ivy!”

				Brown held up a finger for her silence. “Ivy Shaw? Where are you?” The inspector’s voice had gone soft and almost tender. “Your mama would like very much to see you.”

				“Are you the bad man who hurt Janie?” A small sniffle followed the words.

				Fresh tears tickled Minnie’s cheeks. “No, poppet. This is a nice policeman, come to help us. Tell us where you are.”

				“Behind the washstand.” Ivy’s voice was faint, but at least she wasn’t delirious as she’d been earlier.

				Before Minnie could even move, Brown had lifted the wooden cabinet housing the chamber pot away from the wall in the corner. Sure, enough, there was Ivy, in a soaking wet nightgown, cowering in a small hole that had been broken out of the wall between their flat and Jane’s. Jane’s chest of drawers was pushed up against it, creating a small nook that wouldn’t have held anyone bigger than a four-year-old. Minnie registered all of this as she ran over to lift her daughter to her breast.

				“Oh, Ivy. Thank God you’re safe.” The tears returned in a choking flood. “You don’t feel feverish? Do you hurt anywhere?”

				“Mama, you’re hurting me.” Ivy patted Minnie’s cheek with a small—and mercifully cool—hand.

				Minnie eased her grip and set Ivy down onto the bed, swiftly pulling a blanket around the child’s thin shoulders. “Dear Lord, Ivy, you scared the life out of me.” She sniffled. “However did you find such a place?”

				Ivy’s lip quivered. “Janie and me found it one day playing hide and seek. It was our secret.”

				Minnie had no idea why they’d keep such a thing secret, but Jane had always had a whimsical bent. Likely it was just a game—one that had saved Ivy’s life, but not Jane’s. Minnie glanced away, so Ivy wouldn’t see the tears filling her eyes.

				Inspector Brown squatted in front of Ivy. “Well, Miss Shaw, that was a very clever hiding place. Can you tell me what happened?”

				Ivy looked up at him with her wide blue eyes. “The bad man hurt Janie, didn’t he?”

				Minnie started to speak, possibly to deny it, but Brown just nodded solemnly. “I’m afraid so. Did you hear him say anything? See his face? Was it someone you know?”

				Ivy didn’t cry. Minnie had never been so proud in her life. She squared her little shoulders. “Janie was in here, telling me a story. I felt better, so she’d brought me a drink and stayed to keep me company. We heard a loud bang—like something hit the door. Janie told me to hide in our special place, then put the washstand back and left me there.” Her face scrunched up. “The bad man shouted something, but I couldn’t really hear, just that it was a man. Janie screamed. Then I heard someone in here, throwing things around. After that, I think I fell asleep.”

				“Good girl.” Brown smiled and patted her shoulder through the blanket. “Now, your mama and I are taking you to see a doctor. Can you nap here for a few minutes while your mama packs up a few clothes?”

				Ivy’s lip trembled. “I’ll stay here. But, Mama, I have to...”

				Brown gave Minnie a knowing look. “I’ll wait in the other room. Pack everything of importance. I don’t think this flat will be habitable for some time.”

				“We don’t have much.” Minnie looked around the small room. It wasn’t much, but it was the only home she and Ivy had. Now that she didn’t have a job, though, she’d likely lose even that. She swallowed a sob. “We’ll just be a few minutes.”

				He nodded and closed the door behind him as he left, she presumed to see to Jane. While Ivy used the chamber pot, Minnie bundled all their clothes into her one Gladstone bag. Ivy’s toys and a few other things, she bundled into the two pillowslips. Lastly, she helped Ivy change into a clean, dry nightgown.

				“How did you get so very dirty?” she asked Ivy as she unbuttoned the soiled gown. Black soot seemed to crust almost every inch of the garment, as well as Ivy’s face, hands and, well—everywhere else. “It wasn’t that dusty in the hidey-hole.”

				“Dunno. Was just like that when I woke up.” Ivy shrugged, her eyes already drooping. “Piddle was black too, just now.”

				That last was probably just dirt or soot running off. Minnie didn’t quite believe her about not knowing the source, but now wasn’t the time for an argument. “Never mind, then.” It didn’t matter. Nothing did except Ivy being safe and poor Jane being dead.

				Once she had socks and shoes on Ivy’s feet, Minnie wrapped Ivy in a quilt and knocked on the connecting door. “We’re ready, Inspector.”

				He lifted Ivy in one arm and the Gladstone bag in the other, leaving Minnie to carry the pillowcases. She followed him silently, unable to avoid a glance at Jane’s body, completely covered by the incongruously bright quilt. She was grateful to the inspector for keeping Ivy’s head against his shoulder, blocking the girl from any sight of the settee.

				None of them spoke a word as, masks in place, they made their way out to the steam car. Only the vile weather could account for its pristine, unmolested state in this neighborhood. Minnie couldn’t remember another night since she’d been in London when she’d seen so few people on the streets.

				Inspector Brown laid Ivy in the rear seat, stuffing the small bag into the foot space between the seats. Minnie did the same on the other side and then climbed into the passenger side without waiting for help. She kept her head turned back, watching Ivy sleep in apparent peace, despite the horror of the night.

				“Was anything missing?” The inspector pitched his voice low enough that Ivy wouldn’t wake. “Robbery is the most likely explanation.”

				“Not anything I noticed,” Minnie said. “I don’t have any jewels, or money, or even silverplate. Our clothes were there, and shoes. I didn’t look in the kitchen cupboards. There may have been a tin of soup missing.” There hadn’t even been much in the cupboard.

				“Perhaps that’s what made the burglar angry enough to kill.”

				His observation made sense, and she nodded her understanding even though she couldn’t think of a robber stupid enough to pick that tenement. The building hadn’t housed anyone with wealth. It had been snug and warm, though, which had been enough. Where would they go now? Who had killed Jane and why? Would he be after Ivy as a possible witness? Or had Minnie been the true target? That made no sense either. She was too unimportant to have made enemies. It had to have been robbery as the inspector said. The combination of grief, fear and relief at Ivy’s astonishing recovery warred within her, making her stomach churn.

				The inspector didn’t so much as look over at her until he stopped in front of the doctor’s residence. Then he lifted Ivy and shrugged at Minnie to precede him up the steps. In any other situation, his gruffness might come across as insulting. Tonight, Minnie didn’t care. He’d gotten Ivy to the doctor and possibly saved her life. He could be as silent as he liked and she’d still think him a hero. Minnie ran up to the door and knocked.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Seb held the little girl close to his chest. She weighed next to nothing—so thin and fragile, she might have been nothing more than a memory, a hallucination brought on by cold and fatigue. Her mother, though, made Seb want to smile. The woman had damn near died for her child tonight and she’d faced a parent’s worst nightmare, but she still had the starch to stand up to an oversized brute like him. Too bad he hadn’t met her years ago, before life in the army had burnt all the emotion out of him.

				“There you are!” Mrs. Parrish opened the door, her hair even more unkempt than earlier and her eyes drooping with exhaustion. “We’ve had another batch come in—drunken idiots fell off the roof at Parliament trying to steal some lord’s airship. Doctor is setting bones and stitching them up as we speak. I’m afraid there isn’t a bed left in the house—not even mine.”

				Seb winced. After all they’d just been through, he was damn sure going to get this child the care she needed. “Will the doctor still find time to see her?”

				Mrs. Parrish nodded. “He’s nearly done with the stitches.”

				“Send him next door, then, through the kitchens. I’ll unlock my side as soon as we get Miss Ivy into a bed.”

				“Bless you, Captain.” Mrs. Parrish smiled weakly. “There’s hot tea on the stove in ours, and some soup. Help yourselves. I’ll make sure Aggie unlocks the door right away.”

				Seb grunted out his thanks and turned toward his own doorstep. The wind still stung like blades through his heavy coat, so he did his best to shelter Ivy against his chest. He leaned against the door to hold her with one hand as he fumbled in his pocket for his key.

				“The housekeeper’s room?” Mrs. Shaw said as soon as she’d slammed the door behind them.

				Seb shook his head. “Upstairs.” He didn’t bother taking his coat off, just led the way up to the second-floor bedrooms. Other than his, they were almost entirely unused. His guests in the past two years could probably be counted on a single hand, but his housekeeper prided herself on keeping the spare rooms clean and functional, ready at a moment’s notice. For once, that would prove useful.

				“Where are we?” Ivy opened her eyes and looked up at him with a yawn. Then those eyes glazed over in blind panic. She jerked around in his arms until she could see her mother standing behind Seb and then stilled. “Is this the doctor’s house?”

				“No, sweetie.” Mrs. Shaw came around Seb to the small gallery that wrapped three sides of the staircase and opened onto the bedrooms. “We’re next door. The doctor’s coming to see you here.”

				The girl stuck out her filthy lower lip. Good lord, how had she gotten that black soot everywhere—on almost every inch of her clothing and exposed skin? She looked like she’d rolled in a coal bin, but the hidey-hole hadn’t been that filthy. “I feel much better, Mama. I don’t need a doctor. Truly.”

				“Well, since you’re here, might as well make the old man feel useful and let him look at you.” Seb swung into the guestroom at the top of the stairs. It was bigger than the one on the side and had windows facing out over the garden. It was also the further of the two from his own. After setting Ivy on the bed, blanket and all, he made haste for the door. “I’ll go downstairs and wait for Dr. Grant, shall I? Next door over is the loo, if you need to wash or anything.”

				“Mr. Brown,” Mrs. Shaw called before he was even halfway down the stairs. He turned, dreading what she would ask for next. Her lovely eyes gazed down at him with stern authority, her delicately pointed chin set in determination. Gone was the exhausted waif—this woman had a spine. “Some of that tea the housekeeper next door mentioned...that would be lovely.”

				He jerked a nod as he continued his flight. Of course she wanted tea. He was a heel for not suggesting it himself. An hour ago she’d damned near been frozen to death. She’d be lucky if she survived this without succumbing to pneumonia. Then he’d have two invalids in his house. No, that wasn’t going to happen if he could help it. He opened the door connecting the two kitchens and helped himself to two bowls of soup, half a loaf of bread and three cups of steaming tea. Leaving his own portion in his kitchen, he plunked the rest on a tray and carted it up the stairs.

				It was odd to have a woman and child in the house—an uncomfortable reminder of what might have been, although his guest was thin, with medium-brown straight hair, blue eyes and a dainty heart-shaped face. Vidya had been voluptuous, with black curls and flashing dark eyes, taller than some of his soldiers. Any child of theirs would have looked nothing like delicate little Ivy Shaw. Still, the love he saw in the mother’s face touched him in a way nothing had since Vidya had died in his arms.

				* * *

				“Mama, I have to go again.” Ivy looked up from her bundle of blankets. “Where’s the chamber pot?”

				After hanging her borrowed cloak on a wall hook, Minnie stared around the comfortably appointed, if plain, bedroom, but didn’t see a commode or washstand anywhere in sight. “Oh! That’s right. Mr. Brown said there’s a lavatory next door.” Tired as she was, she’d almost forgotten the bathing room in the servants’ quarters. Of course there was real plumbing up here on the family floor.

				Ivy’s eyes widened. “A real loo? Like at the church, but in a house?”

				“Yes, dear.” Minnie shrugged. Unwrapping the blanket, she bent to pick Ivy up, but Ivy shook her head.

				“I can walk, Mama. Don’t worry.” Ivy slipped from the bed, only a trifle unsteady on her feet. “I told you, I’m better.”

				“Of course you did, dearest.” Minnie took her daughter’s hand and found that the bathing room up here was indeed as nice as the one below stairs. Like the rest of the house that she’d seen it was austere in decor, but meticulously clean and provided with all the necessary comforts, like fresh towels and an untouched bar of lavender soap. While Ivy used the commode, Minnie ran wash water in the sink. Hot water on command—what an unimaginable luxury. The furthest she’d ever been into a house like this was the back steps. Jane would have been over the moon, looking around and cooing over every detail. Tears saturated Minnie’s cheeks as she scrubbed Ivy inch by inch, going through three basins of water and four pristine facecloths. It still didn’t seem possible that she’d never see Jane again. She and Ivy had lost the only family they had beside each other. Minnie would never find another friend so full of life, who could make her smile even while they shared a single bowl of soup, to make sure there was plenty for Ivy.

				Ivy’s eyes were drooping by the time Minnie had the worst of the black soot washed from her face and body. The hair would have to wait for another day. Back in the bedroom, she quickly dressed the child in a clean nightgown, bundled her hair into some semblance of a braid and tucked her under the covers.

				The scent of spices and meat caught her nostrils. There. Mr. Brown had obviously been up, as a tray rested on the top of the lone dresser. A bowl, two teacups and a plate of bread and butter rested haphazardly on the surface. The two pillowcases containing Minnie and Ivy’s things had been brought up and placed next to their bag on a small trunk at the foot of the bed. Minnie’s borrowed cloak and Ivy’s wet blanket had disappeared. Their host was silent but thorough. “Ivy, would you like some tea?”

				No answer came. Ivy lay against the pillows, eyes closed and mouth slightly open. Her chest moved with the easy languor of sleep. Minnie laid a reddened hand on Ivy’s forehead and sighed. Blessedly cool. Ivy was really and truly past the crisis.

				Tears still stinging against her eyelids, Minnie let herself slump into a slipcovered armchair by the wide window, teacup in her hands. More than anything, she wanted to take off her borrowed dress and drenched boots, and curl up in that nice big bed with her daughter.

				No. More than anything, she didn’t want to think about her flat—and Jane. Later, when she was alone, she could cry her heart out.

				She forced her eyes to open and sipped some of the tea. Someone—Mr. Brown?—had added a healthy dollop of honey. The sweetness made her smile. The fates had been kind to her when they’d landed her on his doorstep. He was a thoughtful man despite his brusque exterior. It would be so easy to fall asleep right here and just let someone else take care of everything—something she hadn’t done since she was seventeen. Too rugged to be classically handsome, he was still an impressive specimen of the male of the species. She’d wanted to rub her hand along the scruffy dark stubble that covered his chin. Good heavens! She hadn’t thought of a man like that in years. It must be the shock of the night that had her thinking like that silly girl she’d once been.

				Footsteps on the stairs brought her fully awake. She set aside her cup and straightened her skirts, folding her hands demurely in her lap. Submissive behavior didn’t come naturally to Minnie, but over the years, she’d learned. Nobody liked an uppity seamstress and nobody employed one either. Which reminded her that she’d have to go looking for a position again. She’d missed three days due to Ivy’s illness. Jane had told her yesterday that Madame had turned her off. That meant she likely wouldn’t see this month’s wages either.

				A tap sounded at the door. Ivy didn’t stir.

				“Come in.” Minnie sat up as straight as she could manage and smiled.

				“Mrs. Shaw, meet Dr. Grant. Grant, this is Mrs. Shaw and her daughter, Ivy.” Mr. Brown turned on his heel, then paused. “Mrs. Shaw, if I might have a word with you when the doctor’s finished?”

				“Of course.” She didn’t think he’d turn her out into the night—not after bringing Ivy here so carefully. Still, she watched his back as he retreated. If he did, where would she go? Would she be allowed back into her flat? And who would see to poor Jane?

				“Delighted, Mrs. Shaw.” The doctor’s deep voice rasped with fatigue, but a note of wry humor came through, echoed in the crinkles around his eyes. He was older than Mr. Brown, perhaps fifty or so, with thinning hair and a neat Van Dyke beard just beginning to turn gray. He set his bag down on the foot of the bed and gestured at Ivy. “I hear our patient has taken a turn for the better. May I?”

				“Of course.” Minnie moved to the side of the bed and gently woke Ivy. For the next ten minutes or so, she assisted. Dr. Grant was quick but worked with skill and compassion, his eyes twinkling at Ivy as he probed and questioned. After he had finished, Ivy fell right back to sleep, clutching her favorite doll, which Minnie had taken out of its pillowcase.

				“She does have some congestion in her lungs,” the doctor said softly out in the corridor. “Although that’s unfortunately common amongst Londoners. No signs of measles, scarlet fever or any of the other contagious diseases. Keep her quiet as you can for a few days and start her on soft meals whenever she’s ready. Other than that, she seems to be well on the road to recovery. I’ll stop back in tomorrow to check on her again.”

				“Thank you.” Did that mean she was likely to still be here? Minnie drew in a deep breath and said baldly, “I can’t pay you.”

				Dr. Grant’s eyes twinkled again.

				“I mean...I will, of course.” She winced at her own ineloquence. “Just not right away. I have to find another job...and probably a new flat as well.”

				“You’re not to worry about my bill.” He held up a hand to stop her. “I already knew something of your circumstances. It’ll all be taken care of. Now how are you doing? Mr. Brown said you’d gotten quite a chill.”

				Minnie shook her head. “I’m fine.” It was reflexive, not to waste time worrying about herself. She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m almost never ill. But then Ivy never has been before either, not like this.”

				Dr. Grant pursed his lips. “Has anyone else been? A friend or family member? Someone she might have been exposed to? I can’t quite put my finger on her specific illness.”

				“The school,” Minnie said. “She goes to a ragged school at the nearby church every day while I’m at work. She loves it there, but a few of the other children have gotten sick recently. I believed it was black lung, based on the way it was described. I don’t believe any of the children survived. It could have been something contagious, though.” The charity school had been Minnie’s salvation—someone to care for Ivy without taking half of Minnie’s wages.

				“Well, that’s likely the case, then. Children seem to transmit such things like wildfire. Since she’s better now, I wouldn’t worry about it. Otherwise, she seems a very healthy little girl.” His eyes held praise and Minnie felt herself blush.

				The doctor walked her down to the kitchen, where he took his leave through a connecting door to his own. Once it closed behind him, Mr. Brown gestured for Minnie to join him at the wooden worktable in the center of the room. “Tea? Or something stronger?” He gestured at an unopened bottle of brandy on the counter.

				“Tea, please.” She slid bonelessly onto the bench opposite his. “The doctor says Ivy is going to be fine.”

				“Very good.” He stuck another mug of tea under her hands along with a plate of toast. “Here. Did you eat?”

				“No. I’m too exhausted to be hungry. But thank you.” She sipped the tea, strong and black this time. “The doctor said he’d like to see Ivy again tomorrow.”

				He grunted. “I heard. Shouldn’t be a problem, should it? I don’t imagine your dress shop is open on Sundays.”

				Minnie shook her head. “No. Doesn’t matter. They’ve turned me off anyway.”

				“Well, no point worrying about that now. Go upstairs and get some sleep. We’ll sort things out tomorrow.”

				He seemed fond of giving orders but she was too tired to care just now. “Thank you.” She’d repeated it so often it was like a church litany, but there was really nothing else to say.

				He pushed away from the table and stood. “I’ll lock up, but I don’t have a spare key, so don’t lock yourself out or anything.” He pulled his cloak off the hook by the stove where it had been drying. “If you need something, help yourself, or knock on the kitchen door for Mrs. Parrish or her helper, Aggie. I suspect they’ll be up all night with that lot they have over there.”

				“Where are you going?” Minnie paused with her mug halfway to her lips.

				He grimaced. “If you remember correctly, we found a murdered young woman tonight. I’ve telephoned it in, but I need to get over there and get to work.”

				“You’ll take care of Jane?” It was a comforting thought.

				“Of course.” He gave her a nod. “If there’s real trouble, the telephone is in my study. Ring for the police.”

				He had a telephone? Right here in the house? She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised. It went with the steam car and the bathrooms and the powered icebox she could hear humming behind her. This wasn’t the extravagant home of a lord or a nabob, but it could have belonged to modest gentry or a well-heeled merchant. Not every street copper lived like this, but she supposed an army captain might.

				This was a world, and a man, well outside of Minnie’s limited experience, although her own parents had been quite comfortably situated. Mr. Brown, though, seemed nothing like her father. What would he expect from Minnie in return for his kindness? She’d never known a man who didn’t call in his debts. She stared at the door, long after he’d locked it behind him. What sort of person was he, really, under that gruff but kind exterior?

				His short dark hair held a hint of silver at his temples but his tidy mustache was untouched. Dark stubble covered his square jaw and chin, adding a rakish flair to his rough-hewn appearance. Even his slight limp didn’t impair his charismatic presence. He certainly didn’t look like someone who’d need to coerce a woman into doing anything. There were probably plenty of dreamy young ladies sighing over him. Minnie was not about to add herself to that number. All she felt was gratitude, not attraction.

				Come to think of it, he might even have a wife. Why hadn’t that occurred to her before? He wasn’t young, and he could certainly afford to support a family. Of course, no one had made an appearance, so if he was married, his wife either slept soundly or was away from home.

				Minnie turned out the gaslight and made her way back to the stairs while she pondered that. No wife, she decided. There were no pictures on the walls, no knickknacks on the tables, no fluffy little pillows on the chairs, yet there was an air of comfort about the place that belied the seeming austerity. The home was as masculine as the owner.

				She made short work of washing up, then put on one of her own nightdresses before climbing into bed beside Ivy. A light kiss to Ivy’s forehead assured Minnie that the fever hadn’t come back. Ivy’s breathing was slow and steady, without the whimpers or thrashing of the last few days and nights.

				It didn’t matter what Mr. Brown asked in return, Minnie decided as she dropped into exhausted slumber. Whatever it was, Ivy’s survival was more than worth the cost. If he did ask for her body, though, Minnie imagined she’d enjoy it more than she should. That thought terrified her more than the idea of vampyres had. She wasn’t a nun, but she hadn’t let her heart get involved since she was a girl. She wasn’t about to make that same mistake again.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Seb saw the light burning in Mrs. Shaw’s window as he parked his car beside the curb, right behind a Scotland Yard black Mariah. A young constable tipped his hat, indicating he’d keep an eye on the car as well as the wagon, which was presumably here to remove the body of Miss Jane Albertson. When he walked into the flat, he stopped midstride at the sight of the man who leaned over the remains and ever so subtly sniffed.

				“Sir? What are you doing out on a night like this?”

				Detective Superintendent Sir Liam McCullough straightened and gave Seb a rueful grin. “Hullo, Seb. There’s no one else here, so you don’t have to Sir me. As to why I’m here? It was just my turn in the rotation, I’m afraid. I happened to be near the telephone when your call came in, so I came out instead of the precinct inspector.”

				Seb shot him a skeptical look. Liam—Seb’s fellow inspector until six months earlier—was newly married, so he ought to be home with his young and beautiful, if slightly terrifying, wife. Besides, superintendents didn’t take turns covering night calls.

				“All right, my wife’s been off helping her parents shift everyone to London for a while, and I couldn’t sleep.” Liam’s mouth quirked at one corner. “Thankfully, she’s coming home in the morning. It’s surprisingly easy to get used to having someone sleep beside you.”

				Seb gave a brisk nod and turned his gaze back to the corpse. He remembered.

				“Sorry, Seb. I’d forgotten.”

				“No matter.” Seb’s problems were old and unimportant in the current situation. “I’m not sorry you’re here. This one is a bit of a puzzle.” He filled Liam in on what he knew of the case so far—even about the woman and child currently ensconced in his spare bedroom. “The two women worked for the same dress shop. So it could be something to do with that, though I’ve no idea how.”

				Liam shrugged. “Must’ve been a really unhappy customer to find and shoot the hired help. Based on these rooms, they weren’t head seamstresses, but among the lower rank at the shop. On the other hand, women tell a lot of secrets in those little fitting rooms, or at least my wife tells me they do. Maybe someone whispered something they shouldn’t have and one of the workers decided to try a spot of blackmail.”

				“That could be,” Seb acknowledged. “Though I don’t see Mrs. Shaw as the type. I didn’t sense any deception about her.”

				“Well, that’s telling.” Liam ran his hand through his mussed hair. He was the only living man on the police force who knew Seb’s secret. Furthermore, he didn’t just know it, he trusted it. For that alone, Seb would have walked through fire for the younger man.

				Of course Seb also knew Liam’s secrets. “What about you. Did you...er...sense anything on the body?” As a werewolf, Liam possessed a sense of smell far beyond any human’s, even Seb’s.

				Liam shook his head. “Nothing useful. She hadn’t been with a man recently, so it probably wasn’t a jealous wife or sweetheart. There’s no hint of alcohol or tobacco about the place—just illness.”

				“That’s obvious even to me.” Seb studied the room, searching for the smallest detail that might point to the killer.

				“Well, is it also obvious that the illness is...wrong somehow?” Liam’s nostrils flared in friendly challenge.

				Seb tipped his chin, acknowledging that he hadn’t picked that up. “Wrong in that a little girl shouldn’t become deathly ill just from trying to breathe? Or wrong in some other fashion?”

				“Both, although the former encompasses half of London and isn’t relevant to the murder.” Liam paced across the small room. “There’s something different about the scent—oddly metallic. It just doesn’t seem natural.”

				“Interesting.” Seb stroked his mustache and moved to the bedroom door. Amidst the mess, he spotted a blackened, soot-stained sheet from the small cot. “When we got here, Ivy was covered head to toe in that black soot. Yet I can’t see how. Her mother said she’d been in bed for days. There’s no spill, out by the fire, and the hole where she hid was dusty but not black. It’s as if the soot just appeared on her body.”

				“That’s odd.” Liam eased past Seb and lifted the sheet to his nose. “Yes. There’s definitely something strange going on. This is coal soot, but it’s not. The odor of sweat and something else is wrapped all around the carbon smell, as if it coated each microscopic particle. I wish Wink was here. She’d have a better idea of the science behind it.”

				Seb nodded. Liam’s wife was a scientific genius. She also worked for the Order of the Round Table, which had resources extending far beyond even those of Scotland Yard. Although most British subjects weren’t even aware the Order existed in modern times, Seb knew better. He’d grown up in an Order family, and one of his cousins was a Knight. Seb had hoped to be as well, but although he’d inherited the enhanced senses and strong physical constitution that were part of a Knight’s heritage, he hadn’t been born with any ability whatsoever for magick, save his mild gift for sensing deception. Since magick was a fundamental requirement of the Order, Seb had gone into the army instead, intent on serving his country whatever way he could. Despite all that had happened since, Seb had never truly regretted his choice.

				“It wasn’t a robbery.” Seb picked up an inexpensive brass bracelet and tucked it in his waistcoat pocket. “What little they have was tossed, but not taken.”

				Liam tipped his chin. “Agreed. Miss Jane even has a ring still on her person. We should probably remove that before she goes to the morgue. No point in it winding up in Potter’s Field. I sincerely doubt she has anyone to pay for a burial.”

				“I’ll pay for it.” Seb continued sifting through the mess on the floor, pocketing a pair of metal jacks. Ivy might as well have her few toys. Anything left here would probably be stolen by the end of the day once the police presence left. Seb spent a few moments seeking out and packing all of Mrs. Shaw’s and Ivy’s personal items into the boxes from under the bed. It didn’t take long.

				Next they searched Jane’s flat, and again, they found nothing out of order, nothing that gave any clue about the girl’s murderer. Again, Seb neatly packed up most of the young woman’s meager possessions. “Mrs. Shaw will know if Jane has any family and I’ll see that these things get to them.”

				“Whatever you want.” Liam didn’t crack a smile, but it lurked there, under the surface. “Are we done here, old man?”

				“I think so.” Seb let the old-man comment pass as the friendly jibe it was. Despite being nine years Seb’s junior, Liam had been on the force longer and had earned his promotion fairly. “Our villain obviously didn’t come in here, so it’s likely Jane wasn’t the primary target.”

				“Agreed. Which means we need to talk further with your mysterious Mrs. Shaw.”

				Seb’s first instinct was to say no. He even caught himself about to curl his fingers into a fist. He shook his head to clear it. “Of course. You want me to bring her in tomorrow, or do you want to come to my house?”

				“You’re planning to keep her there?” Liam lifted a single bushy eyebrow.

				Seb shrugged. “She doesn’t have anywhere else to go.”

				Liam frowned. “There are shelters. I’m sure Miss Dorothy knows—”

				Seb lifted a hand. “She’s fine. I have the space and it’s convenient to Dr. Grant. Don’t worry about it. I’ll see she doesn’t run off with the silverplate.” He didn’t know why he was so reluctant to let the feisty widow out of his care, but the idea of her leaving irritated the living hell out of him.

				“All right. I’ll come by about noon.”

				Seb carried Jane’s body down to the waiting Mariah, then made his way home. The house was silent when he arrived, with only a single gaslight burning in the front hall. Seb extinguished that on his way up the stairs. The silver calling card tray was still on the table near the door. That was promising.

				He paused outside the guest room door. Sure enough, two different breathing patterns were evident—the shallower ones of a child, still a little raspy, and the deeper tones of an exhausted adult. Both of his houseguests were present and accounted for. An odd sense of contentment followed Seb into slumber.

				* * *

				Minnie woke to such a feeling of softness and warmth that she didn’t want to open her eyes and disrupt the dream. She hadn’t been this cozy since she was a little girl, sharing a featherbed with her sister. Even then, Diana tended to hog the covers. Minnie, tucked in next to the cold outside wall, often woke with a frigid backside. Here, she was warm all the way around, with Ivy curled up against her chest, snoring softly.

				Ivy. Minnie’s eyes popped all the way open. She shifted slowly until she could lay her lips against Ivy’s smooth forehead. Cool. Minnie fell back against the pillows in boneless relief. Ivy was well. The heroic policeman had saved her.

				Thinking of her host, Minnie felt her cheeks flush. Had he come home? Was he here, even now, just down the hall, asleep? Or had he spent the night somewhere else? Perhaps with a lady friend? Minnie decided she didn’t much care for the notion of her white knight in some woman’s bed. “Really, Minnie,” she whispered to herself. “As if you have any right to an opinion on the matter.”

				Leaving Ivy to sleep, Minnie eased out from under the covers and dressed in her spare set of clothing. Her first order of business was to straighten up the guestroom and bath, followed by carrying her borrowed garments and last night’s tray down to the kitchen. A glance down the hall showed the master bedroom door was shut. He’d come home, then. As little as she knew him, that shouldn’t have made her feel safer, but it did.

				So did having something to do. She found all the wet things from the night before, which had been piled next to a modern steam-powered washing machine. She narrowed her eyes at the perplexing monstrosity until she spotted the operating instructions mounted on the side of the copper boiler. Praying she didn’t foul it up, Minnie hummed as she started the laundry. Up in the kitchen, she found the icebox and cupboards stocked with simple fare. Within half an hour, she had a hearty breakfast of ham, eggs, porridge and coffee waiting on the warming plate, as well as the previous night’s dishes washed and stacked on the table.

				After checking on Ivy and finding her still asleep, Minnie returned to the kitchen and helped herself to a modest portion. After last night’s exertions, her stomach rumbled and creaked, but she forced herself to eat slowly. It wouldn’t do to make herself ill. Who knew when she’d next have access to such a wealth of sustenance?

				Footsteps slapped on the floorboards upstairs, their rhythm just uneven enough to identify them as Mr. Brown’s. Minnie stood as he entered the kitchen and ducked a quick curtsy. “I hope you don’t mind, sir, but I took the liberty—”

				“Thank you.” He pulled a mug from the cupboard and helped himself to the coffee.

				“If you’d like to sit in your dining room, sir, I can bring you a plate.”

				Mr. Brown waved a hand. “Have a seat, Mrs. Shaw, and finish your breakfast. You’re a guest, not a servant.” After a second long gulp of the steaming coffee, he filled a plate with ham and eggs before joining her at the rough worktable. Lifting his fork, he closed his eyes and inhaled. “This smells heavenly.”

				“Thank you.” Cooking wasn’t a forte for Minnie, more of a survival skill, but eggs and ham were hard to muck up. “I hope you don’t mind that I took it upon myself to cook.” Servitude grated. Minnie had been in charge of her own life for so long, she hated to kowtow to anyone. Still, years as a junior employee had trained her to pretend.

				“Mind what? Having a hot meal for the first time in three days? Not at all.” He looked around as he ate. “You cleaned too. You didn’t need to do that.”

				Minnie stared down at her food. “It seemed like the least I could do.” Her appetite vanished with him sitting so close, so she picked at her oatmeal, nibbling on a raisin. The square jut of his jaw, clean shaven this morning, made her mouth water more than the food. She still wanted to touch it.

				“How is your daughter this morning?”

				“Not feverish. She’s still asleep.” Tears of relief stung at Minnie’s eyelids. “Dr. Grant said he’d like to see her again this morning, if that’s all right with you.”

				“So you said last night.” He shrugged. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

				“Well...” Minnie winced. “I assume you’d like us out of your house as soon as possible. I don’t want to impose on you longer than necessary.”

				Mr. Brown frowned and looked over at her. “What? Nonsense. You don’t have anywhere to go anyway. Your flat is a crime scene, remember?”

				Minnie nodded. “I suppose you’re right. Perhaps you have a suggestion? I don’t have enough money for a hotel.”

				“Stay here. There’s room.” He shrugged as if that was the final word on the subject.

				Minnie bristled. How dare he order her to remain in his home? Nonetheless, she bit back a reply about the impropriety of the situation. Improper was better than out on the street, regardless of his high-handedness. After a moment, she asked, “Did you find out any more about the murder last night? And Jane—has she been taken somewhere—for burial, I mean?” Better a pauper’s grave than none, although the idea stung.

				“She has. Do you know if she has any family?”

				“No.” Minnie was getting used to his abrupt conversation. “No one at all, I’m afraid. That’s why she and I had become so close. Neither of us had anyone else.”

				“Well, then. I’ve brought you some of her things. Thought you’d know who she’d want to have them.” He continued eating as if this was an everyday sort of discussion.

				“Thank you.” Minnie swallowed a lump in her throat. “I’ll save them for Ivy when she gets older. Jane would have liked that.”

				He made a noise that sounded vaguely approving and went back to eating in silence. Minnie wondered if she ought to be making small talk, but he seemed quite comfortable eating together without a word, so she simply continued her meal. She was almost finished when a knock sounded on the connecting door.

				“It’s open,” he called.

				A smiling Dr. Grant stepped into the kitchen. “How is everyone this morning?”

				Minnie led the doctor back to Ivy. They’d just reached the top step when the front doorbell chimed behind them. She paused, not quite certain if she should go down and answer it.

				Mr. Brown’s steps clattered in the hallway. “Go on. I’ve got it.”

				Minnie nodded and escorted the doctor into Ivy’s room.

				* * *

				Seb opened his front door and ushered Liam into his study. They chatted about the case, reaching no obvious conclusions, until Dr. Grant joined them. After Seb introduced the other two and encouraged the doctor to speak freely in front of Liam, Dr. Grant sat.

				“The child will be fine, it seems. She’s already much improved, though I told her mother to keep her abed for another day. It is odd, though. I’ve never seen any disease quite like it.”

				“Really?” Liam tipped his chin. “Explain, please.”

				“It’s the black perspiration. Strangest thing I’ve ever seen. It’s as if her body is excreting tar or soot.”

				Liam frowned. “I noticed the sheets in her flat were blackened. Do you think that might be from her illness?”

				“It must,” Grant agreed. “Though I’ve no idea how. According to the mother, she was covered in the black last night, while this morning, there’s only a trace. Whatever it is, it seems to be abating as she recovers.”

				“Odd. Would you do me the favor, Doctor, of checking with some of your colleagues, and perhaps seeing if anyone else has encountered such a malady?”

				“Of course. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go use the telephone in my office.” With a flicker of a bow, Grant took his leave.

				Seb drummed his fingers on his desk. “I can’t help but think this is connected to the murder. It’s too coincidental, otherwise.”

				Liam nodded. “My instincts tell me the same, but it does sound preposterous. I’ll deliver the sheet to Wink. Perhaps she can tell us more about the black sweat.”

				“Good. Meanwhile, I’ll go ask some questions at the dress shop and of the neighbors. Someone must know something.” A spark of something—almost like excitement—quivered along Seb’s spine. Most of the work he’d done since joining the police had been routine. Even the paranormal investigations his unit handled had been rather straightforward—find the rogue shifter or wizard and lock him up. This was truly a puzzle, and his mind had grasped hold of it. He was always eager to meet an intellectual challenge.

				Moments later, Mrs. Shaw joined them, and Seb found himself shuffled upstairs to watch over Ivy while Liam questioned the mother. Having absolutely no experience with children in a one-on-one situation, he sat awkwardly in the chair beside the bed until the little girl asked, “Are you really a policeman?”

				“I am,” he said.

				“Where’s your uniform?” Keen dark brown eyes peered at him from beneath a thick fringe of lashes. Except for her forthright manner, she didn’t look a thing like her mother.

				“I’m an inspector. We only wear uniforms for special occasions.” How did one even speak to a four-year-old? How much would she understand?

				“Oh.” She accepted his explanation without a blink. “Is this your house?”

				“Yes.”

				“Do you have any children here?” Her eyes grew wider, perhaps even hopeful.

				“I’m afraid not.” Why was she asking that?

				“Oh. I was hoping for someone to play with.” She frowned. “I have two dolls, so I could share with another girl.” She pulled two carefully sewn rag dolls from under the blankets. “This is Janie and this is Cathleen. My mama made them.” She sniffled. “Now the real Janie is an angel, just like the real Cathleen.”

				“I’m sorry,” Seb said. He’d no idea what to do with a crying child. He reached out and patted her shoulder. “It hurts when people you care about go away. Even for grown-ups.”

				“It does?” Ivy wiped her wrist across her eyes. Seb stared at the dolls, resisting the urge to hug the child. The craftsmanship was obvious. Mrs. Shaw must indeed be a talented seamstress, and she’d probably used scraps from the shop for the dolls’ elegant but mismatched clothes. “They’re very nice dolls.”

				“You think? Janie’s last beau said they were ugly when I asked him to play with me.”

				Panic began to burn in Seb’s stomach. Surely she wouldn’t expect him to play with her dolls? Would she? He grasped for an idea. “I don’t know how to play with dolls, but I could read you a story.”

				Ivy’s eyes perked up? “Really? I don’t see any books.”

				“They’re upstairs. Shall I just run and fetch one?” Surely there were still some children’s books left in the old nursery. He hadn’t set foot in that room since he’d been home.

				“All right.” She hugged the dolls to her chest. “But hurry.”

				Seb dashed up the stairs and into the nursery, still shrouded with dust covers. Luckily for him, the bookshelf was right where it had been when he was a child, so he grabbed a book of nursery rhymes and returned as fast as he could. He didn’t like leaving her alone when he was supposed to be watching over her. She sat against the pillows, one doll propped on either side of her. She gave him a regal nod as he sat and opened the book.

				Her eyes were sagging when Seb finished the first story. He read one more and was gratified to hear her snoring softly.

				Seb put the book down and stepped over to the bed. She was so tiny and fragile, and yet he could tell she had a strength of spirit many adults never developed. He reached out and pulled the coverlet closer to her chin. Then, leaving the door ajar, he returned to his study.

				“Ivy?” Mrs. Shaw looked up at him.

				“Asleep.” He resumed his seat.

				“One last thing, Mrs. Shaw.” Liam smiled at her in his usual charming fashion. “Do you know anything about Ivy sweating a black substance? The doctor seemed most confused.”

				Minnie nodded. “He told me. I couldn’t believe it at first—I’d never heard of such a thing.”

				“But then?” Seb heard the harsh rasp of his own voice even before he saw the woman flinch. Damn, he had to learn to be in gentle company again.

				“Then I remembered hearing something when I picked Ivy up from school one day. Two of the mothers were talking. It seems there were a handful of other children at the school who became ill. They weren’t worried about an epidemic, because it was never more than one or two at a time.” She bit her lip. “The thing is, none of those children survived. But the teacher assured the mothers the cases weren’t related. Then one of them crossed herself and said it was the ‘Scourge of the Black Death.’ I didn’t believe it, of course, but maybe that has something to do with Ivy’s...condition. Not the plague, but something else that makes the victims appear black.”

				Seb nodded. That was consistent with what she’d told him the night before.

				“That’s an excellent piece of information, Mrs. Shaw.” Liam stood and bowed to the woman. “I’ll be on my way. You’re to wait here until we contact you further. Seb has assured me you’re welcome.”

				Seb? She mouthed his name but didn’t speak aloud, merely nodded her acceptance of the superintendent’s order.

				After Liam left, Seb spoke. “Sebastian. My given name, that is. We were colleagues and friends before he became my superior.”

				“Ah. Thank you for the explanation. Is there anything else I can do? Perhaps prepare a meal, so your housekeeper won’t have to cook the minute she arrives home?”

				Seb shrugged. “If you like. There’s plenty of food in the icebox. Now, if you don’t mind, I have a couple more questions.”

				“Go ahead.” She straightened her spine, folding her hands more tightly in her lap.

				“How long ago did Mr. Shaw pass away?”

				She blanched. “Four—no—three and a half years.”

				She was lying. Was he not dead at all? Or had there never been a Mr. Shaw? He stared at her, daring her to hold his gaze. “Were you ever married? Or is Mr. Shaw a fiction? I’m not here to judge you—I just want to know if Ivy’s father could be a part of this.”

				“I have never been married.” She stared down at her hands, bristling with some emotion he couldn’t identify. “Truth to tell, I have no idea who Ivy’s father might be.”

				That wasn’t a lie, which still struck Seb as wrong. She didn’t seem like an indiscriminate woman, that there would have been so many men she didn’t know who had fathered her child. “Tell me about him. Were you raped?” Revolting as it was, it did happen, much more than the authorities liked to believe.

				“No.” Truth.

				“Then tell me.”

				She sighed, then looked up at Seb, her gaze locking on his. “Very well. But you must promise something first—if I tell you, you won’t use it to take Ivy away from me.”

				“I hardly think that’s likely—unless you’re a wanted criminal.” Any idiot could see she was an adoring and protective mother. Every child should be so lucky. He tried not to get so caught in those eyes that he forgot to question her properly.

				She studied his face and then nodded, obviously placing her trust in him. A flustered warmth swelled in his chest at that faith. “Ivy is not my natural daughter. I adopted her when her mother died in childbirth. I really do have no idea who fathered her. Cathleen—Cathleen Marie Neely, Ivy’s natural mother—never told me who he was, just that he was married.” Mostly truth.

				“That’s not quite true, is it? You know something.”

				Her eyes narrowed. “How can you tell?”

				He shrugged. “Professional training.”

				After a scowling pause, she surrendered with a dip of her chin. “I think she’d been seeing the husband of one of our patrons. I believe he was someone important—perhaps even a Member of Parliament. Whoever he was, though, he’d abandoned Cathleen when he found out she was with child. Gave her a tenner and arranged for the modiste to turn her off.”

				An MP? Perhaps there was something to this line of questioning. “Would you recognize him if you saw him?”

				“Probably.” Truth.

				“Anyway, after she passed, Jane and I found employment at a different dressmaker, way across town. The money wasn’t as good, but we changed our names, so no one would know that Ivy wasn’t mine.”

				“Jane and Cathleen, the names of her dolls. It was one way you could keep her mother in her thoughts without giving the game away.” And that spoke worlds about her intentions. She hadn’t stolen the child, she’d simply rescued her. The life of a London orphan was a grim one at best. Seb couldn’t justify taking the child from such a caring guardian to rot in an orphanage.

				Mrs. Shaw only nodded.

				“Do you think Ivy’s father might have found you? Might have been trying to steal his daughter back?” Seb rooted through his desk for a photograph—one he’d been given so he didn’t accidentally arrest an untouchable. While Seb wouldn’t let high office stop him if he saw fit, he knew he’d saved it for a reason.

				“I honestly don’t believe so. I don’t think he’d even acknowledge her existence if she was shoved in his face, and I doubt he knew of my existence, by either the name Shaw or Shepherd, which I used before.” Truth.

				“Here.” He showed her a photograph of the House of Commons, less than a year old. “Is the man here?”

				She studied the page intently and then nodded. “Here.” She pointed to a man in the back row. About thirty or thirty-five, an obvious dandy, he was also someone Seb recognized.

				“Andrew Mayfield. He’s dead. Hit by a steam car about a week after this was taken. His wife and children retired to the country, and a distant relation was appointed to fill his seat.” Seb shook his head. “I don’t see how he could be responsible, do you?”

				She grimaced. “No.”

				“Well, then, I’m off to ask some questions of your employer.”

				“Former employer,” she said. “I was let go when Ivy became ill.”

				“Former employer.” He coughed. “Make yourself and Ivy at home. There’s a nursery on the third floor. Help yourself to any toys or books you think she’d like. Or in here, if you like to read yourself.”

				He kicked himself. She might not even be able to read.

				Instead, she smiled. It transformed her face from pleasant to lovely, lighting up her eyes and showing the grace of her bone structure. “Thank you. I’d love to relax with a novel while Ivy naps. That’s been a rare luxury for me in the past few years.”

				“Well, there you go.” He gestured at the wall of shelves behind her. “Help yourself.”

				After he had her write down the names and addresses of both her former shop and the school Ivy attended in the basement of a local church, Seb collected his hat and set out. The wind had died down overnight, and although the air was still cold, it felt good to be out and about, away from the almost intoxicating presence of Mrs. Shaw—or rather Miss Shepherd.

				He wondered why she had never married. She was pretty enough, in her subdued fashion—beautiful when she smiled. Obviously, she was capable of deep and abiding love. She hadn’t lied when she’d said Ivy was her daughter. Minerva, as he chose to think of her, rather than the confusing Shaw or Shepherd, had truly adopted that child as her own. Seb vowed that whatever this case turned up, he was going to make sure that somehow, that small family would have an easier path.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Being alone in someone else’s home was an odd sort of feeling. Minnie found herself smiling as she folded and put away her borrowed clothing, making sure the Claypooles’ room was as tidy as when she’d found it. She started a soup with the hambone left from breakfast, dried beans and vegetables from the root cellar, and mixed up a batch of bread dough. When Ivy woke, Minnie played quietly with her, spreading regiments of toy soldiers out on the white coverlet. It was obvious that the last resident of the nursery had been male. Had Sebastian grown up in this house?

				Later, while Ivy napped, Minnie treated herself to a long, sweet-smelling bath, even washing her hair with the lemon-scented soap. Leaving her damp medium brown tresses hanging straight down her back to dry, she put on her last clean dress, the one she usually saved for church. She checked the soup and bread and gave the kitchen one last spit and polish. Finally out of obvious chores, she curled up in front of the gas fire in the parlor with a Jane Austen novel. As she lounged in warmth and comfort, it was hard to believe that only twenty-four hours earlier, she’d been utterly terrified. What a difference a day made.

				Now, she was still afraid, and she knew that later, when she wasn’t as concerned for Ivy, her grief for Jane would come back like an avalanche. It had been that way with Cathleen. Minnie hadn’t truly been able to grieve until they’d resettled, assured of Ivy’s safety as Minnie’s daughter. Then one night after Ivy was asleep, Minnie had wept until she was physically ill. It would happen again, she knew, dreading it. But not today, when Ivy’s safety was still in doubt.

				For now, Ivy slept secure in this house, and Minnie was warm and clean and ensconced in comfort. She liked this house, although given her druthers, she’d add a pillow or two and maybe a painting above the mantel.

				It was really too bad Sebastian—what a lovely name and it suited him perfectly—already had a housekeeper. Minnie would have applied for the position in a heartbeat. A little smile tugged at her lips. If it weren’t for Ivy and the need for Minnie to maintain a spotless reputation, she wouldn’t mind being more than just a housekeeper, despite his autocratic nature. Something about the stern but kind policeman touched Minnie’s heart and left her wanting things she’d long since put behind her. She hadn’t had a suitor since after Ivy was born, and there’d been precious few, even before then. Usually, Minnie shied away from men, having been hurt by one too many in her past. She could count her actual lovers on the fingers of one hand without using her thumb, or even all her fingers. For just a moment, she let her eyes drift shut, thinking of Sebastian’s strong, dependable face and his warm hazel eyes. A pity he didn’t have a wife and children. He’d have made a wonderful father.

				A small shriek woke Minnie sometime later. She looked up into the eyes of a very startled older woman. Her salt-and-pepper hair was confined in a tight bun, and her blue serge dress was cut almost exactly along the lines of the brown one Minnie had borrowed.

				Minnie blinked and brushed a few strands of hair out of her face. “Oh. Good afternoon, Mrs....” She paused a moment to remember the name. “Claypoole, right?” She sorted herself out enough to stand and bob a curtsy. “My name is Minnie Shaw. It’s a long story, why I’m here. Mostly that Dr. Grant’s house was full. My daughter’s upstairs. She was horribly sick yesterday, but now she’s recovering.”

				“I see.” The older woman eyed her up and down, then gave her a slight smile. “Are you the one who tidied up the kitchen and started dinner?”

				Minnie nodded. “I hope you don’t mind. I just thought it would make it easier on you when you returned.”

				“Not at all.” Mrs. Claypoole’s smile widened. “I simply thought Effie Parrish must’ve done it for some reason, though I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what. And the inspector—well, he’s good at a lot of things, but cooking isn’t one of them.”

				“It gets worse, I’m afraid.” Minnie couldn’t quite meet Mrs. Claypoole’s eyes. “I had to borrow some of your clothing. The inspector insisted. I’ve laundered everything and put it back exactly where I found it. I’m terribly sorry.”

				“Well, if Mr. Brown thought it was necessary, I’m sure it was.” With a brisk nod, the housekeeper began to back away. “Go ahead and get some more rest, girl. Looks like you could use it. Claypoole is the butler, so don’t be surprised if you see him about. Now that we’re back, you just give a call if you or the little one need anything. Dinner will be whenever Mr. Brown gets home, but you can have a tray whenever you like.”

				“Thank you. I’ll run up now and check on Ivy. We’re staying in the room at the top of the stairs, by the way. The doctor wanted her to stay in bed for another day, so we’ll likely leave tomorrow.” Minnie had no idea why she was rambling so. The woman seemed kind enough. If she had suspicions, she was too polite to show it.

				Before she could flee, the front door opened. Sebastian’s syncopated steps sounded from the hallway.

				“In here, sir,” called Mrs. Claypoole. “I was just meeting your guest.” One steel-gray brow arched, indicating that this was a test.

				He rounded the corner wearing a polite smile. “Good, good. Nice to have you back, Mrs. C. And how are you this afternoon, Mrs. Shaw?”

				Minnie felt herself flush as she dipped a curtsy. “Much better, Mr. Brown.”

				“Ivy’s resting well, I take it?”

				“Yes, sir. We played with some tin soldiers for a while on the bed, as you said we could. Then she went back to sleep.” Minnie didn’t mention that she had as well.

				“Soldiers, eh? I’ll be that was a first for her.” He grinned. “I’d forgotten all the toys were likely mine and therefore martial in nature. Good thing I happened across this on my way home.” He held up a book of paper dolls in the very latest fashions, his face taking on the slightest tinge of pink.

				He’d bought Ivy a gift? It seemed there was no end to his kindness. “Thank you. I’m sure she’ll be thrilled.” She looked up into his eyes. “Did you learn anything about Jane’s killer?”

				Mrs. Claypoole gasped.

				“Not much,” Sebastian said. “Being Sunday, the shop was closed, of course. I tracked your former employer down, but she had nothing of use to say. I went by the church and got the names of the people who run the ragged school. None of them were at their residence.”

				Minnie nodded. “The school should be open in the morning. I can go with you, if you like.”

				He opened his mouth as if in instinctive denial but stopped and shrugged. “We’ll see. Right now, I think I hear your daughter stirring.” He thrust the book into Minnie’s hand and nodded to both her and Mrs. Claypoole. “If either of you need me, I’ll be in my study. Please let me know when supper’s ready. Mrs. Shaw, I hope you’ll join me at the table?”

				Minnie gulped. She felt like such a fraud when he insisted on treating her as a proper guest. She’d have felt lucky being asked to eat in the kitchen with the Claypooles. At least this time, he’d asked rather than ordered. That was progress.

				“Oh, and Sir Liam will be here afterward. He has some things he wishes to discuss.” His tone brooked no argument whatsoever.

				Minnie dipped her head and turned toward the stairs, just in time to hear Ivy call, “Mama?” Apparently he had the hearing of a cat, if he’d heard her waking moments earlier.

				As she hurried up the stairs, Minnie could feel the weight of Sebastian’s gaze follow her.

				* * *

				Watching her move up the stairs, Seb drank in the sight of Minerva with her hair hanging down. Neither raven nor golden nor copper nor any other distinctive color, it was a soft, middling shade of brown. It ought to have seemed ordinary, but somehow, on her, with her soft, slender curves and gentle face, it seemed perfect. Freshly washed, it hung in a straight, shining curtain to the center of her back, swaying as she moved. So did her bottom, swishing beneath her skirt and petticoat, with no hoops to disguise her outline.

				“Will Mrs. Shaw be staying long, Mr. Brown?” Mrs. Claypoole stood before him with one eyebrow lifted, no sign of approval or disdain on her round, usually cheerful face. “And the child, of course. How old is she, by the way? I may need to alter my grocery orders.”

				“Four.” He answered the easy question first. “Ivy’s four, and seems a bright little thing. As to how long, I don’t know. Their flat is currently the scene of a murder investigation. I imagine they’ll return home once we’ve cleared it and locked up the perpetrator.”

				“Murder! Good heavens.” Both eyebrows lifted this time. “Well, then. I suppose there’s no point locking up the silver. She could have made off with it this afternoon, rather that falling asleep with a book.”

				Seb glanced at the novel on the floor beside the sofa. “She’s—they’ve—had a rough night. Hell, they’ve had a tough few years, let alone the last week. I’m quite sure that Mrs. Shaw is no thief.”

				“She had supper started when Claypoole and I returned,” Mrs. C said. “And she’d done the washing and cleaned the kitchen. I’d say she’s a girl used to earning her keep.”

				“Yes. A seamstress.” Which didn’t at all explain her educated speech and fondness for novels. She’d been more than a bottom-tier sewing girl at some point, or Seb would eat his hat. “Expect Sir Liam at eight. Please be sure supper is over in time.”

				“Yes, Mr. Brown. Six sharp.” Mrs. C nodded but there was no serious deference in her tone or her smile. The woman had been in the family’s employ since Seb was a toddler. She knew he didn’t mean anything with his gruffness. “Find out if the mite has any favorites, would you? I do the marketing tomorrow.” With that she marched back to the kitchen while Seb stepped into his study.

				He sat at his desk, writing up his report for the day’s futile investigations. The reverend had confirmed that several students from the school had passed away recently, but he’d added that with the lung disease prevalent among London’s poor, it wasn’t any surprise. There was a charity group that provided filtration masks to the students, but there were always some who lost or even sold theirs.

				This “Black Death,” though, wasn’t the typical black lung disease found all over London, and it sure as hell wasn’t the black plague that had devastated Europe in centuries past. If Dr. Grant had never seen it before, odds were good that it was, indeed, something new. Perhaps Liam would know more when he had a chance to ask Wink.

				Dinner proved to be mostly silence, but to Seb’s relief, it wasn’t an awkward one. Minerva seemed to be perfectly content to eat her food without chattering like a magpie. Once in a while, she’d ask a question about the investigation, or he’d ask one about her background. The other would answer and they’d relapse into comfortable quiet, much as if they’d done this a hundred times before. Seb’s only disappointment was that she’d put her hair back up in its braided coronet. One thing he missed about India was that so many more of the women had worn their hair down. Come to think of it, he wouldn’t mind seeing Minerva in a thin silk sari either. Particularly in some cheerful shade of pink or blue.

				After the meal, they retired to the parlor to wait for Liam. “Do you play chess?” he asked on impulse.

				“Not well.” Minerva gave a wry smile. “But I’m a dab hand at gin rummy. Have you any cards?”

				“Of course.” He did somewhere. It was practically a rule, wasn’t it, in any proper house? He’d played gin before. He simply couldn’t remember when. Somewhere in India, no doubt, with the wives and daughters of other Englishmen. He found a deck in the second drawer he checked, and settled across from her with a small table between them.

				She slaughtered him. There was no other word for it. He was down two games to none when the doorbell chimed and Claypoole showed Liam into the parlor—unexpectedly accompanied by his wife. Seb stood and moved the card table off to the side before introducing Minerva to Wink, who actually wore a tailored walking dress instead of her usual coveralls. As usual, George, Wink’s masterpiece creation, stood right behind her. Seb finished up with, “And the mastiff is George. I encourage you to treat him as if he’s alive. The rest of us do.”

				Minerva stood and curtsied. “Lady McCullough. It’s an honor to meet you.” She smiled tentatively at the huge automaton dog. “And George too, of course.”

				Wink caught Minerva’s hands. “Call us Wink and Liam. You’re Seb’s guest, and he’s a dear family friend. Besides, it’ll make us all more comfortable.”

				A pulse beat at Minerva’s temple, but she nodded. “Very well. I’m Minnie, then.”

				Mrs. Claypoole brought in a tea tray, and Seb gestured for Minnie to pour, which she did with ease, again proving there were depths to her background that she hadn’t shared.

				“I had Wink look at the samples of the black perspiration,” Liam said. “I’d like her to explain what she saw, as I’m not sure I could.”

				Wink nodded. “It’s a concept that as far as I understood is only theoretical, but I can’t see any other explanation. You’ve heard that with recent advances in microscopy, scientists have discovered that most diseases seem to involve microscopic organisms—we’re calling them bacteria, at this point. We’re pretty sure that these organisms actually cause the disease. People transfer them, one to another, like a dog transfers fleas—through touching, kissing, even from touching the same objects. Mind you, these are too small to be seen by the naked eye, so no one knows when this happens, probably all the time.”

				“I’d read that,” Seb said. “Go on.” Minerva’s expression was blank, and Seb resisted the urge to reach over and hold her hand.

				“Well, I studied the black particles.” Wink fairly quivered with excitement at the discovery, and Liam gazed at her with so much pride and love it nearly hurt to witness. “Each one seems to be completely encased in some sort of tiny jellyfish-like bacterium. The organism itself is dead, and I haven’t yet been able to separate one from around the carbon particle in the center. From what I’ve seen so far, it’s as if the bacteria took particles of soot out of your daughter’s body and actually pulled them out through the sweat glands in her skin. I’m going to bring in a physician to help me with the research.”

				“Use Dr. Grant, next door.” Seb pointed over his shoulder toward the doctor’s house. “He’s been treating Ivy and he’s familiar with things that are...out of the ordinary.”

				“True. He’s done some work with my father,” Wink agreed. “If I’m correct, this is a man-made bacterium. Which makes it definitely of interest to the police and...other organizations.”

				“Of course.” Seb knew the Order of the Round Table would be more than a little interested. In charge of policing paranormal and advanced scientific criminals in the Empire, the Order liked to always know about anything going on. Seb had planned to call his cousin but would be just as glad for Liam to inform his father-in-law instead. Merrick Hadrian was far more pleasant to deal with than Sir Algernon Brown. Seb’s cousin had always resented the fact that Seb’s father had been a Knight. In Algernon’s world, there could only be one Knight to a family. Even Seb’s gifts, minor though they were, irritated his younger cousin.

				“Minnie, would it be possible for you to introduce me to Ivy? I hate to wake her up, but it would really help me understand what’s going on. It’s quite possible that if someone engineered this disease, he’s also the one who tried to kidnap your daughter.” Wink gave Minerva a winning smile. “I’ve eight younger brothers and sisters, so I assure you, I’m quite competent with small children.”

				“Eight?” Seb started counting Hadrians on his fingers. “Did your mother just have another?”

				Wink chuckled. “No. I’m counting Tommy. He’s a few months younger and I never let him forget it.” She turned to Minerva. “He’s actually my foster brother, which is why Seb was confused. Most people think he’s older too, but he’s not. So my younger siblings range from Tommy at twenty-four down to one-year-old Vivienne. I won’t do anything to frighten your daughter.”

				“Nine children? Your parents must be brave. Being responsible for one terrifies me half the time.” Minerva stood. “Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse us?”

				* * *

				This tall, confident woman with the glorious copper hair was only twenty-four? And married to a superintendent of police who’d already been knighted? Minnie felt even more like a drab little mouse as she led Wink up the stairs. No, make that a drab little middle-aged mouse. She was a full decade older than Wink. She was probably also older than Liam. Based on the few strands of silver at his temples, at least Sebastian didn’t make her feel ancient.

				Wink caught Minnie’s eye and smiled. “Know that Seb and all of us will do everything we can—and we can do quite a bit.” Her features hardened for just a moment, and Minnie saw something she’d missed before—this woman had seen something of the darkness in the world and she’d worked to come out on top.

				When Minnie eased open the door, Ivy was sitting up in bed, quietly playing with her new paper dolls. “Well, I see we don’t need to worry about waking you. Ivy, this is Lady McCullough, a friend of Mr. Brown’s. She wanted to meet you.”

				“Hullo, Ivy. I hear you’re feeling much better today.” Wink stepped up to the bed. Her tone was kind, but not at all condescending like most adults addressing a young child. “Do you mind telling me a little bit about being sick?”

				Ivy looked up to Minnie, who nodded. “I didn’t like it. It hurt. I felt hot and then cold and wet and icky all the time.”

				“Icky?” Wink grinned. “I’ll bet. I hate being sick too. But what was icky?”

				“The black stuff. All over me.” Ivy shuddered. “Even in my piddle.”

				Wink arched a brow at Minnie, who nodded. “In her urine.”

				“Is the black stuff gone now?”

				Ivy nodded. “From my skin. I still piddle gray.” She looked up at Minnie. “I don’t like being sick, Mama. Don’t want to anymore.”

				“Me either, poppet.” Minnie turned to Wink. “She’d never been ill before a day in her life. It was as if she had a lucky charm or something.”

				“Hmmm.” Wink sat down beside Ivy on the bed. “Ivy, can I take a look at your ears?”

				Ivy shrugged, so Minnie brushed back a loose strand of hair. “The boys at school say they’re pointy, but they’re just being mean.”

				“Well, they do almost come to a point, don’t they?” Wink tweaked one of the almost-points. “I think they’re very nice.”

				“You do?” Ivy looked wide-eyed. “Are you a real Lady?”

				Wink laughed. “Sort of. My husband is a knight, so I get to be called Lady. But you want to know a secret?”

				Ivy nodded.

				“I’m not a very good one.” The redhead winked at Ivy. “Most of the time I’m not all dressed up. I like to build things and sometimes I even wear trousers.”

				Ivy’s jaw dropped into a wide O.

				“Now your mama and I are going back downstairs. Maybe I’ll see you again, all right?”

				“All right.”

				“Go to sleep, poppet.” Minnie kissed Ivy on the head. “You still need to get plenty of rest to finish getting better.” She turned Ivy’s gas lamp down to a muted glow and collected the dolls from the bed before following Wink down the stairs.

				“She’s adorable,” Wink said. “We shall have to introduce her to Will and Rose. She’s right between them in age.”

				“That would be lovely,” Minnie said. It would never happen. Imagine the child of an East End seamstress playing with those of a titled lady. Poor Ivy wouldn’t even have anything appropriate to wear.

				They rejoined the men and Wink immediately went to her husband. “I think Ivy needs to meet Mum and Papa.”

				Minnie gaped. Even Sebastian lifted his eyebrows.

				Liam said, “Oh?”

				Wink nodded. “It’s something Minnie said. Ivy’s never been ill before. And of all the children with this artificial disease, she’s the only survivor. Plus, she has pointed ears. I think she’s like Mum.”

				Sebastian frowned and then shrugged. “It’s possible. I’m not good at that sort of detection, not like Merrick would be, but I can see the logic. It does seem like there’s...something about her.”

				“What on earth are you all talking about?” Minnie crossed her arms and glared at Sebastian. “Explain, if you please.”

				“We’ll take our leave now.” Liam caught his wife by the arm.

				Wink started to follow him, but just as she reached the door, she turned back to Minnie and beamed. “Why don’t the three of you come over for dinner tomorrow? Mum and Papa are in town with the children, so if Ivy’s feeling well, she can play with them.”

				“We’ll be there, if Ivy’s up to it.” Sebastian spoke before Minnie could form a polite refusal. “I’d like to see Merrick and Caroline again.” He turned to Minnie. “Wink’s parents are Lord and Lady Northland. I think you’ll enjoy them.”

				The McCulloughs departed. Minnie waited until after the door closed to whirl on Sebastian. She’d had all of his high-handedness she could stand. “How dare you? I can’t go to a dinner party—even a children’s party—at the home of a knight of the realm. Let alone meet a lord and a lady. This is my very best dress.” She gestured down at her plain navy woolen gown with white collar and cuffs. “What on earth do you think I could wear? And what about Ivy? Do you want the children to laugh at the poor urchin in their midst? She barely has shoes, she’s been growing so fast.”

				Sebastian, a patient smile on his face, held up a hand. “Believe me, the Hadrians aren’t your typical nobles. Caroline was the governess before she married. Wink and the other older children were street urchins they adopted. They understand poverty, far more, I think, than even you do. For all your troubles, you’ve never been homeless, have you?”

				“Only for a little while, when I first came to London. And now.” Still. Minnie shook her head. Winifred McCullough a street urchin? It was almost beyond belief, and yet there’d been something in her eyes—Minnie recognized a fellow survivor when she saw one. “All right. We’ll go. Just know how miserable I’m going to be.”

				“Actually, I have an idea. Come with me.” He caught her hand and pulled her toward the stairs.

				“I’m getting a little tired of being ordered about.” Minnie resisted his tug.

				“Fine. Do what you want.” He threw up his hands. “But I’ve something you might like to see. Will you please come with me?”

				“Very well.” She allowed him to take her arm and lead her up the stairs.

				Minnie blinked when they bypassed the second-floor bedrooms and the third floor with the nursery and two smaller chambers. At the very top of the house was an attic, stuffed with dust-covered furniture and stacks of trunks. Here were the paintings and knickknacks she’d have expected in such a house. All of them were ornate and feminine, which she could see wouldn’t be to Sebastian’s taste.

				“Over here.” He moved to a wardrobe trunk stacked with two others that matched. “When my mother moved to Italy, she bought a whole new wardrobe and left her old things here. They’re about two years out of date, but you’re a dressmaker. You can do something to fix that.”

				“You want me to make over your mother’s clothing?” Minnie watched as he opened the first trunk to reveal a riot of colors of silk, velvet and satin. Her fingers itched to touch the fine fabrics. That was the part of her work she loved—taking luxurious material and turning into a gown meant to showcase a woman’s individual beauty.

				“Well, not all of them, of course. But one for tomorrow. Perhaps a few others, just so you have what you need. Mother won’t ever wear them again. I just hadn’t gotten around to giving them to charity.”

				Minnie narrowed her eyes and glared up at him. “I am not charity.” She poked him in the chest with one index finger. Although she was, really, wasn’t she? Staying here like this with no payment was exactly that. After all, a woman had her pride.

				“Did I say you were?” Sebastian ran his hand through his hair. “I just thought this would be faster than ordering something new. If you don’t care for any of it, there are two more trunks.”

				He didn’t have the faintest notion of what was bothering her. Minnie wasn’t sure if she wanted to smack him on the head or kiss him. It occurred to her that he might not be as autocratic as he appeared. It might just be that he wasn’t any good at communication. Instead of treating her like a beggar, once again, he simply offered what he saw as a practical solution. A little bit of Minnie’s resistance to him melted away.

				She turned to the trunk and pulled out the least vibrant color she saw—a brown and terra-cotta tweed dress designed for walking out of doors, probably in the country. It was too long, and big in the bust, but the waist was about right. Sebastian’s mother was tall and slender.

				“Not that one.” Sebastian wrinkled his nose and plucked a different gown from the rack. “How about this?” He held up a vivid cornflower-blue gown, suitable for an informal dinner. With a wide skirt and moderate neckline with puffed sleeves, it would be fairly simple to alter. At least it wasn’t full of ruffles or ruching.

				“I don’t have hoops,” was the first thing that came out of her mouth.

				Sebastian rolled his eyes. “We’ll check the other trunk. When Mother gets a new wardrobe, she doesn’t stop with her outer garments. There will be nightgowns, stockings, shoes, you name it. Help yourself. Maybe you can find something to turn into a dress for Ivy. A pelisse or some such thing with lots of fabric.”

				Minnie just nodded. There was no point arguing when he was right. She could easily turn the green evening cloak hanging in front of her into a simple smocked dress. She selected that, then plucked a selection of undergarments from the next trunk. Those would require alteration too, but would go more quickly as appearance wouldn’t matter. “In one day,” she muttered. “I’d better get to work.”

				He held out his arms and accepted the garments she’d picked out. “Mrs. Claypoole will have thread and such. I think she even has a mechanical sewing engine, if you’ve ever used one of those.”

				“I have. That will make things go more quickly.”

				Minnie followed him back down the stairs. He entered the third bedroom, between his and the one she shared with Ivy. “You can sew in in here. I’ll bring up the machine. Don’t stay up all night.” He dropped the clothes on the bed and turned to leave.

				“Wait.” Minnie reached out and caught his arm. “What did Wink—Lady McCullough—mean when she said she thought Ivy was like her mother? What did that have to do with Ivy having never been ill?”

				Sebastian sighed. “That’s a very, very long story. I’d rather sit down for it, if you don’t mind. Will you join me in my study?” They made their way back downstairs. Once in his study, Sebastian poured himself a brandy, then offered a second glass to Minnie. She nodded. Whatever he was about to tell her, it seemed as if she’d need some fortification. She took a seat at one of two leather club chairs on either side of the hearth. He handed her a glass before taking his own seat.

				He swirled the amber liquid around in his snifter. “I told you Wink grew up on the street and that she was adopted. She wasn’t small—fifteen or sixteen, I believe. Her adoptive mother is actually younger than I am. Perhaps about your age.”

				“I’m thirty-four,” she answered absently, though she didn’t see the connection. “I was the ‘mum’ of our little crowd. Jane and Cathleen were both in their twenties.”

				“Well, one of the reasons Merrick Hadrian, Lord Northland, found these children is that some of them have special abilities. You know, of course, that vampyres exist.”

				Minnie sipped the brandy, feeling it burn as she swallowed. “Like everyone. I’m just lucky none were hunting last night.”

				“Quite.” He frowned. “But that’s another discussion. Merrick belongs to a group that is tasked with hunting supernatural predators. In recent years, due to an increase in technology and the supernatural overlapping one another, their mandate has been broadened to include those using advanced science to cause harm. It’s a hereditary organization, and there are some special gifts that go along with the position. He has a knack for knowing when someone near him is also out of the ordinary.”

				“Go on.” Minnie gripped the arm of her chair with the hand not holding the glass.

				“He was hunting one night when he came across a group of children who also fought against the undead. They helped him, and he offered them a home. Part of the reason was that the oldest boy shared the same abilities as Merrick. Merrick did some research and discovered he was that lost son of a fellow Knight. Now Tom is a member of the organization in his own right.”

				“That’s Wink’s foster brother. The one you forgot to count.” Minnie risked a little smile.

				“Correct. Several of the other children had gifts as well. Wink’s talent for mechanics is nearly inhuman. A sister sees ghosts. One of the boys has visions of the future. The only one with no supernatural ability is possibly the most brilliant student Oxford has ever seen. He’s reading law at the moment.”

				“That’s fascinating,” Minnie said. “But tell me more about the mother.”

				“Merrick hired Caroline as governess, to help civilize the five street children.” Sebastian set down his empty glass. “They fell in love, married and adopted all but Tom. Since then, they’ve had four of their own. Those four children, like their mother, seem to have a natural immunity to most diseases—not all but most.”

				“How?” Minnie took another miniscule sip.

				“Merrick believes that Caroline is part Fae, or Sidhe, or Fairy if you will. She also has slightly pointed ears, a feature I’ve noticed on Ivy, although not quite to the same degree.” He held her gaze intently, as if daring her to disbelieve his lunatic tale.

				Minnie wanted to laugh off everything he’d said—and yet, she couldn’t. Something about his face insisted he was speaking in perfect honesty and from a place of absolute certainty. “You have personal knowledge of this organization, don’t you? Are you a part of it?”

				“No.” He tapped his fingers on his chair. “But my father was. I grew up hoping, but I never quite developed the powers required. A cousin of mine is currently a member, and of course Liam and I work with them as police liaisons.”

				“And Wink? Are women in this group as well?”

				He shook his head. “Not yet, although I see that changing soon. There are women who work for the Order. Wink’s role is providing technology, hoping to keep the side of good ahead of the evil.”

				“Order?” Minnie remembered Wink mentioning that word too.

				Now Sebastian grimaced. “The Order of the Round Table. You may have heard of it.”

				An incredulous laugh burst from Minnie’s throat. “You’re bamming me.”

				Sebastian sighed. “No. It’s real. Most of the members are descendants of Arthur’s original circle. A few families have been added over the years.”

				“And you?” She couldn’t help teasing him. “Which noble Knight are you and your cousin descended from?”

				He mimed a bow. “Sir Brunor le Noir, of course. We were bound to have ended up either Brown or Black, don’t you think? Not the most elegant of the Knights, perhaps, but there you go.”

				Minnie rubbed the back of her neck with a hand. “Do you really think Ivy is part...something?”

				Sebastian shrugged. “It’s a real possibility. I told you I don’t have much in the way of power, but there are a few things I can sense. Lying for one. It’s useful for a soldier or policeman. And I can usually tell when someone has supernatural blood. I truly think Ivy does.”

				“Did you ever meet her father, the MP? Was he a...fairy?”

				“No.” Sebastian shook his head. “A bastard, but a fully human one. It must have been her mother. Cathleen is an Irish name. There’s more Fae blood in the Celtic lands than in England proper.”

				“’Tis possible, I suppose.” Such a thing would never have occurred to Minnie in a million years, and yet—Cathleen had possessed a fey, elfin quality, along with adorably pointed ears. “Cathleen was never ill that I know of, but surely such a heritage would have protected her from dying during childbirth.”

				Sebastian scrubbed his hand through his hair. “I don’t know exactly how it works, but I think Caroline is just as vulnerable to physical injury as everyone else. Perhaps something was...damaged by the birth.”

				“She couldn’t stop bleeding.” Minnie remembered every moment of watching the life slowly ebb from her dear friend’s eyes. “I suppose you could be right. It’s a shame this information is unavailable to those who might need it.”

				His expression hardened. “You must swear to never reveal any of what I’ve just told you. I trusted you, Minerva Shepherd Shaw. But the lives of my family and friends may depend upon your silence.”

				Minnie touched her hand to her heart. “I promise. I would never betray you in that fashion. Not after all you’ve done for me and Ivy.”

				“I can hear the truth in your voice.” He stood. “If we’re done here, I’ll go fetch that sewing engine. Tomorrow morning, I’ll be visiting the school and the dress shop, so you’ll have plenty of time before we leave for the party.” His face had returned to its neutral, unreadable expression but Minnie knew an order when she heard one.

				So much for her plan to go with him. She made a small face, which caused his eyes to crinkle. “Of course. Thank you again, Mr. Brown. For trusting me, as well as everything else.”

				He dipped his head, but this time his lips twitched as well. “As always, you’re very welcome.”

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Seb hauled the heavy sewing engine upstairs and filled
					its copper boiler. Mrs. Claypoole had taken Minerva and Ivy under her wing like
					a pair of lost ducklings, so she was eager to lend her needlework equipment to
					the process, along with her help. Seb left the two women discussing designs and
					fled to the comfort of his study.

				He’d told her about the Order—a serious violation of promises
					he’d willingly given. If Ivy developed powers, though, she’d need their help,
					and times of need were always exceptions. He truly believed that Minerva would
					take the knowledge to her grave rather than abuse it.

				Ivy’s heritage might also allow him to draw the resources of
					the Order further into the investigation, although they were already interested,
					thanks to Wink’s knowledge about the engineered bacteria. His superiors, other
					than Liam, would be skeptical of such a case, and in truth, some of them would
					see no purpose in worrying overmuch about a poor seamstress and a handful of
					children from the slums. It would be good to have the Order’s influence behind
					him.

				He checked over his notes, adding details and jotting down
					theories as they popped into his mind. One that kept cropping up was that this
					monster, who’d apparently killed Jane without remorse, was trying to get to Ivy.
					But why? Was he angry that she hadn’t succumbed, or had she seen or heard
					something that could be incriminating? It was also possible that he’d wanted to
					take her alive. Why, then? To study her response to the disease? That idea
					settled smoothly into Seb’s consciousness, like a puzzle piece locking into
					place. Yes, that was it. The villain wanted to know how Ivy had survived.
					Perhaps that was the goal all along, to make a microbe that didn’t kill the host
					but was actually beneficial.

				The more Seb pursued this line of thinking, the more it fit.
					This man didn’t consider himself a killer, he was a scientist. Perhaps he even
					thought himself a savior. If Wink’s ideas were correct, and this bacteria
					cleaned soot from the body, mainly the lungs, then such a thing would indeed
					extend the lives of innumerable city dwellers, in London and throughout the
					world. If his research could be discovered intact, honest scientists, ones who
					didn’t kill to further their work, could possibly refine it and work
					miracles.

				So who had Ivy been exposed to who had that kind of expertise?
					It galled that Seb couldn’t do any more to find out tonight. Ivy was a special
					child, one who ought to be protected and cared for. As was her mother. He hadn’t
					felt such a wave of affection and determination in a long time, and that had
					ended in devastation. Seb didn’t know if he could live through that again. In
					just two short days, he’d become used to Minerva’s quiet efficiency and Ivy’s
					laughter as she played, even while bedridden. When he solved this case, they’d
					be gone again, safe from this murderer, but alone and without income in a very
					unsafe world. It didn’t bear thinking about, so of course he couldn’t get it out
					of his mind. He eyed the brandy decanter, but that was no solution. He had
					enough pride not to let Minerva see him blind drunk. His days of using that as a
					crutch were over.

				After the sewing session had finished and Minerva had closed
					herself in the bedroom with Ivy, Seb ventured upstairs to his own room. Sleep
					was elusive and, as was often the case, interrupted by dreams.

				In his mind, he was back in India. The heat was overwhelming,
					even worse with so many souls crammed behind the walls of Lucknow trying to
					survive the siege. Sickness and hunger swept through the huddled crowd. One by
					one they started dying—the old and very young first. Sebastian’s wound festered,
					and the fever made the heat seem like the fires of hell itself. But Vidya tended
					him, reminding him that he had to survive so they could marry and he could take
					her back to England. She spoke only English, claiming she needed the
					practice.

				As always in the dream, he relived his weeks with Vidya. Theirs
					hadn’t been a love match. Vidya was the natural daughter of the highly ranked
					official of the East India Company who’d housed Seb and his men during the
					siege. Seb had agreed to marry the dusky-skinned beauty after she’d seduced him,
					but he’d become fond of her and he’d looked forward to their marriage. Mostly
					he’d looked forward to the idea of having a family of his own. He was sure
					everyone in the house knew they’d anticipated their vows, but he hadn’t cared.
					The plan was to marry as soon as they could find a parson.

				Then one day she hadn’t come to tend his wound. One of the
					servants said she’d taken ill overnight. He’d used a crutch and staggered to her
					bedside just hours before she died. Just like that, she’d sickened and been
					gone, while all he could do was lie helplessly beside her and watch. Worst of
					all, he hadn’t died himself. Hundreds of men, women and children had, but Seb
					had been forced to witness the horror and survive it. Still caught in the dream,
					he looked over Vidya’s lifeless corpse and saw a street full of dead children.
					He opened his mouth to scream.

				And shook himself awake before he could. Even wrapped in the
					midst of the nightmare, he somehow remembered that Ivy was just down the hall,
					and he didn’t want to frighten her.

				Well. That was something. The dream hadn’t gone on and on, with
					him screaming until he was hoarse.

				A tap sounded on his bedroom door, and Seb nearly leaped out of
					bed. “Who is it?” His throat felt rusty and awkward.

				“Me, Minnie,” came a voice. “I thought I heard moaning. Are you
					all right, Mr. Brown?”

				“I’m fine.” His hand shook as the lie came out of his
					mouth.

				“Can I come in?” Her voice was stern, as if she was speaking to
					Ivy.

				“No. It isn’t decent.” He reached down to find he’d gone to
					sleep in his drawers, instead of the buff. That was a small salve to his
					pride—an important detail to remember when the doorknob started to turn.

				“Go back to bed.” He pulled the covers up tightly around his
					waist. “I told you I’m fine.”

				“Well, I’m not.” The door swung open and Minerva came in, a
					thin robe wrapped around her white cotton nightgown and an oil lamp in her hand.
					“You must have realized by now that I don’t take orders very well, except from
					my employer. Otherwise, I do what I think best. I know what nightmares sound
					like, Mr. Brown.”

				“Since you’re standing in my bedroom in the middle of the
					night, you might as well call me Seb.” God, he sounded testy as a child denied a
					treat.

				“Well, then, Sebastian, as I was
					saying, I know what nightmares sound like.”

				He loved the way his full name sounded in her stubborn,
					slightly raspy voice. Still, he scowled at her. “We all have nightmares. It
					doesn’t matter.”

				“I know what they sound like, as I said, but I also know how
					miserable it is to be alone with them. Won’t you tell me what it was about?”
					With utter disdain for any sense of propriety, she set the lamp on his dresser
					and perched on the end of his bed. “Mine got ever so much better once I told
					Jane about them.”

				“I suspect mine are a great deal more violent than yours.” He
					snorted and tried not to think about wrapping her thick braid around his wrist.
					Lust and some other emotion surged within him, shocking him with its intensity.
					He hadn’t been a monk since returning home, but desire had never been more than
					a simple bodily function. Not since Vidya, and even that had been a
					predominantly physical connection, though he’d been fond of her. Vidya had been
					a practiced and determined temptress. Minerva tempted him without knowing it, in
					a shapeless robe and high-necked nightgown, and roused feelings Seb didn’t want
					to put a name to.

				“You’d be surprised,” she said flatly. “The world isn’t kind to
					a young woman on her own. I’ve seen my own share of violence.”

				He lifted a single brow, not commanding her to explain, but
					offering her the chance if she wished.

				Minerva sighed. “I wasn’t always a Londoner, you know. I didn’t
					grow up in this life.”

				“I’d gathered that. Your speech patterns suggest somewhere on
					the southern coast.” He waited for her to continue.

				She nodded. “Portsmouth. My father was a modestly wealthy
					merchant, with warehouses and several stores. My mother owned a dressmaking shop
					in town. After they married, she retired, of course, but always kept her hand
					in, sewing for me and my sister. Fortunately, she taught us as well. That’s the
					only reason I was able to make an honest living.”

				“You have a sister?” He lifted his eyebrow again.

				Minerva shrugged. “I did. I’ve no idea if she’s still living.
					My parents disowned me when I was seventeen. I’ve had no contact with them
					since.”

				He sat up straighter. “Why the hell would they do that?”

				She grimaced. “I’d let myself be seduced by one of my father’s
					assistants. We were caught. The neighbors were scandalized. Rather than marry
					me, he fled, but not before he convinced them it was all my doing. My father was
					a very devout man. They cast me out with a few shillings and the clothes on my
					back.”

				Seb let loose a string of curses that he shouldn’t have even
					thought about in front of a lady. “Then what?”

				“I came to London to find work. I sold my watch for train fare,
					but I didn’t have enough money for lodgings. That first night...” She blanched
					and swallowed convulsively, her skin fading to a sallow shade. “Yes, Sebastian.
					I am familiar with violence on a very personal level.”

				“If he still lives, I will kill him.” The words came out of his
					mouth of their own volition as fury surged in his gut.

				A ghost of a smile flitted across her lips. “Thank you for
					that. He doesn’t. I’d also taken a dagger from my father’s study. The man was
					too strong, and I couldn’t get to it at first. But when he reached down to pull
					my skirts up, I stabbed him. He was heavy, so I lay beneath him for some time
					while he bled out on top of me. I was afraid I’d be arrested before I could get
					away. Eventually I squiggled out and ran as fast as my feet could take me, even
					though I had nowhere to go.” She broke off and sniffed. “And that, Sebastian, is
					my nightmare. Not the rape I avoided, but the murder I committed with my own
					hands.”

				“Christ.” He couldn’t stand her pain. It felt like vicious
					claws raking his stomach. He dragged her into his lap and wrapped his arms
					around her as much for his sake as hers. To his relief, she wound her arms
					around his naked chest as well and laid her head against him. Her sadness was
					his undoing. The words came pouring out, all about India, Lucknow, Vidya and all
					the lives he couldn’t save. “Vidya was pregnant when she died.”

				“Oh, Sebastian. I’m so very sorry for your loss.” She squeezed
					him tight. “I know how frightened I was when Ivy was ill. I can’t imagine...”
					Her voice choked off with a sob.

				He shook his head, not wanting her sympathy. “There were so
					many losses, many more than my own. A new life, not even formed yet—not even
						certain yet, though she and I both believed it
					to be true—that one loss shouldn’t overpower the thousands who died in the
					uprising.”

				“No human being could have saved them all. I’ll not say it was
					God’s will.” She rubbed his cheek with her thumb. “I don’t really believe that.
					But war is not something one man can change, certainly not one single soldier.
					You saved as many as you could, and with your work, you still do. You saved Ivy.
					You saved me. I’ll be grateful to you ’til the end of my days.”

				“I don’t want your gratitude.” Hoping his grated words hadn’t
					been too harsh, he looked down into her tear-streaked face.

				She smiled up. “I know. You have it anyway, along with my
					friendship. You’re a good man, Sebastian Brown. I won’t let anyone, even you,
					say otherwise.”

				Seb growled. He wanted to tell her she was wrong. He wanted to
					tell her she was beautiful in the lamplight, the shadows making her eyes even
					bigger, her chin more sweetly pointed. Instead, without a moment’s
					consideration, he leaned down and kissed her. One touch of her soft, full lips,
					and he’d ascended from hell into heaven.

				* * *

				Minnie held her breath as Sebastian covered her lips
					with his. She’d never been kissed with this sort of dark, ferocious intensity
					mingled with exquisite gentleness. He didn’t compare to either her fumbling
					young lover, the few men she’d stepped out with as a seamstress or her brutal
					would-be rapist. This kiss was a revelation. He guided but didn’t control. At
					any point, she knew that if she pulled back even a little, he’d stop
					completely.

				With that power came desire. Minnie threw herself into the
					kiss, moving her lips against his and sucking on his tongue when it tentatively
					entered her mouth. She dug her fingers into his broad, unclothed back, loving
					the strength and heat of him beneath her hands. Though she’d been with men, none
					of them had been unclothed, and this was pleasure, more intimate, more intense
					than any she had ever felt before. His mustache tickled her upper lip, but that
					only seemed to arouse her more.

				At first he kept his hands lightly on her shoulders, as if
					afraid he’d frighten her. Slowly, as the kiss deepened, he slid one down her
					spine and cupped the back of her head with the other. Minnie moaned and leaned
					closer into his chest, her tongue now darting against his. Now she began to
					understand Cathleen and Jane taking lovers. This would tempt any female to risk
					self-destruction.

				She brought her hands around to his chest and rubbed them
					against the crisp hairs scattered across the solid planes. When she ran out of
					breath, he pulled his lips from hers and kissed her ear, licking around the
					edges and giving the lobe a soft nip. Minnie giggled like a girl and kissed the
					warm skin of his shoulder and throat, drinking in the salty taste of him. The
					tang of lime cologne and a hint of brandy overlaid the intoxicating scent that
					could only be his.

				Her limbs grew languid, her core softening and moistening,
					while her breasts grew heavy and tender. When he skimmed one hand up to her
					waist and around to cup the side of her breast, she gasped. A half heartbeat of
					panic tried to flood her mind, but it passed almost as soon as it came. When
					Sebastian stilled—sensing her discomfort, she was sure—she shifted so her small
					breast was directly against his palm.

				“Minerva,” he whispered. “You’re lovely, you know that. I wish
					I could see all of you.”

				“Yes.” She reached for the knot at the waist of her robe and
					was surprised to find he’d already undone it, entirely without her notice. She
					moved her fingers to the buttons on the neck of her nightgown.

				His hand covered hers and held it still. “No.”

				“Why not?” Her voice caught. Was she so unskilled that he
					didn’t want her? She shifted in his lap, feeling the strength of his erection
					beneath her bum. No. He wanted her, all right. Was
					this just another example of his pigheaded need to command? Did he always have to be in control of every situation? “I
					don’t understand.”

				“You’re a fine woman, Minerva. You deserve so much better than
					this, a hurried coupling with your daughter right down the hall.” He gathered
					her close again and dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “I’m not like the
					other men you’ve known, ready to use you without thought to the cost. I have
					enough respect for you to stop, even though right now I want you more than my
					next breath.”

				“Ivy.” How could she have, even for a moment, considered this?
					She covered her face with her hand. “I’m a terrible mother.”

				“No. You’re one of the most devoted I’ve ever known. You’re
					only human, Minerva. Flawed, like the rest of us, I’m afraid.” He leaned back
					and tied her belt again. “Now, go back to your room, my dear, before I forget
					all my noble intentions.” Noble intentions—of course. It wasn’t a need to order
					everyone about, it was a need to keep his own world under control. Sebastian’s
					bossiness was only a shield to protect him from feeling too much. Of course he’d
					need that defense in his line of work. Suddenly, all his brusque behavior made
					sense and made him even more irresistible.

				“As if you could.” Minnie stood on shaking legs. “Thank you,
					Sebastian. For sharing your fears and for calming my own. No matter what, I’ll
					never forget you.”

				“Nor I you, tigress.” He smiled. “Good night. We’ve both got
					work to do tomorrow.”

				“Good night.” Minnie left the lamp in his room and ran back to
					hers in darkness. She’d not have been able to see through the tears anyway.

				Back in bed with Ivy, she was careful to silence her sobs. The
					knowledge struck her with the force of a thunderbolt. What a fool she’d become.
					Like an idiot, she’d gone and fallen in love.

				How wonderful it was, though, just those few moments in his
					arms. She’d thought, once, that she’d been in love. At seventeen, she’d been a
					naïve fool. What she’d felt for that cowardly twit was nothing like the depth of
					emotion she felt when she thought of Sebastian. It had been a game of love, not
					the actual emotion. Yet she’d known her first for most of her life, and
					Sebastian for only one day. Even so, that one day had altered her life in so
					many ways. She’d lost Jane, nearly lost Ivy and met the kindest, dearest man
					she’d ever know—even if he hid his kindness behind the manners of an
					autocrat.

				Even through her tears, Minnie smiled. It was going to hurt
					like the devil when she had to leave here, but she couldn’t quite regret knowing
					Sebastian. If she was bound to grow old alone but for Ivy, at least she’d always
					have the memory of stolen kisses that made her feel cherished.

				Ivy shifted in her sleep and snuggled into Minnie’s back. More
					love washed through Minnie’s heart. In some ways she was so lucky. Perhaps,
					tonight, she’d done something to ease Sebastian’s nightmares. That would be some
					small recompense for all he’d done for her. When Ivy grew older and asked about
					her father, the fictional Mr. Shaw, Minnie would say he was a big man, a
					soldier, with dark hair and hazel eyes, strong and gruff, but the kindest man
					who’d ever lived.

				When she slept that night, there were no nightmares, or even
					dreams of Sebastian’s kisses. All Minnie found was deep, restful slumber.

				* * *

				The next morning, Sebastian walked into his dining room
					to find both Minnie and Ivy at the table. “We’ve just seen Dr. Grant,” Minnie
					said with a smile. “Ivy is completely well. He doesn’t understand it, and I
					didn’t explain your suspicions. He just thinks it’s a miracle.”

				“I’m glad to hear it. I’m off to work this morning, but I’ll be
					back shortly after noon to escort you to the McCulloughs.” He gave Ivy a mock
					bow, which made the little girl grin. “Are you looking forward to a party today,
					Miss Ivy?”

				She nodded, eyes wide. “Mummy said there might be cake.”

				Seb winked. “Quite likely. Are you helping your mother with
					your party dresses?”

				“Yes, sir. I’m playing with my paper dolls and telling her what
					all the prettiest clothes look like.” Ivy bounced in her chair. “Can we stay
					here? The bed is ever so soft, and there’s no stinky chamber pots. And Mrs.
					Caypoo put strawberry jam on my toast.” Her eyes glowed. “Real strawberry jam.”

				“I can see that around your mouth.” Seb stifled a laugh. He
					wondered how his housekeeper liked the name Caypoo. “I call her Mrs. C
					sometimes. That might be easier than Claypoole.”

				“Ooh, I can say that.” Ivy picked up another jam-smeared toast
					quarter. “So we can stay?”

				“Well, that’s something your mother and I will have to talk
					about.” He crouched in front of her. “Wherever you go from here, Ivy, I promise
					it will be warm and safe. And you’ll sometimes have strawberry jam.” He’d see to
					that himself.

				“Thank you.” She lunged out of her chair to hug him and press a
					strawberry-sticky kiss on his cheek. “You’re my new best friend, Mr. Brown. You
					and Mrs. C, and Caypoo. He brought me pickup sticks to play with and showed me
					how.”

				Seb tried to imagine his proper butler playing pickup sticks
					and just couldn’t do it. This time, he didn’t offer Ivy an alternate name. She
					could call him Caypoo until someone else corrected her. The urge to spoil this
					child rotten seemed to be ubiquitous in this house.

				Seb took his leave, stopping in the lavatory to wipe jam from
					his cheek. His house felt more like a home than it ever had, even when his
					mother had stayed here during his recovery. He couldn’t remember the last time
					breakfast had made him smile. He wished he’d gotten a goodbye kiss from the
					mother as well. He could get used to that kind of send-off every morning.

				And why not?

				The idea struck in a heartbeat, fully formed. From the mouths
					of babes, it seemed, came the solution to everyone’s problems. Minerva didn’t
					have a job, they might not even have a flat to return to—not that he’d let them
					go back to that shite hole anyway. Even his servants had already been won over.
					Ivy would have a father and could go to a proper school, even make a come-out on
					a modest scale. Minerva could spend her days sewing for pleasure or reading
					novels. In the evenings, they’d be a family, with all the comforts that brought.
					And at night—well, there’d be no reason to deny the passion that had flared
					between them like a blazing star. After Vidya, Seb had sworn off marriage, but
					perhaps he’d been precipitous. He’d been looking at marriage as a
					responsibility, which it was, but he’d overlooked the comfort that could come
					from having another person around. Practical, calm Minerva wouldn’t throw
					tantrums and demand his attention or throw fits when he worked all night on a
					case.

				It was the ideal solution for everyone. He damn near skipped
					down the street, marveling at the perfection. Now all he had to do was convince
					Minerva—after he dealt with the man who’d killed her friend and tried to kidnap
					Ivy. That bastard would be lucky if he ever saw the inside of a prison cell. Seb
					would have no compunction about putting him down like a rabid dog.

				He started at the dress shop, intending mostly to rule it out.
					He was convinced the murder had more to do with Ivy than Jane. After a lengthy
					conversation with Madame Des Cartes, who’d been born Sally Carter, Sebastian was
					absolutely certain that the woman had nothing to do with it. Madame did indicate
					that, given the circumstances, she might be willing to take Minerva back, at a
					slightly reduced pay rate, of course. Seb lost no time in telling the witch that
					Mrs. Shaw would no longer be available, although he agreed to relay her message.
					Revolted, he drove to the ragged school where Ivy had been spending her
					days.

				The church was an old one, built in a time when this hadn’t
					been a slum. Narrow and tall, it was now sandwiched between a greengrocer’s and
					a dry goods store. The brick needed repointing and a board covered one of the
					stained-glass panels. Seb let himself in through the main doors to the sanctuary
					and, once inside, sought out the vicar, whom he’d spoken to the day before.

				The elderly Reverend Hacker took Seb downstairs to the
					school.

				The area was old and rough but mostly clean. Someone obviously
					cared about the premises and possibly the children in them. The stairs opened up
					into a hall.

				“Across from us is the headmaster’s office. Then each teacher
					has one of the three rooms. Ages three to six, six to nine, and nine to twelve.”
					The vicar pointed as he spoke.

				“And the fourth room?” Seb asked.

				“Storage, mostly. An art teacher comes once a week on Tuesdays
					and visits each room for an hour. A music teacher does the same on Thursday. On
					Wednesdays, I think it’s a naturalist. On Fridays we have prayer meetings. The
					headmaster, Mr. Billings, can tell you the rest.”

				“What can you tell me about Mr. Billings, Vicar? Did he start
					the school? Who pays his salary?”

				The older man frowned. “It was Mr. Billings who approached me
					with the idea—some five or six years ago, now. The school actually pays rent to
					the church, so there must be a patron. Mr. Billings doesn’t seem to be a wealthy
					man, although he is devoted.” So far, the vicar wasn’t lying.

				“So many children in the area, you know, who have nowhere else
					to go while their parents are working, or drunk, I’m afraid, as often as not. We
					try to give them a basic education in their letters, numbers, hygiene, maps and
					Christian virtues. Many of our graduates go on to be scholarship students at
					prestigious schools after leaving here. Others at least find apprenticeships or
					positions better than those of their parents.” All truth. Seb nearly asked the
					man straight out if he knew who was using children as laboratory rats, but he
					didn’t want to tip his hand completely.

				“I’m sure your work is exemplary, Vicar.” Hell, at least the
					church was doing something, which was more than most could say. “Now, if you
					could introduce me to Mr. Billings?”

				“Of course.” The cleric shuffled over to the headmaster’s door
					and knocked. When there was no answer, he stopped and peeked inside. “Mr.
					Billings doesn’t seem to be in. Perhaps he’s in one of the classrooms. He does
					the Monday lessons on behavior and deportment.”

				Seb was already inclined to dislike the headmaster, for no good
					reason other than that he had helped Ivy and therefore Minerva, long before Seb
					had had the chance. But lessons in deportment? For these children? That simply
					didn’t sound like a major concern. How about lessons in mending clothes,
					fighting off thugs or preserving food? Those things might save a life. Who cared
					about manners when survival was on the line?

				Seb suppressed a sigh. “Vicar, I need you to check the
					classrooms. And if you could stay with the groups while I speak to each of the
					teachers for a moment...?”

				“Of course, Inspector.” The reverend knocked on the first door,
					spoke softly, then went inside while a plain young woman in a brown dress and
					white apron emerged.

				“Can I help you, sir?” The teacher dropped a curtsy. “Vicar
					said you’re with the police. Is something wrong?”

				Seb shrugged. “I don’t know, Miss...”

				“Burton, sir. Meg Burton.”

				“Miss Burton, then.” Seb pulled out his notebook and pencil.
					“That is, I know there’s something wrong, but I’m not sure it has anything to do
					with your school. Which age group do you teach?”

				“The little ones, sir.” Her plain features brightened when she
					smiled. “I love the kiddies. My parents were missionaries in China and we had a
					school there, so I had experience.”

				So this was Ivy’s teacher, the one Seb wanted to question at
					some length. “Let’s go upstairs to the chapel. That way, we won’t disturb any of
					the classes.”

				Utterly submissive, she followed him up the stairs and took the
					seat he gestured to on the front pew. There were no supplicants in the church,
					so though it was a public place, they had it to themselves.

				“Miss Burton, you have a student named Ivy Shaw, correct?”

				“Yes, sir. She’s a corker, always ready to play or learn. I
					almost have her reading, young as she is.” Her face fell. “That is young as she
					was. She took sick last week, and none of the children have come back from the
					Black Death. Likely poor Ivy’s already gone. I’ll miss her, sir, and that’s the
					truth.” Miss Burton sniffed.

				She was telling the absolute truth. Seb gentled his tone. “Ivy
					is alive and well, Miss Burton.”

				The woman’s eyes flew open. “Truly?”

				“Yes. She’s under police protection.” That was only a slight
					exaggeration. She was under his protection, and he
					was with the police. “I need to know if you’ve noticed anything about which
					children have been getting sick. Is it mostly the weaker ones, or robust
					children like Ivy? Is there anything they have in common that the others don’t?
					Someone they come into contact with?”

				Meg’s brow furrowed. “The healthier ones. And always two at a
					time. First two from the oldest class, a boy and a girl. Then the same from the
					middle and then from mine. A week apart, each time.” She looked up at Seb.
					“That’s not natural, is it?”

				“No. That’s why I’m here.” Whoever was at fault, this young
					woman was honest to the bone. “Did they all get sick the same day of the
					week?”

				“I’m not sure.” Meg counted something on her fingers. “Mostly
					near the end of the week.” Her lip quivered. “Mostly they seemed to die over the
					weekend. We heard that Davy Nesmith passed away on Friday. He was one of Ivy’s
					closest friends.”

				“I’m sorry.” Seb bowed his head in acknowledgement of her
					grief. “I’m going to do my best to see it doesn’t happen again.”

				“Thank you, sir.” She gave him a fierce smile. “Any help you
					need, you come to me. I’ve helped fight off lions in the veldt. I’ll protect
					these children with my life and I can hold my own, sir.”

				“I believe you can, Miss Meg.” Seb couldn’t help but smile
					back. “For now, can you tell me if the headmaster is here today?”

				She shook her head. “He never showed up. I overheard the other
					two teachers talking about it. He’s never missed before, and it’s especially odd
					on a Monday, when he does the special lessons.”

				“Thank you.” Seb handed her his calling card. “If anything
					strikes you as odd or worrisome, please send a note or find a telephone and
					call.”

				“Of course, Inspector.” She preceded him down the stairs,
					shoulders strong and square. He got the impression that Meg and Minerva would be
					fast friends if they ever had the chance.

				Seb questioned each of the other teachers and learned nothing
					more of interest. They both remarked on Billings’ uncharacteristic absence, but
					neither had any idea where the man could be. With the reverend’s permission, Seb
					took a quick look around the headmaster’s office. He didn’t find anything
					incriminating but did write down the addresses of all the teachers, including
					the once-a-week special instructors. The fact that the illness occurred about
					the same time each week suggested one of those, but only knowing the incubation
					period would indicate which.

				No one answered the door at the headmaster’s house. Seb had a
					brief chat with the music teacher’s landlady, who told him her tenant taught
					private lessons most days. Seb honestly didn’t think a sixty-year-old parson’s
					widow was the most likely culprit anyway. The artist was next on his list, but
					proved to be an amiable young man sharing a flat with his “cousin,” a polite
					euphemism for male lover. Although that was technically illegal, Seb didn’t care
					a whit and chatted with both men. Neither radiated any significant interest in
					what Seb had to say or any dishonesty in their answers.

				Seb checked his watch. Time to go home. The naturalist would
					wait for later. After Seb and Minerva returned from Liam’s party, he’d go out
					again and take another stab at finding the headmaster as well.

				After one brief stop, he reached home in time to change. He put
					on his good suit and returned to the parlor seconds before Mrs. Claypoole
					followed him down the stairs with a mile-wide smile on her plump face. “Just you
					wait, Mr. Brown.” She actually giggled as she bustled back toward the
					kitchen.

				Seb heard more giggles from the top of the stairs. He watched
					as Minerva and Ivy glided down the steps, hand in hand. Collectively, the two
					beauties took his breath away.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Minnie all but held her breath as she and Ivy descended the stairs. She’d never felt as lovely, not even as a girl, as she did in the made-over cornflower-blue gown. Beside her, Ivy fairly sparkled in her green velvet, although she’d had to wear her old brown shoes. Minnie had been lucky. Mrs. Brown’s shoes had only required a little stuffing in the toes to work on Minnie. Still she kept careful hold on the bannister to avoid tripping.

				Sebastian gazed up with softness in his eyes that let her know he, too, remembered their kisses the night before.

				“Before we go,” he said, “I thought you both might like a surprise.”

				Minnie tipped her head while Ivy clapped her hands.

				Sebastian pulled a small jeweler’s box from his pocket.

				“No,” Minnie said without thinking. “Gifts like this wouldn’t be proper.”

				“They’re just trinkets,” he said. “We’re going to a party. Might as well have something that’s not a hand-me-down.”

				“Mama! I want my surprise.” Ivy pulled out of Minnie’s hand and ran to Sebastian. “What is it?”

				He opened the box. “For you, poppet, an ivy leaf.” He pulled a simple silver bracelet with a green enameled sprig and fastened it around her wrist. It certainly couldn’t be called expensive, but it was a lovely gift.

				“Thank you!” Ivy whirled around, holding it against her green dress.

				“And for Minerva, goddess of wisdom, I have her faithful companion.” He reached for her hand.

				Minnie let him take it. Around her wrist he clasped an almost identical bracelet, but with a sweet brown enameled owl. “I didn’t think you’d accept sapphires to match your eyes,” he whispered. “So I settled for this.”

				Minnie felt herself flush. Even more when Sebastian let Claypoole help Ivy with her cloak, also made-over, while Seb assisted Minnie himself. His gloved hands lingered on her shoulders, sending a tingle all along her spine.

				“I shall be the envy of every man there,” he said as he offered an elbow to each of them. They exited the front door to find a hansom cab waiting. Sebastian assisted them both, making Minnie feel even more like a fairy-tale princess. She sat facing forward, and to her surprise, Sebastian carefully adjusted her full skirts so he could sit beside her instead of Ivy, who gazed around with awe from the rear-facing seat. Once the carriage began to move, Ivy stared out the window at the houses flashing past in reverse. She’d never ridden in a carriage before. Minnie’s eyes misted at the thought. It had been seventeen years since she had, but Ivy never had at all. To her, just the trip to the party was a special treat.

				Swallowing hard, Minnie stared down at Sebastian’s hand where it rested on his thigh. How she wished she had the right to lay her own on top of it. Even through two pair of gloves, it would be something, some form of contact more deliberate than the brush of his thigh against her skirts. Instead, she whispered a question to Sebastian about his investigations of the morning.

				“No trace of the bastard,” he growled. When Ivy gasped, he looked over at her and his gaze softened. “Sorry, poppet. I’m just angry, but not at you.”

				“What’s a bass-turd? Is it fish poo?” Ivy’s brow scrunched.

				“It’s just a bad word,” Minnie interjected before Seb could speak. “And one you’re never to say again.”

				“Oh.” Her nose wrinkled. “That’s why there was a fight when Lucas Milton called Joey Cavanaugh one at school.”

				“Exactly,” Minnie said. “You must never call people names like that. Mr. Brown knows he was naughty to do so.”

				Seb nodded, but she saw the grin he tried to hide.

				“Mr. Engle used it too, so it must be all right,” Ivy argued. “He told the headmaster that nobody would miss a few worthless bass-turds.”

				Sebastian perked up like a hound on the scent. “Mr. Engle, the science master?”

				Ivy nodded. “He comes in on Wednesdays to show us things from nature, like plants and bugs and things. Once he brought pictures of giant turtles. Another time it was a nest with egg shells still in it.”

				“I believe Mr. Engle is something of a follower of Mr. Darwin’s theories,” Minnie said. “It sounds like he’s been showing them drawings from The Origin of Species.”

				“Yes.” Sebastian stroked his mustache.

				“Sometimes he brings us treats. His mum likes to bake, he says. Last week it was lemon squares,” Ivy added. “It was sooo good!”

				“Really?” Minnie tried to keep her voice calm while she exchanged a frantic look with Sebastian. “Well, that’s very kind of him.”

				“I’ll drop you off and collect Liam and Merrick to go round up Engle,” Sebastian whispered. “We won’t let him get away.”

				Minnie crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m coming with you.”

				“The hell you are.” Forgetting to whisper, Sebastian bellowed his last comment.

				“Mr. Brown said another bad word.” Ivy giggled. “Now he’ll have to sit in the corner when we get home.”

				“I’ll take my punishment later, I promise.” He gave Ivy a sincere look. “I should have spoken more carefully.” How did he always know exactly what to say?

				“I know these people, Inspector. I can speak their language. You’ll have them running before we hit the front door.” While all that was true, it wasn’t why she wasn’t going to let him go without her. Ivy was her daughter and she wanted to look her assailant in the eyes and see for herself that he was defeated. “I also know a few back alleys and passages around the church that you and your friends may not.”

				Sebastian grumbled a vague assent and looked away from her.

				They rode the rest of the way in silence. This time it was anything but comfortable.

				* * *

				Wink’s welcome was far warmer than Minnie could ever have imagined before she’d heard the woman’s story. She quickly whisked Minnie and Ivy into a comfortable sitting room, full of children of all ages and several clusters of adults, ranging from young twenties to silver-haired. If this was a small family gathering, Minnie would hate to be invited to a ball. She was already as overwhelmed as kitten in a dog-fighting ring.

				A lively game of charades included a selection of adults along with the children. Ivy was quickly whisked away to join the game, while a few other adults drifted over. Wink pulled Minnie from group to group making introductions and making Minnie’s head spin. In addition to Wink’s parents, the baron and baroness—who was younger than Minnie herself—there was a marquess and marchioness about Minnie’s age, with a son a bit younger than Ivy. Then, to Minnie’s absolute disbelief, she met the marquess’s parents, an actual duke and two duchesses, his wife and his mother. There were a few others present, but after that, Minnie’s mind went blank. She was at a party with an actual duke. Never, even in her Portsmouth days, would she have imagined such a thing. Strangest of all, they all greeted her with civility and even friendliness. Sebastian was treated as a valued friend. This was not, to her understanding, how the most elevated classes worked. They were supposed to look down their noses at peasants like her. It was how society operated and kept itself ordered.

				“Kendall, I’m glad you’re here.” Sebastian shook the hand of the marquess. “We think we know who the killer is. Grab Liam and Merrick. We can talk in the library.” Minnie lifted an eyebrow, suppressing a smile. He was even bossy to his friends and his superior.

				“We’ll go with you.” Wink caught Minnie’s hand in hers. “There’s more you need to know about the bacteria.”

				“I’ll stay here with the children.” Wink’s lovely blonde mother, with, yes, slightly pointed ears, was by Minnie’s shoulder. “Unless you think you’ll need my particular skills?”

				“I don’t believe so.” Wink shook her head. “I’d rather preserve his research and find someone who can build on it responsibly than destroy it.”

				Caro, as she’d asked to be called, smiled. “Understood. By the way, I think you’re right about Ivy. She definitely has some gifts similar to mine. But we can talk about that later.” She slipped across the room to watch the children.

				More confused than ever, Minnie followed Wink and the younger men into a large, comfortable library. Sebastian made short work of explaining the situation and their conclusions. “My fear is that if he’s suspected the authorities are involved, he’ll have bolted and then he’ll start again somewhere else.”

				Minnie nodded her agreement. “And from what Ivy overheard, the headmaster is likely involved as well. He’ll know you talked to the teachers and vicar. You’re a good policeman, Sebastian, but the truth is, you smell like copper from a mile off.”

				There were more nods all around, while Sebastian scowled. “I can manage undercover work.”

				“Of course you can, but some of them have seen your face. Plus you’re not the only one who might be recognized, after last spring’s debacle at Ascot.” Liam frowned. “My photograph was in too many papers, as was yours, Wink.”

				Minnie’s eyes bugged out. Here were some of the heroes who had saved the Queen and everyone else at the Derby? From the automaton-men? Meeting them was even more impressive than being kissed on the cheek by a dowager duchess.

				“What if he was approached by a member of the Royal Society, looking to support his research?” Wink’s father, Merrick, said with a twinkle in his dark eyes. He was maybe ten years Minnie’s senior, making the generations sort of a blur. Minnie gave up trying. She’d likely never see any of them again after today anyway, and she could certainly never tell anyone, even Ivy, of their secrets.

				“I’ve got a better idea.” All heads turned to Minnie when she spoke. “I’ll go to him and ask about special tutoring for my daughter while she’s ill. He won’t be able to resist that lure.”

				“No.”

				Wink rolled her eyes at Sebastian’s automatic denial. “They’re all like that until we train them.”

				Train them? Whatever did that mean?

				“It’s a sound idea,” the marquess, Kendall Lake, said. Lake as in Lancelot du Lac? Another wave of awe washed over her, but she forced it away. That wasn’t important right now. “What if my father went with her? He could be her father, looking to help out.”

				The others nodded, but Minnie snorted. “A duke pretending to be the father of a seamstress. Forgive me, but he’d stick out like a goldfish in a birdcage.”

				“You haven’t seen the Knights in action,” Sebastian said. He looked Minnie in the eyes and must have seen her determination. He sighed. “Very well. If his grace agrees, he’ll look exactly as he should. He’s still an active Knight. We’ll be within sight, of course, ready to rush in.”

				“Well, then, I’ll go get my father and we’ll run home to change,” Kendall said. “Minnie, you’ll want to do the same.”

				“I can lend you something if you want to speed things up,” Wink said. “One of the housemaids is about your size. And Kendall, you know Liam has everything you need here. Including armaments. By the way, Minnie, have you ever handled a weapon?”

				“Just this.” Minnie reached under her skirt to draw the dagger she’d stolen from her father’s library so many years ago. “I never go anywhere without it.”

				Sebastian’s intake of breath was minimal, but she heard it. He knew she’d used it before. He cast her a dark glance. “All you’re to do is get the man to the door. Once he’s out in the open and we close in, just run.”

				She nodded, not bothering to be offended by his ordering her about. He was more experienced than she at this kind of work. It really wasn’t her plan to get herself killed. Then she’d have no chance at a future with Sebastian. Now she had only a whisper of one, but that was enough to keep her hoping.

				“All right, then, everyone.” Liam clapped his hands. “We know our positions. Let’s move.”

				* * *

				Seb tried once again to talk Minnie out of going as the duke’s big carriage rumbled across town. He understood her refusal, but Christ, what would Ivy do if anything ever happened to Minnie?

				Liam caught Seb’s eye. “It kills you,” Liam whispered in a voice so low only those with supernatural hearing would pick it up. “But you can’t wrap our kind of women in cotton wool. You have to let them live.” He glanced at Wink, who like Minnie was dressed in servant’s clothing. “If anything happens, Ivy will be taken care of. My word on that.”

				“And mine,” the duke added from next to Liam. Merrick and Kendall each nodded briefly.

				Our kind of woman, Liam had said. It was as if his friends already knew he’d decided to keep Minerva and Ivy in his life. Looking over at her alongside Wink, though, he couldn’t help but see a resemblance—not in appearance, but in strength of spirit. Minerva would fit beautifully into his world.

				Wink slanted the men a suspicious glance but pointedly ignored them. “Minnie, how long have you been in London?”

				“Since I was seventeen,” she said. “’Tis home now. I have no interest in ever going back to Portsmouth.”

				“I understand,” Wink said. “A lot of people don’t realize that sometimes family has nothing to do with blood. You do, I think. Your love for Ivy proves that.”

				Minnie nodded. Of course Sebastian had told the others. After all, he’d shared their secrets with Minnie. “Cathleen and Jane were my family, then Jane and Ivy. Not the people who brought me into this world.” Her sister Diana was a different case. She’d fought to let Minnie stay, but had been locked in her room. Minnie still missed her sister. She would love to know how Diana fared, but her letters to Portsmouth had gone unanswered and she’d never had the money to hire an investigator. There was also the fact that she’d always been too ashamed, afraid Diana would turn away. Minnie would rather keep her imaginary sister in her heart than lose her real one again.

				“I wonder,” Minnie said softly to Wink. “Once this is all over, does anyone in your circle need a seamstress? Or a maidservant? Perhaps even a laundress? I’ll take any honest work as long as I’m allowed to keep Ivy with me.”

				Sebastian glared. “There’s no reason for you to worry about that. We’ll discuss things later.”

				Minnie rolled her eyes at Wink. “He doesn’t understand. I can’t just live on charity forever.”

				“You’d be surprised how many people could,” the younger woman said. “But no, I can see your issues with it. We’ll sort something out. Mum will have an idea, and if she doesn’t, one of the duchesses will. I suspect you’d be a rousing success at any occupation you chose, so don’t let it worry you. You’re part of our circle now, and we take care of our own.”

				One of their own. Minnie mulled over that as the carriage rumbled on. She was grateful beyond belief that Wink had all but promised to find her a place. That was a gift beyond measure. But to be considered one of this remarkable group? That brought a lump to Minnie’s throat.

				They reached the point where Minnie and the duke were to exit the carriage and walk the few blocks to Engle’s residence, in a flat above a bookstore, supposedly with his mother, who liked to bake treats for the children. The space wasn’t very large from the outside. He must have a laboratory somewhere else, perhaps in the basement of the building. The duke, dressed as humbly as any denizen of this neighborhood, took Minnie’s arm. “Don’t worry, dear. We’ll make sure no more children are harmed.”

				“Yes, your grace.” She bobbed her head since she couldn’t curtsy.

				“It’s Father, now, remember. From this point forward, I’m Elmer Fletcher, your beloved papa, ready to pay a little of my pension for my granddaughter’s education.” He patted her hand. In the neat but extremely worn gray jacket and blue duck trousers, he looked just like a denizen of Minnie’s sphere. Even his posture was different, more stooped, and he walked with a shuffle. He looked nothing like the fit man in his fifties that she’d met at the party. The same was true of all the others, even Sebastian. He’d proved her wrong on that count. He didn’t look anything like a copper now, wearing corduroys and a tool belt, with several teeth blackened out.

				“Right, Father.” She smiled up at him. “Thank you.”

				“All in a day’s work, dear. All in a day’s work.”

				They reached Engle’s door and the duke nodded. “They’re in place,” he whispered.

				Minnie had no idea how he knew that, but she followed the duke up the stairs behind the shop. That was her task—to talk Mr. Engle into coming down the stairs so the others could take him, preferably without a fight. She knocked on the door at the top of the stairs, then squeaked as it opened under her hand.

				“Damn it.” The duke pushed Minnie away from the door. “Go downstairs and call the others.”

				She hesitated. “What is it?”

				He sighed. “There’s someone dead in there—for a day or so, unless I miss my guess. Now, go.”

				Minnie ran. When she reached the alley, Sebastian stepped out from behind a broken fence. “What is it?”

				“Someone dead, he says. For a day or so.” She panted for breath as the men and Wink ran past her, then she followed them up the stairs.

				“It’s Engle,” she said when she saw the corpse, covered in soot, just like Ivy had been at the end of her illness. “Perhaps he dosed himself by accident.”

				“Or, maybe he had a partner who did him in,” Wink offered.

				“The headmaster.” Sebastian and Minnie spoke at once.

				“Because I really don’t see this man as the mastermind.” Wink was searching Engle’s desk and the shelf behind it. “His books all look to be on biology, but predominantly natural history, not microbiology or medicine. I don’t see any of the tools or texts that would indicate he knew anything at all about bacteria.”

				“Those could be somewhere else,” Kendall said.

				“Or with his partner,” Merrick added.

				“What about his mother?” Minnie looked around the kitchen and found no evidence of baking supplies. “I don’t see any sign of a woman living here.”

				“No.” Sebastian frowned. “There was only the one bedroom, and only one man’s clothes. Maybe the treats came from a lady friend, or his partner or wherever his laboratory is.”

				“Well, this chap isn’t going anywhere,” Liam said. “I’ll lock the door on our way out and call it in after we have our hands on Mr. Billings.”

				“This time I’m just going to the front door,” Sebastian growled. “No masquerades. The rest of you can wait in the street.”

				Liam shook his head. “I’ll tag along as your superior officer.”

				“Fine.”

				Billings, it seemed, lived in a ground-floor flat about halfway between the church and where Sebastian lived. It was a safe part of town, but not particularly comfortable. Minnie wondered if he spent all his pay on his dastardly research. “I never did find out who his wealthy patron was,” Sebastian said. “We need to find that out if we can. He may be involved in the other as well.”

				While Liam and Sebastian went to the front door, some of the others slipped around to the garden in case their quarry ran out the back. Minnie and Wink were to walk about the corner, just two workmen’s wives, out for a stroll.

				Sebastian knocked, to no avail. Even calling out Billings’ name proved futile. Finally he turned to Liam. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

				Liam nodded. “Wink, you’re needed.”

				Wink and Minnie strolled to the door and the men moved behind them, shading Wink’s action’s from the street. Wink pulled a small metal object from her sleeve, and within seconds, the door popped open.

				Liam’s nostril’s flared. “Dead.”

				Sebastian nodded. “About the same time as Engle, I’d guess.”

				Once again, they all trooped inside. Minnie identified Mr. Billings, who, like Engle, was covered in black, just like Billings and the other victims of the strange disease. Liam snarled. “More and more, I’m thinking there was a senior partner, someone above these two.”

				“The vicar said there was a benefactor who paid the rent and the teachers’ salaries.” Sebastian said. “Let’s go see if he has any records about who it was.”

				On the way to the church, they stopped at the local police precinct, where Liam reported the two dead bodies. School was out by the time they arrived at the church. Reverend Hacker was nowhere in sight, so they went to the vicarage at the back of the building. They found him alone, peacefully eating his dinner and reading a newspaper.

				“Have a scone.”

				“We’d like to talk to you about some of the teachers, if we may.” Sebastian introduced the others as they trooped into the small space. “Please, go ahead and finish your meal.”

				Hacker grunted and returned to his seat. He patted the chair next to his. “Mrs. Shaw, please come tell me. How’s little Ivy doing?”

				Minnie sat beside the kindly man and smiled. “Wonderfully well. She’s made a complete recovery.”

				“Marvelous, marvelous.” Joy lit up his face. “You’ll have to bring her back to school right away. I can’t wait to see her again.” He patted her hand and picked up his spoon, still smiling.

				“First we need to speak. We have reason to believe the black sickness is not natural in origin,” the duke said. “Who is the benefactor that provides for the school?”

				Hacker’s bushy eyebrows drew together. “Why—I don’t quite know. Mr. Billings always handled that—and the parish committee, of course.”

				“We’d like to look through the parish records, then.” Liam stood, alert, by the door. “Are those up here, or down in the school’s office?”

				The vicar tipped his head. “Well...”

				“By the way, this baking of yours...” Sebastian pointed at the scones and then at the pan drying in a rack. You wouldn’t happen to be the source of the treats Mr. Engle gives the children, would you?”

				He shrugged. “It didn’t seem appropriate for them to come from me. Must maintain my dignity, you know. I’m their spiritual leader, after all.”

				“Really?” Sebastian skewered the vicar with his eyes. “Were you the one in charge of this little plot, or do you answer to another man? Engle was nothing more than a pawn, was he? And Billings.”

				“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Hacker dropped his spoon. “Really!”

				“You’re lying.” Sebastian leaned over the table. “You know exactly what’s going on with this disease. The only question not determined is whether you’re the brains behind the plot or whether you’re simply another disposable pawn, like the teacher and headmaster.”

				“I’m in charge,” the vicar yelled. “I’m nobody’s pawn, you fool.” Quicker than a snake, he’d pulled a pistol from under his cassock and aimed it at Minnie’s head. “Those fools knew nothing—their deaths were just a diversion, so you wouldn’t keep asking questions around here. But you couldn’t do that, could you? And now I have a hostage. Bring me the girl and I’ll let the mother live.”

				“No.” Minnie looked into the eyes she’d always thought kind. Why hadn’t she seen the insanity behind them until now? She turned to lock eyes with Sebastian. “Take care of Ivy. That’s all that matters.”

				“The hell it is.” Sebastian drew his own pistol. “Let her go, Reverend, or you die, here and now.”

				“Oh, I expect I will,” the vicar cackled. “But my work will live on. My partner will see to that. Still, there’s a chance to save this little harlot. All I want is the girl. I need to discover why she survived. She’s living proof that my creation can work. I’ll be able to save humanity—I’ll be the most famous scientist who ever lived.”

				“Your bacteria?” Wink stepped forward, also holding a gun in her hand, but it wasn’t a normal pistol. “I can tell you that Ivy’s survival had everything to do with herself and nothing to do with your pathetic excuse at biological engineering. You’ll never be lauded as a savior. You’re nothing but a murderer—even worse, a killer of children.”

				“No, it will work!” Hacker screeched and moved the gun closer to Minnie. “I’m a serious scholar of natural science. Far better than that idiot Darwin, who thinks he’s the greatest mind who ever lived. I will prevail. And my Deborah will live! She hasn’t got much longer. It has to work soon. I must have the girl!”

				“Too late.” Minnie lunged out of her chair, driving her dagger into Hacker’s bony rib cage.

				A bullet sounded so close it deafened her, but she didn’t feel any pain. Not until the chair tipped and she landed on the ground beneath Hacker’s twitching body. Her head hit the floor hard, and the world spun for a moment as pain seared through her skull. Once again, she lay pinned beneath a bleeding assailant. All the old fear and horror rushed through her, and Minnie moaned, unable to summon the strength to even push him away.

				Finally someone yanked the weight off her and Sebastian lifted her, holding her tightly in his arms. “Minerva! Are you hurt?”

				She tried to shake her head, but it made her dizzy so she laid her cheek against his broad shoulder. “Hit my head a little. All right, though. Reverend Hacker?” She found she didn’t really care if she’d killed him, not after what he’d done. She’d have no nightmares about this incident—not since it ended with Ivy safe and Minnie in Sebastian’s arms.

				“Dead, but not by your hand. The duke had a clear shot as soon as you leaped. You were magnificent, darling. You, clever, brave, wonderful girl.” He kissed her, right there in front of everyone.

				* * *

				Seb paced his parlor floor, waiting for Dr. Grant to emerge from Minerva’s bedroom. Finally the physician did, smiling at Seb as he descended the stairs. “Just a bump on the head, my lad. Nothing to worry about. If she starts to get dizzy or nauseous, give me a call. Otherwise, just let her rest until she feels better.”

				“Thank you.” He saw the doctor out, assured the Claypooles that all was well and took the stairs two at a time up to see Minerva.

				Mrs. C had helped her change into a nightgown before the doctor arrived, and helped wash away all the traces of Hacker’s blood. She gave Seb a nervous smile from her position against the pillows. “Hullo, Sebastian.”

				“You look better,” he blurted. “Not so hurt or terrified.”

				“I am.” She sighed. “Just a bump, like I told you. I’ll be able to move back to my flat and find a new job in no time. Wink said she was sure she could help me find a good situation.”

				“About that.” He moved forward until he could reach her hand. Then he picked it up and sat beside her on the bed. “You could stay here. You and Ivy. There’s always the possibility that Hacker really did have a mastermind or partner or benefactor behind him. We can’t be utterly sure that you’ll be safe.”

				Minerva’s eyes filled with tears. She scooted up until she was sitting against the headboard, but didn’t pull her hand from his. “That’s sweet, but you know we can’t. It just wouldn’t be proper. I couldn’t do that to Ivy, or to you. We’ll just move away—change our names again. Your friends have connections all over the country.”

				Seb shook his head. Damn his inability to articulate his thoughts. “That’s not what I meant. I just want you to stay. After having you here, I don’t want to be alone anymore.”

				“Neither do I, Sebastian, but for how long? It could be days, or years, before we find out if there was another madman, let alone capture him. In the meanwhile, Ivy and I would be living in limbo—neither guest nor servant nor anything respectable. You know that isn’t possible. We have to get on with our lives.”

				Seb gripped the post of her bed. “You’re not listening. I don’t want you to be my mistress, or a guest, and sure as hell not a damned servant. Marry me, Minerva. To hell with our possible mastermind. You’ll be safe with me. You know I can protect you both.”

				“Protect us, yes.” She choked on her words but held his gaze with courage and grace. “But how long would it be before you resented a match made out of obligation? I won’t do that to you. I care for you too much for that, Sebastian. And I have too much respect for myself to be such a low creature as a forced wife. I promise you, Ivy and I will be somewhere safe, but we simply can’t stay here.”

				“But...I care for you too. Both of you, though not the same way, of course.” He forced his voice to keep working. He absolutely could not let himself cry like an infant. “That’s why I want to get married. Then we can live here together, the three of us a family. That’s what I want, mastermind or no. I just don’t want you to go away.”

				Tears leaked from her eyes. “You’re serious? This isn’t about the criminal?”

				He shrugged and raked his hair with his free hand. “I know the Order would take care of you, find you someplace safe. The thing is, I’d miss you. Both of you. This place has finally started to feel like a home, for the first time since I was a boy. I’ll accept any conditions you ask for, settlements, all of that. Even if you wanted a marriage of convenience, that would be all right. That is, I’d do my best not to bother you.” He wasn’t entirely sure he could keep that promise, but he would try if it convinced her to stay. He was in desperate straits.

				“Oh, Sebastian. That’s not it at all.” She caught his other hand in hers and squeezed. “I’d be foolish to deny the passion we could have between us. But that’s not enough to make a marriage. Plus, I’m still afraid you’re asking out of pity. I don’t want to be your lifelong charity case.”

				“Not pity.” He leaned over and kissed her. He kept it gentler than the night before, but the effect on him was no less intense. When it was done she looked up at him with watery eyes and swollen lips. His heart soared at the hope in her expression.

				“Never pity.” He cleared his throat. “Not at all. I just need you.”

				“I love you, Sebastian.” She held his gaze with hers. “I love you with all my heart. Knowing that, are you still willing to have me?”

				Something lodged in his own throat. Unable to speak, he merely nodded.

				She smiled brilliantly, making him feel as if the sun had come out after years of fog. “Then yes. I’ll marry you, as long as you’re willing to be a father to Ivy.”

				He swallowed hard and croaked out, “Of course.” Then, “And any others that come along, perhaps?”

				“Perhaps.” Minerva looked down at their hands. “I may be too old, you know. Or we may just...not. That isn’t something I can promise you.”

				“I know. It doesn’t matter. We’ll take that as it comes, like everyone else. But I wouldn’t mind giving Ivy some brothers or sisters.” Either way, he’d have her and Ivy, which was still enough of a family for anyone. Seb’s heart was full enough to burst. He squeezed his eyes shut. “I love you too, Minerva.”

				She leaned forward and into his arms. “I know, Sebastian. I know.”

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				They buried Jane the following day, with several of Sebastian’s friends in attendance to lend support. It was cold but unseasonably sunny, as if the angels smiled down on them. Minnie shed a few tears, but the worst had been the night before. With Sebastian’s tender care, Minnie finally allowed herself to grieve the loss of her sister of the heart.

				Unlike Cathleen, Jane rested in a pretty cemetery, with a modest but heartfelt stone, while Cathleen was somewhere in an unmarked pauper’s grave. To assuage Minnie’s regret about that, Sebastian had arranged a second stone, for Ivy’s natural mother. Someday, when Ivy was older, Minnie would bring her here and tell her about Cathleen. Blinking in the sunshine, with Sebastian’s arm around her waist, Minnie laid bright bouquets of hothouse flowers beside both stones. A Chapter of Minnie’s life was closed, but she didn’t fall into despair. Other chapters were just beginning.

				By contrast, Minnie’s wedding day was dark and rainy, but she didn’t care. Three weeks after Hacker’s death, she and Sebastian stood before a different reverend and said their vows in the neighborhood church near his home.

				The duke gave Minnie away and Wink acted as matron of honor, with Liam as best man. Ivy scattered rose petals as she led her mother up the aisle. Minnie and Ivy wore gowns of palest blue, made by Minnie’s own hands, and Sebastian was more handsome than ever in his formal morning suit. His snooty cousin looked down his nose from the front row, but they ignored him. Sebastian’s friends from the Order and his police coworkers filled the pews of the small chapel, along with neighbors, Minnie’s former coworkers and Ivy’s former teachers. Miss Meg, the missionary’s daughter, had somehow managed to convince the new vicar to let her stay on as headmistress. She’d also recommended a friend, a young woman of African descent, who was now installed as Ivy’s governess in the third floor of Sebastian’s house. Ivy was in alt at having a room of her own, as well as about gaining a father. That she and Sebastian clearly adored each other was something that warmed Minnie’s heart on a daily basis.

				The case had been concluded, with no evidence to indicate another mastermind. Sebastian still wasn’t sure, but there was no way to know. They’d found Hacker’s laboratory up in the attic over the church. They’d also found out he’d lost a granddaughter to black lung the same year his wife died from cancer. Evidently the two tragedies together had pushed him over the edge. Order scientists would study his microbes and see if eventually, anything good could be done with them.

				When the ceremony ended, and Sebastian gazed at her with passion and deepest tenderness, she grew hot inside. Tonight Ivy would stay with the Hadrians, and all the servants had the night off. Minnie and Sebastian would be alone in the house, to finally consummate their relationship. Blast Sebastian’s stubbornness, but he’d insisted upon waiting until after the ceremony. Although she understood it was to show his respect for her, Minnie was past all patience. She couldn’t wait until the wedding supper was over and she could get him alone.

				As she and Sebastian waited at the church door to greet their guests, Minnie struggled to identify them all. She suddenly had such a wide circle of acquaintances. The last to leave was a woman of perhaps thirty, with deep blue eyes and dark gold hair. Her arm was held tightly in the hand of a rather ordinary-looking man, with round gold spectacles and an out-of-fashion suit.

				Minnie looked into the eyes of the other woman and seventeen years fell away. “Diana?”

				Diana nodded. “Oh, Minnie, it really is you.” Weeping, she flung herself into Minnie’s arms.

				Later, at the wedding supper, Diana explained. “Your Sebastian found me. I live in the Midlands now. I sold all of Father’s businesses when he died—I wanted nothing to do with him. Half the money is still put away in your name. But I could never find any trace of a Minerva Sheridan.”

				“She used Shepherd, and Shaw,” Sebastian said. “I had to do some digging to come up with Sheridan. I owe Wink for using her analytical engines to find that out. Minerva, dearest, your sister has been looking for you for years.”

				“Really?” Minnie blinked back tears of her own as she hugged her sister again. “You’ve no idea how I dreamed of seeing you again. Look at us now, all grown up.”

				“I know.” Diana grinned. “And we’re even more spectacular than we were as the young Miss Sheridans.”

				Minnie grinned. “Agreed. Today we’re the two loveliest matrons in London.” Diana might be the beauty of the two, but Minnie didn’t care. She had Sebastian, although Diana’s husband, Nigel, a farmer of all things, seemed perfectly nice. They had three children, all at school, Diana had said. Finally, she and Nigel took their leave, after promising long visits later. The other guests followed, and soon, Sebastian lifted Minnie in his arms and carried her up the stairs.

				Much later, Minnie lay in her new husband’s arms, limp, sweaty and replete with happiness. “Thank you.”

				He ran his hand down her arm and chuckled. “For the lovemaking? Anytime, my dear.”

				“For that too—more than I can say. But also for Diana. You couldn’t have given me a better wedding gift. It’s so good to know how she has thrived.”

				“I’m sorry about your parents.” He grunted. “That they’re dead, that is. Even if they were asses.”

				“I lost them a long time ago. It’s all right.” Trying not to laugh at his awkward logic, she kissed him, knowing it really was fine. All the misery in her past had brought her here, to Sebastian’s arms, which she wouldn’t trade for the world. “I’m quite content with the family I have now. You. Ivy. Diana. Even your elevated friends and your stuffy cousin. And the Claypooles.”

				“I’ve never been happier, my darling. I love you.” He kissed her gently, and her body, which she’d assumed was utterly spent, began to stir all over again.

				“I love you too, husband.” She shifted to straddle him and licked her lips. “Let me show you.”

				* * * * *
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				When conspiracy threatens to blur the distinction between humans and monsters, Caroline and Merrick must join forces, and the fate of humanity hinges upon their combined skills of steam and sorcery...
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				Escaping from jail and running from vindictive villagers in her grandfather’s steam-powered caravan is more excitement than Belinda’s had in years. And despite the danger—or maybe because of it—she loves the time spent with her sexy rescuer. But there’s more to his magick than he’s letting on...
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