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				Moonlight & Mechanicals
By Cindy Spencer Pape

				London, 1859

				Engineer Winifred “Wink” Hadrian has been in love with Inspector Liam McCullough for years, but is beginning to lose hope when he swears to be a lifelong bachelor. Faced with a proposal from a Knight of the Round Table and one of her closest friends, Wink reluctantly agrees to consider him instead.

				Because of his dark werewolf past, Liam tries to keep his distance, but can’t say no when Wink asks him to help find her friend’s missing son. They soon discover that London’s poorest are disappearing at an alarming rate, after encounters with mysterious “mechanical” men. Even more alarming is the connection the missing people may have with a conspiracy against the Queen.

				Fighting against time—and their escalating feelings for each other—Wink and Liam must work together to find the missing people and save the monarchy before it’s too late…

				74,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				I love October because it’s the perfect month for my favorite season: fall. I adore the sights, sounds, smells and feel of the fall season. Pumpkins and straw bales, colorful mums and burning woodsmoke. And the crisp, cool weather that’s perfect for sitting on the porch and reading a book while sipping hot apple cider.

				This month, we have an excellent variety of books perfectly suited to this very thing, starting with All He Ever Desired, Shannon Stacey’s latest Kowalski family contemporary romance. As always, Shannon delivers a captivating romance with just the right touch of light humor. Joining her in the contemporary romance category is HelenKay Dimon with Lean on Me, the second book in her trilogy. Make sure to check out her first Carina Press title, It’s Not Christmas Without You, and look for We’ll Be Home for Christmas, coming in December 2012.

				If you’re gearing up for Halloween and are in the paranormal mood, check out Regan Summers’s newest novel, Running in the Dark. Debut author Bryn Donovan offers a wonderful paranormal romance in Sole Possession, while Diana Copland’s male/male paranormal romance A Reason to Believe will haunt you long after you’ve read the last page. And joining Diana with a male/male release is L.B. Gregg and her rerelease Men of Smithfield: Seth and David.

				Fans of steampunk romance will be thrilled to see new releases from two of our favorite steampunk authors: Cindy Spencer Pape and Jenny Schwartz. Look for Moonlight & Mechanicals and Courting Trouble to release in mid-October. And as an aside, can I tell you how much I love Jenny’s series name of The Bustlepunk Chronicles? It’s a perfect fit for this series about a spunky young woman in steampunk Australia.

				I’m thrilled to welcome Val Roberts to Carina Press with her newest science-fiction romance novel, The Valmont Contingency. Val and I worked together in the past and I love her voice! And returning to us with another release in the fantasy romance genre is Karalynn Lee. If you’ve never had the pleasure of immersing yourself in one of Karalynn’s worlds, now’s the time to check out Heart of the Dragon’s Realm.

				My team is especially excited about this next book from Julie Rowe. As fans of Downton Abbey, they fell in love with the first book in her new historical romance series set during World War I, Saving the Rifleman.

				If you’re wondering where the romantic suspense is, not to worry, Kate Sherwood offers up a spine-tingling suspense, Shadow Valley. And mystery author Janis Patterson returns with her newest novel, Beaded to Death.

				To round out the month of October, we have two spicy erotic romances to tempt you. With No Reservations, Lilly Cain kicks off her new erotic series, Bad Girls Know. Last, but definitely not least, the book from Christine d’Abo’s Long Shots series I’ve been waiting for. Mouthwatering sex club owner Josh is finally going to get his own happily ever after and you don’t want to miss the mind-blowing chemistry Christine has written to get him there in Calling the Shots.

				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

				This one is for my cousin Carol Spencer, PhD, 
the little sister I never had, who now has an e-reader, 
so she can read my books.
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				Prologue

				London, June 1851

				Winifred Carter, almost sixteen, barely dared to breathe for fear that something would ruin the moment as a burly dark man and a fair-haired faerie-tale princess said their wedding vows in the garden of a duke.

				Cor, an honest-to-bloody-goodness duke. He was old, as was the duchess, but they’d been kind to Wink and pretended they didn’t notice when her speech slipped back into the cant of a Wapping pickpocket. Everybody at the wedding also pretended not to see that both the bride and groom had been recently injured, and still sported a bandage or two beneath their silks and satins. Wink bit her lip. Wounds they got saving my sorry hide.

				In the space of the last two months, Wink’s world had turned upside down and inside out. There she’d been, fighting vampyres in a stinking Wapping alleyway with her friends, like always, and along had come this man. He’d helped slay the monsters, and he’d let Wink, Tom and the others run away before the coppers came.

				Of course Wink had hidden to watch. A toff, helping the likes of them? It didn’t make any sense. Neither did the young constable with the curling black hair and twinkling dark eyes, who’d winked at her, but not given her away to the other coppers. Constable McCullough had been the handsomest thing she’d ever seen, though the older man—Sir Merrick he’d called himself—wasn’t exactly an ogre. Once the night was over, Wink never expected to lay eyes on either of them again.

				But Sir Merrick came back to Wapping and told Tom a story. What if, he’d said, King Arthur’s Knights of the Round Table had never disappeared? What if their descendants were still alive, still in Britain, protecting people from the monsters, bloodsucker and human as best they could? Even stranger, what if Tom were one of them? Wink had to admit, Tom’s senses for finding monsters and his skill at hunting them was unusual, as much so as her facility with machines or Nell’s gift for seeing ghosts. When Sir Merrick had offered Tom the chance to come live in his posh Mayfair mansion and train to be a Knight, Tom had refused. Not unless the others come along, he’d said. Tom was a good sort like that. Wouldn’t let the little ones down.

				Wink still couldn’t believe Sir Merrick had said yes. Now the five street rats from Wapping were living it up in Mayfair, the wards of a baronet. Of course they ran amok. Who wouldn’t? Soon, a governess came, Miss Caroline with her ready smile, bright green eyes and cor, pointed ears. Next they found out Tom wasn’t a bastard, but the heir to another baronet. Tom’s grandfather was too sick to take care of him, but he sent papers proclaiming Sir Merrick as Tom’s legal guardian, and one day Tom would have a huge house and the title Sir. Wink’s head had barely stopped spinning from that, when the bloodsuckers and their human friends had kidnapped her to make a machine that would allow them to pass as human. Sir Merrick, Miss Caroline and the dashing Constable Liam had all rushed to her rescue.

				That’s when she learned Constable Liam was a werewolf. Not that it mattered. Wink had gotten used to strange things early in her life, even back before Wapping. Furry by moonlight or not, he still made her heart flutter and something strange twist in her stomach.

				Now Miss Caro and Sir Merrick were married. Wearing her hair up and her first long skirts to mark the occasion, Wink clapped as loudly as anyone, just barely refraining from whistling or whooping in her joy. Instead, she hugged George, her brass clockwork mastiff, who’d been decked out with a blue ribbon for the occasion.

				“I know this isn’t a traditional part of the wedding ceremony,” Sir Merrick said to the crowd. “But we have something else we’d like you all to witness.”

				Then, right there in the duke’s garden, in front of half the Order of the Round Table, a Lord Justice and all sorts of other toffs, Sir Merrick and Caroline signed papers, adopting Wink, Nell, Piers and Jamie. Tears leaked down Wink’s cheeks. She was Miss Hadrian now. They were a real family. She hugged Sir Merrick—Papa—and her new Mum, who also had tears in her eyes. They dragged Tom in, too, never mind that his new name was Devere, not Hadrian. He’d always be her brother.

				At the wedding breakfast, Papa Merrick opened a letter from the Queen herself and things got even stranger. He was a baron now, Lord Northland, and Wink was officially the Honorable Miss Hadrian. She exchanged stunned looks with Nell, now her legal sister and not just the sister of her heart. Still trying to catch her breath, Wink hugged little Jamie on her other side and looked over at Constable Liam.

				He was younger than Papa, just out of university, so only five or six years older than Wink. Not too old. His dark brown eyes crinkled a little when he smiled and applauded along with the rest, but there was something else there too. Wink wasn’t as good at reading people as she was with machines, but even she could tell there was some sadness behind his genuine happiness for his friend. He looked…lonely. While everyone else was here with a husband or wife or family, he stood all by himself and something twisted in Wink’s heart. He needs somebody too.

				She hoped he’d wait for her to grow up.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				London, June 1859

				“Any questions?” Winifred Carter Hadrian looked around the room full of the august gentlemen—and very few ladies—of the Royal Society, and straightened her spine. She’d just finished presenting her paper on the beneficial properties of wind and electric power over coal. The members of the Royal Society remained unimpressed. Whether mustachioed, mutton-chopped or rice-powdered, nearly every face regarded her with a unified disapproving frown.

				“What does a young lady like you know about steam engines?” She couldn’t identify the voice—it came from a shadowy corner of the room. Snickers and rude noises erupted in its wake from throughout the so-called genteel membership. The acoustics in the room were impressive. Not only could the audience hear her, but she could hear them more clearly than she’d have liked. The front row, made up of Wink’s family and friends, swiveled and glared at the crowd. Most of the hecklers shut up.

				Wink remained polite. “Are there any further questions?” Not a single hand was raised.

				“The problem, missy, is that our economy is built on coal. Reducing its use costs jobs.” She couldn’t see the owner of that particularly patronizing tone either, but it obviously met the approval of the audience, because another round of boos and jeers broke out. At least they weren’t throwing anything. Yet. That wasn’t unheard of.

				“I’m aware of the monetary value of coal to the empire,” she said. “If you’d read my paper, you’d see I propose to train displaced miners—”

				“Go back to your needlework, girl. It’s where you belong.”

				Wink’s adoptive father, Sir Merrick Hadrian, Baron Northland, rose and whirled on that voice, fists raised. So did his wife, Caroline, though she lifted her parasol. Merrick’s aunt, Dorothy, simply gave the man a death glare.

				“Better yet, on her back. She wouldn’t be too hideous in the dark.” The speaker didn’t shout that remark, but a coincidental lull in the other noise made it stand out like the smell of dead fish. In the back row, Lord Eustace Irons, son of a marquess and a coal heiress, laughed at his own so-called joke. Wink wasn’t surprised. He also had a tendency to grope during waltzes. When he saw that he’d been heard, his pasty skin paled even further and he mumbled an apology as he looked wide-eyed at an angry Lord Northland.

				Meanwhile Sir Thomas Devere, Wink’s foster brother, and his closest friend, Sir Connor MacKay, began to bolt from their seats toward Lord Eustace. Another man, one whose presence had caused Wink’s heart to flutter, caught the two younger men by their coat collars and hauled them back into their seats. “Remember, I’d have to arrest you both for assault. Let’s just get the hell out of here.” Inspector Liam McCullough shot Wink an imperious glance as if commanding her to leave the stage.

				She seethed at being told what to do, but he was right. Retreat was in order. She gave him a nearly imperceptible nod and then smiled at the audience with exquisite politeness. “Thank you, my lords, ladies and gentlemen, for your time. My thesis is, of course, on file at Lovelace College, Oxford, if you care to refer to it at a future date.” With that, she gave a hint of a curtsey and stepped away from the podium, her spine straight and her starched crinoline petticoat rustling.

				As she left the stage, she looked back at Lord Eustace and felt his oily grin skimming over her curves—or lack thereof. Next to him stood another man, one Wink had never seen before. His leer wasn’t as overtly slimy, but somehow, his intense and calculating stare made the back of her neck itch. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Tom mutter a quick spell under his breath. Eustace seemed to hit a slick patch on the floor and went flying, landing on his arse on the marble. His friend tripped over him and fell as well.

				Both Tom and Connor had moved to the door, so neither Eustace nor his oily friend saw a thing. Wink turned her head and hid a grin. It was fun to have sorcerers in the family. The Knights of the Round Table were all trained in simple spells.

				Wink couldn’t wait to get home to Hadrian House and change out of her ridiculous full hoopskirts, back into her comfortable coveralls. Ignoring the crowd and the continued catcalls, she slipped out the side door, whisked open by Connor and Tom as she approached.

				Out in the hallway, she breathed deeply and smiled up at her rescuers. “Thank you, lads. That was not my finest hour.”

				Tom gave her shoulder a gentle punch. “They’ll come ’round, ducks,” he whispered in the street cant they’d used, growing up together in the back alleys of Wapping.

				“I think you were splendid.” Connor took her hand and bowed over it. He never failed to treat her as if she was a real lady, though his family was one of just a few who knew her true origins. Before Wink’s adoption at age fifteen by Merrick and Caroline, she’d been a daughter of impoverished gentry until she was nine, then nothing more than a street rat. Thanks to their protection and support, she’d been re-educated as a lady, her history hidden. Not a single soul in that audience of stuffed shirts had any clue about Wink’s real history, or ever would. They simply saw a young woman of moderate looks, hazel eyes that changed from green to brown depending on her clothing and unfashionable copper-colored hair. Mostly people noticed a female who’d broken tradition to study at Oxford and then dared lecture them on the way they managed technology. It didn’t matter that she was the Honorable Miss, now that her father was Lord Northland, rather than the girl who had fixed laundry machines for a room and fought vampyres in the streets. She was female, twenty-four in two weeks and a trained engineer. That was more than enough to make her suspect among “serious” scientists.

				Connor offered his arm. “Tom is right. They’ll come around. You’ll see.”

				“Thank you, Connor,” Wink said. He was a dear friend, tall and broad-shouldered with dark auburn hair and lovely pale blue eyes. Like Tom, he looked utterly proper in his charcoal and dove-gray morning suit, with a striped ascot at his neck. In fact, the two men could almost pass for brothers. Tom’s sandy hair had darkened to a rich golden brown now that he was grown and his freckles had faded. His blue eyes were a darker shade than Connor’s, a deep azure that bordered on indigo. Furthermore, both of them, like Merrick, and Connor’s father Sir Fergus, were Knights of the Round Table, and therefore among the most dangerous men in Britain. Connor’s bluff manner and cheerful smile provided effective camouflage, making him seem harmless as a toy bear. He leaned down and swept her into an enthusiastic hug.

				“You were brilliant, darling.” Caroline joined the embrace, hugging Wink from behind. “They’re a bunch of nodcocks, but we knew that.”

				“Thanks, Mum.” She blinked back a tear. Despite having been adopted so late in life, she’d taught herself to think of them as her parents, partly to avoid confusion for the younger children, and partly because they deserved it. Merrick and Caroline had saved Wink’s life, risking their own. They’d taken in a pack of street rats and claimed them, with the nominal explanation to others that the children were the orphans of childhood friends. The motley collection of Hadrians might not be blood, but they were very much family.

				“Let’s get home, shall we?” Tom picked up his top hat while Connor handed Wink her gauze shawl. “There’s ice cream and chocolate cake. That always cheers you up.”

				“Well then, of course I’ll be fine.” Wink glanced at Caroline. “Is it all right if I ride home in the runabout with the boys?”

				Caroline—Mum’s—green eyes were misty with concern, but she smiled. “Why wouldn’t it be? We’ll see you at the house. But no stops. Remember it’s your party.”

				“We’ll be home before you are,” Tom assured his foster mother. Because of his own baronetcy, he was the only one of their crew who hadn’t been legally adopted by the Hadrians, but he was just as much a brother to Wink as any of the others. He took one of her arms and Connor took the other as they escorted her out to Tom’s runabout.

				Wink was relatively tall for a woman, at five foot six in her heeled boots, but she was still dwarfed by her escorts, both of whom were well over six feet. The boys handed her into Tom’s steam-powered motor car, partially designed and mostly built by Wink herself. It burned paraffin oil, which gave off far less soot and smoke than the conventional coal. The roof folded down into the boot, but no one in their right mind would keep the top down in the city—the air quality truly was that awful. Ducking to protect her fashionable little hat, she slid into the back seat. She only whacked herself in the face with her skirt hoops once—practically a record.

				Her sister Nell slid gracefully into the seat beside her, not mussing her skirt once. Then she leaned over to give Wink a hug. “Sorry, love. I’ll help you kill any of them if you like.” Her big black eyes, courtesy of the Indian sailor who’d been her natural father, were bright with love and anger.

				“Thank you, but no.” Wink squeezed her sister’s hand. “Just teach me that trick you did with your hoops, and we’ll call it square.”

				Something bumped her knee and Wink sighed. Waiting on the floor of the runabout, as always, was her eternal companion, George. Though the clockwork mastiff was made of bronze and copper, gears and wires, to Wink, he was as real as either of the young men in front of them. Absently, she patted George, gaining comfort just from touching him.

				They moved out into the dim haze of traffic. Coal smoke clogged the air of London until almost every building façade was black. Blight stunted the trees and even in Green Park and Kew Gardens, there was precious little green to be found. Hawkers still cried their wares from street corners, but now they kept scarves over their faces, or air masks if they could afford them. Every day, Londoners too poor to employ air filters in their homes died of black lung, and other respiratory illnesses as if they were coal miners. Couldn’t the blighters in the Royal Society see the urgency of the problem or the elegance of the solution? Electrical power was the stuff of the future. Wink would stake her favorite wrench on it.

				Was their disinterest based upon not caring about the poor, or the other living things in the city? Or was it simply because the paper had been presented by a woman? Her gender had made great strides since Ada, Lady Lovelace, had turned the world on end by writing the code to operate Lord Babbage’s miraculous analytical engines, but most men still looked upon professional females as suspect and considered them lacking in intellect compared to their male counterparts.

				Bother.

				“At any rate, you’ve done what you can for today, planting some seeds if nothing else.” Tom shouted over the hiss and roar of the engine and other traffic. “Tomorrow, you can get back to working on what you’re actually being paid for.”

				Wink managed a grin. “You’re just saying that because you want me to install an analytical engine terminal in your office.” Despite society’s horror that a well-heeled lady would actually hold a paid position, Wink was employed as a technical consultant to the Order, and her current task was improving the system the Knights used to keep track of vampyres, magick wielders and other potential threats to the Empire. When she was done, all the desks in the building would be connected to one another and the enormous computing machine in the basement, forming a virtual network of information. Some day, she hoped to connect the Knights’ home machines as well—at least those in the Greater London area, possibly using the newly installed telephonic speaking wires that had begun to lace city streets as well as the countryside.

				At least the Order took her seriously. While they’d yet to admit a female Knight, the oldest and most hidebound institution in Britain now accepted female employees. It’s a start. The refrain was a familiar one in the Hadrian household. Move on from here. This afternoon, she had work to accomplish. Tonight she had to attend the Duchess of Trowbridge’s ball, which meant even larger hoops and a tighter corset.

				She stroked George’s shiny brass head and briefly wished she could return to Northumberland tonight with her parents. Her youngest siblings, Merrick’s and Caroline’s natural children, hadn’t come down from the country for her talk. She missed them. By morning she could be reading stories to her little sisters, Sylvia and Rose, who were seven and three, holding Vivienne, the newest baby, or playing soldiers with five-year-old Will. After that, she could hole up in the workshop her father had built her, tinkering with her latest designs. Either way, she could hide from the embarrassment of today’s debacle.

				Unfortunately, she had work to do here in London. She’d chosen to take a paid position, and now she had to cope with it. Bother. Sometimes being an adult wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

				* * *

				Inspector Liam McCullough stood in his superior’s office at Scotland Yard, frowning. “With all due respect, Superintendent, I don’t believe I’m the right officer for that particular task.” It had already been a long, annoying day, and he had work to catch up on after taking time off for Wink’s speech. He still regretted not being able to shove Eustace’s teeth down his throat.

				“Knew you’d say that.” Superintendent Jack Dugan, the man in charge of a small, select unit within the Yard, stroked his bushy mutton-chop whiskers and exchanged glances with the Duke of Trowbridge, another fifty-something gentleman with iron-gray hair and a tidy Van Dyke beard. “You owe me a bottle of French brandy, your grace.”

				“Hmmph. Not yet.” The duke’s eyes twinkled at Liam even while his face remained impassive. As head of the Order of the Round Table, the duke had the power, both political and magickal, to back up his aura of command. “We need you, lad. Buck up and do your duty and all of that.”

				“But—” At nearly thirty-one, Liam didn’t often think of himself as anyone’s lad. However, considering the duke had a son who was a good friend of Liam’s, and a bit older, Liam supposed Trowbridge was allowed the term. Liam looked from one determined face to the other, and let his tense shoulders relax. He was outmatched. “Of course I’ll be at her grace’s party tonight. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” So much for a nice quiet night in his own home, with a cigar and a good book. “I still don’t believe I’m the right man for the rest of it, though.”

				“You’re the son of an earl, my boy. That gives you entry into places none of my other officers can go.” Dugan gave Liam a stern glance. “I know you don’t like to tread on your family connections, but right now, we need them.”

				“Forgive me, sir, but what information is it you think I can provide that his grace and company cannot?” Yes, Liam was the barely-acknowledged younger son of an earl, but an Irish one, and a werewolf—hardly the cream of London society. Many of the Knights of the Roundtable, on the other hand, such as his grace, moved in the upper circles with the public in utter ignorance of their magickal activities.

				“Disaffected younger sons seem to be the primary target of a new organization that has come to our attention.” Dugan’s mutton-chops drooped and the bags beneath his eyes had luggage of their own. Something out of the ordinary weighed on his mind. The superintendent had taken Liam under his wing when Liam had first joined up, teaching him the job and about life. Hell, Jack Dugan had been more father to Liam than his own ever was, and it was nearly painful to see him look so fatigued. “The Order doesn’t have any of those in London at the moment, so you’re it. We want you to mingle as much as you can, see if you can get yourself drawn into whatever plot is afoot. So far, all we’ve heard is that they plan to make some kind of statement at an upcoming royal event.”

				“And when is Her Majesty’s next scheduled appearance?” Liam hoped they were talking about the Queen. If they had to account for all her cousins and offspring, it was liable to be a circus and a half. Liam didn’t even know how many people the term royal family encompassed. All the grandchildren and great-grandchildren of George III? More? The logistics of keeping track of all of them boggled the mind.

				“The Royal Ascot races,” Trowbridge said with a look of mild disappointment, as if Liam should have already known.

				“Of course.” Everyone in England knew about Ascot. The races were only a week or so away, and the royal family always made a big showing. Liam rather hated horse racing, so he hadn’t paid much attention to the schedule. “Would you like me to confer with the palace guard about security measures for the royal enclosure?”

				“That wouldn’t hurt.” Dugan nodded briefly. “We also expect you to be a guest in the enclosure for the duration of the event. Here are some of the others who will be present.” He handed Liam a sheet of paper. Several of the names were familiar—the duke, of course, and his wife and mother, the current and dowager duchesses. Trowbridge’s son and daughter-in-law, Lord and Lady Lake. Kendall Lake was also a Knight, so that was good. Sir Tom Devere and Sir Connor MacKay were also both members of the Order, though Liam hadn’t known they were interested in racing. It appeared the royal party would be well protected, even without Liam. Hell, even Winifred Hadrian and her mechanical dog were forces to be reckoned with. Liam had seen the young woman wield a sword and she was bloody damn good.

				Then Liam noted another pair of names and his eyebrows lifted. “Lord and Lady Bell? I didn’t know my father and stepmother were even in England at present. Why are they attending the races?”

				“Who knows?” The duke shrugged. “I believe the earl and countess are expected to arrive just a day or so before the event,” Trowbridge said. “They’re staying at Windsor Castle as guests of the Queen. I know relations between you are strained, but is your joint presence in the enclosure liable to cause a scene?”

				Liam shook his head. “I suspect the earl will be quite content to pretend I don’t exist. He’s become something of an expert at that over the last decade or so.” Ever since Liam had defied his father, left the pack and come to London to join the police. Liam had spent years suppressing his hurt over his father’s rejection, so he was certain none showed in his demeanor as he shrugged. “My stepmother is unlikely to so much as recognize my face.”

				“Good, then there shan’t be a problem.” Dugan didn’t bother with pointless expressions of sympathy. Liam liked that about the man. You always knew where you stood with Dugan—he was fair and honest to a fault.

				“No, sir, Superintendent. Your Grace.” Liam knew when he was licked. He didn’t have it in him to let his mentor down. “I’ll listen to what I can at the ball tonight, and meet with the Yeomen of the Guard tomorrow.”

				Dugan nodded. “Good. Now get out of here.” Without another word he turned back to the stack of reports on his scarred wooden desk.

				Liam and the duke left the tiny office together. “Kendall and Amy will be happy to see you tonight,” the duke offered. “I’ll warn them ahead of time that you’ll be working.”

				“Thank you.” That meant the other Knights would know as well. They’d watch Liam’s back and he wouldn’t have to worry about accidentally offending them if he was distracted. Good. Now if he could just get out of dancing, his evening wouldn’t be a waste after all. There was no chance of that though, not with the Hadrian and Lake ladies present. Bugger.

				Thinking of the Hadrian ladies, or one in particular, anyway, made Liam’s fangs ache. When those buffoons had insulted Wink this afternoon, something deep in the center of his being had longed to shift so he could leap over the seats and rip out someone’s throat. While his human side knew that was a little extreme for an insult, filthy though it had been, his instincts had been to protect and defend her at all costs, which wasn’t at all appropriate behavior for a single man toward an unmarried woman.

				Yes, he liked her and respected her brilliance. Of course he found her attractive—he was a red-blooded male, after all. But that’s all it could ever be. Wink deserved to be happy and to have a man who treated her like the treasure she was. It was simply too damned bad that couldn’t be him.

				As he walked through the building, he saw two young constables struggling with an iron safe, about waist height, that they were apparently trying to drag into the evidence room. “Problem, boys?”

				“Thing weighs more than the bloody Tower of London,” one said.

				The other cursed, then looked up at Liam. “Oh—pardon, Inspector.”

				“No worries.” He grinned and just for fun, leaned over and plucked the safe up off the floor, lifting it easily. Sometimes, it was good to be a werewolf. “So where do you need it to go?”

				The two youngsters paled and pointed. Liam carried the safe through into the evidence room and nodded at the clerk. “Afternoon, Frank.”

				The retired officer nodded back. “Afternoon, Inspector. Over in that corner if you don’t mind.”

				Liam deposited the item in the space requested and left with a wink at the two young men. “That’s how a real copper does it.” He kept his grin to himself until he left the room.

				“I told you to watch out for Inspector McCullough,” one of the youngsters whispered.

				“Cor, you weren’t half kidding,” said the other. “Wonder what he eats for breakfast?”

				“Idiots like you two,” Frank said. “Now get back to work.”

				* * *

				Wink made her curtsies to the duke and duchesses and was warmly embraced by Amelie, Marchioness Lake, at the end of the receiving line.

				Wink smiled back at her friend, a photographer who’d married into the Order a few years earlier. Shorter than Wink, a little plump, and with her brown hair gleaming and a look of radiant happiness on her pretty face, the marchioness epitomized domestic bliss.

				“Amy, you look marvelous. How’s the baby?”

				“Ned is doing fine,” Amy said. “Stop by tomorrow afternoon and visit, if you have the chance. The grandmothers might even let the two of you get close to him.” She turned to hug Nell, who was right behind Wink in the line.

				Nell laughed. “We’ve plenty of experience in not damaging infants. I suspect we’ll past muster.”

				“They do all right,” Caroline said with a fond smile from her position ahead of Wink in the line. As she and Merrick now had four natural children, ages three months to seven years, in addition to the five they’d adopted or fostered, the older ones had done a fair bit of changing nappies. “Next time we’re in town, I’ll bring Vivi over. She and Ned can play.”

				With a line behind them, there was no more time for conversation. Amy’s tall-dark-and-handsome husband, Kendall, bowed over Wink and Nell’s hands. “We’re so glad you could make it.”

				The Hadrian party, which included Tom as well as Aunt Dorothy, moved past the line into Trowbridge House’s palatial ballroom. Men flocked to ask Nell and Caroline to dance, backing away at Merrick’s angry scowl. Soon they all dispersed to chat with various acquaintances, leaving Wink on her own, struggling for breath in a ridiculous concoction of lace, hoops, steel boning and ribbons so tight she could barely breathe. Not two steps into the chattering throng, she found Connor at her side.

				“You’re looking lovely tonight—as always.” He glanced down at the antique pearls gracing her cleavage, which was barely there when she didn’t wear a corset. His flushed cheeks indicated there was some advantage to wearing the torture device.

				Now if only someone else would notice. Across the room, Wink saw another familiar face, and her pulse sped up. Her skin heated and she bit her lower lip, trying to hide her reaction from her companion, especially when Liam McCullough began a leisurely saunter across the room to meet them.

				She’d known Liam since the day Merrick Hadrian had found her with the others on the streets. Liam had been there that night, a young, handsome constable, and he’d taken Wink’s breath away from the start. Something deep inside her had gotten one good look and said, This is him. This is the one. Unfortunately, he didn’t seem to share her fascination, still treating her as nothing more than the child of a friend.

				Taller than Wink but shorter than her father or Tom, he still had a powerful presence. Even Connor stepped back, dipping his head in deference when Liam approached.

				Liam was too rugged and broad-shouldered to be considered traditionally handsome, but most of the women in the room watched him as well. His hair was neatly trimmed, the wave in his black locks ruthlessly tamed. His face was a study in sharp chiseled planes, and thick brows hooded eyes of such a dark brown they were nearly black as well. Stark and elegant in his black evening suit and pristine white shirt, he shook Connor’s hand before bowing over Wink’s. Even through her satin gloves and his kid ones, she felt the warmth of his touch, impersonal and rote though it was.

				“How’s your family?” he asked Connor. Him, Liam treated as an adult, while Wink was still a child in his eyes. That was utterly unfair as Connor was barely a year older than her. “Are your sisters doing well?”

				Connor nodded. “Both doing grand. Geneva and Magnus are enjoying their new baby.” His elder sister had married a highland laird just last summer. While Wink was genuinely pleased for Geneva, she couldn’t help a tinge of envy. What would it be like to know you had someone to stand beside you every day of your life? To share all the good and bad, and keep each other company through long, quiet nights?

				“Congratulations to them both.” Finally Liam turned to Wink. “You’ve recovered from this afternoon, I hope?”

				“There was nothing worth recovering from.” Wink shrugged. “I’m sorry you had to witness that disaster, but I’m not going to let it destroy me or divert me from my work.”

				“Honestly, I found it fascinating. Your ideas have a lot of merit.” The orchestra began to strike up the opening number. Connor turned, no doubt to ask her to dance, but before he could, Liam smiled. “Miss Hadrian? Would you do me the honor?”

				“Of course.” She closed her mouth, which had dropped at his compliment, and smiled apologetically at Connor, ignoring his stricken expression. Wink was going to have to do something about his infatuation—eventually. She cared for him, but more as another brother than as a potential husband.

				At the moment, though, she relaxed and gave herself up to the superb music and the enjoyment of being exactly where she wanted to be—waltzing in Liam’s arms.

				He was a powerful and gifted dancer, though with his supernatural strength and grace, he could hardly have been otherwise. The pleasure she felt was more than that though—it came from simply being near Liam, feeling his breath on her hair, his hands warm even through gloves and layers of clothing. This wasn’t their first dance—he was a long-time friend of her family, after all. They’d run into one another on numerous social occasions in the six years since her debut. Each time she waltzed with him, though, seemed as magickal as the first. She’d been sixteen then, at her parents’ wedding, on the same day they’d formally adopted her, Nell, Piers and Jamie. Even then, with the stink of Wapping still clinging to her, Liam had treated her like a lady, and Wink had fallen in love with the werewolf constable and his sad, lonely dark eyes.

				She forced her mind back to the present as they whirled through the patterns of the dance. They didn’t speak at first, both seeming caught up in their own thoughts or the music.

				Finally Liam tapped a whalebone stay at her waist with the tip of his finger. “Why on earth do women wear such ridiculous garments? That thing looks so tight you can hardly breathe, let alone swing a rapier if you needed to.”

				Wink didn’t know whether to laugh, be hurt by his dismissal of her most flattering gown or preen that he remembered her weapon of choice. She settled for saying, “I have no idea either. I was wondering the same, not half an hour ago.”

				“And yet here you are, trussed up like a Christmas goose.” He looked down into her meager bustline and only snorted, deflating any hope Wink might have had that he saw her as a woman.

				“I blame Her Majesty. For someone so adamant about being the ruler in her own right, she’s reluctant to extend similar autonomy to other females.” Wink couldn’t believe she’d actually said that, out loud and in public. A quick glance around showed that no one else was looking at them so she went on. “These idiotic fashions are designed for the sole purpose of keeping us as dependent as possible on the male sex. By emphasizing our so-called feminine attributes, they inherently downplay and actively inhibit our usefulness in any other capacity.”

				Liam nodded his agreement. “I’d grumble about the wastefulness of all this wealth on display in the ballroom when so many are starving not far away, but you know about that better than most.”

				“I do.” She spun easily through the motions of the dance, following him as if she were an extension of his arm. “And I also know how hard the Lake family works to help others. This ball is part of their efforts—maintaining the social standing and power to see that good is done, by their votes in Parliament, by the money they raise for charities, by the Order itself. That’s the only reason I’m here. I understand the purpose. Other parties…” She wrinkled her nose and Liam chuckled.

				“I know. I’m just out of sorts because I’m here under orders. When I return you to your faithful swain MacKay, will you tell him and your brother I need to speak with him in the card room sometime tonight?”

				“Of course.” Her heart plummeted. He was only dancing with her to send a message to Connor? Or to make a showing before he disappeared? Catching the attention of Liam McCullough was going to take significantly more work than she’d anticipated.

				Perhaps she should have padded her corset.

				They finished the set in silence. “Thank you,” she mumbled and curtseyed as the dance concluded.

				Liam bowed, but left her without another word—or a backward glance.

				She danced the next set with Connor, who persisted on making calf’s eyes at her the entire time. Drat it, she didn’t want to hurt him, but she was going to have to discourage him somehow. How to redirect his attentions toward someone else without breaking his heart? Perhaps Nell would know. Wink’s next-younger sister was much more fluent in human relations. Possibly because Nell was a genuinely kind person—far more so than Wink, who tended not to trust and had little tolerance for hypocrisy or stupidity. Since Nell was studying music at the Royal Academy, she would be staying in London when the others left. Wink could easily corner her for a heart-to-heart.

				Come to think of it, she’d done little more than wave at her sister in passing since she’d gotten to town a month ago. She’d been so caught up in her new position and preparing for her talk that she’d taken little time to catch up. There was no getting around it—she was a horrible excuse for a sister or even a person. Really, Connor deserved far better than she.

				And Liam doesn’t?

				Clearly that line of rationalization required a little more work.

				As she danced with one acquaintance after another, she spotted Lord Eustace watching her more than once, his expressionless, dark-haired friend by his side. The small hairs on the back of her neck prickled. Don’t let him get to you. He was a lecher and rude, but she wasn’t frightened. She was surrounded by friends and could defend herself if the need arose. Still, she’d avoid being alone with the creature and she’d warn her sister to do the same.

				She sent Connor off to Liam in the card room and danced with Tom, Kendall, Kendall’s father, the duke of Trowbridge, and a couple other gentlemen in between. By the time the supper dance was called, Wink was dewy and exhausted. “Let’s walk,” she said to Connor who’d returned to claim her for the dance and the subsequent meal. The musicians struck up an energetic reel.

				“Capital.” Connor took her arm and led her out onto the spacious glassed-in terrace at the rear of the mansion. “I wanted to talk with you tonight anyway.”

				A trickle of dread crept down her spine—or maybe it was just sweat. Either way, she braced herself to hear something she wasn’t going to like.

				“Winifred, you must know how much I admire you,” he began. To her horror, he dropped to one knee in front of her, looking up at her with an expression of fervent adoration and hope. “I find you the ideal specimen of feminine beauty. Your hair, the color of burnished copper, your changeable eyes, such a sweet mirror of your generous soul…”

				Stop. Please. She held up a hand, but Connor simply took it and kissed it through her glove. Now what was she supposed to do?

				“Your graceful form, your exquisite face. Your kindness and care for others—I love each and every little thing about you.”

				No, no, no! Wink looked around, hoping to escape, but of course she couldn’t. Connor was a family friend. He deserved at least a considerate, thoughtful rejection.

				Considerate and thoughtful weren’t her best attributes. She had no idea what to say when he went on. “Winifred Hadrian, beloved, will you do me the very great honor of becoming my wife?”

				“Oh, Connor.” She bit her lip, searching for the proper words. “You are the best of men and a dear, dear friend. But I don’t love you—not like that. You’re Tom’s closest companion, just as Melody is mine. I think of you as another brother, not as a husband.” Connor’s younger sister Melody had been another of the few female engineering students at Lovelace College and was, indeed, Wink’s closest friend outside her family.

				“Perhaps if you set your mind to it, that could change.” He stayed on one knee, clutching at her hands. “Please, my love, I adore you. I can’t imagine my life without you.”

				Wink shook her head. “I’ve tried, Connor. Honestly. I know you will make some lucky girl a marvelous husband, but she isn’t me. You deserve someone sweet, ladylike and even-tempered, not a woman with my temper or my shady background.”

				“This isn’t because of my uncle, is it? I’d understand, if it was.” He clung to her hands. “It destroys me, knowing that he hurt you. I still can’t understand how he succumbed to evil like he did.”

				“No. What Gideon did is on his head and his alone. I’d never tar the rest of your family with the same brush.” Years ago, when she was just settling into the Hadrian household, Connor’s uncle had worked with vampyres and kidnapped Wink, tried to use her to further a twisted plan for immortality. “Any more than you’d condemn me for your uncle’s death. It was my father who ended Gideon’s life, after all.”

				Connor brushed that aside. “Then at least promise me you’ll think about it. We’ll get on famously. You’ll see that if you look closely enough. We have so much in common. Think of it, darling. Our families would be ecstatic.”

				They would, without a doubt. The MacKays and Hadrians had a friendship that transcended generations. A marital tie would only strengthen that connection. Still, Wink shook her head. “I know they would, but it doesn’t matter. I don’t want to give you false hope. I just can’t imagine us together in a romantic sense.” Connor didn’t appeal to her at all on a physical level, but she couldn’t quite come out and say that. There wasn’t anything wrong with him. He just wasn’t—her mind veered from thinking of a specific name—the right man for her.

				“Just agree to think about it for a while—a week, perhaps. Can you give me that much?”

				Wink squeezed her eyes shut, hating to see such a proud, fine man begging on his knees.

				“A week then,” she said. The words tumbled out, though she hadn’t meant to say them, hadn’t meant to leave him any hope. “But, Connor, please don’t get your hopes up. The answer will still be no.”

				“I have seven days to change your mind.” All smiles now, he bounded to his feet and engulfed her in a bear hug. “Thank you, my darling. Thank you.” With that, he pressed a kiss on her lips.

				Wink’s eyes widened in shock. She’d been kissed before, but never with such enthusiasm. Skill, too, she had to admit as she stood passive in his arms, too stunned to react. But technical proficiency aside, the kiss did nothing to make her melt, the way she felt when she simply looked at… Damn and blast, she wasn’t supposed to be thinking about him.

				Steady now, she put her hands on Connor’s chest and shoved, none too gently. He backed away with a mild look of horror on his classically handsome face. “I’m so sorry.”

				“Don’t be. Let’s just pretend it didn’t happen.” Wink straightened her puffed sleeves where he’d crushed them with his hands. “Good night, Connor. I’ll hold to my promise and think about what you said. But you need to reconcile yourself to the fact that my answer is still going to be no.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Liam dropped as far back into the stand of potted orange trees as possible. Listening to poor MacKay’s humiliation made him feel like a heel, but not as much as the traitorous part of his mind that rejoiced at seeing Wink turn the other man down.

				And yet—Liam wanted her to be happy. She deserved a husband who would appreciate her. Connor was a good man, if young yet. He knew Wink’s background and didn’t give a damn. He’d treat her well—hell, the pup practically worshipped the ground she walked on, which meant Liam wouldn’t have to kill him. Maybe Liam ought to be encouraging the match. That would at least remove her from temptation. One thing he did respect was the institution of marriage—which was why he had no intention of entering it himself. Ever.

				When Wink vanished back into the ballroom, and Connor leaned over the railing, a look of utter confusion and desolation on his face, Liam took two cheroots and a match from his pocket and approached the rail.

				“You’re going about it all wrong, you know.” He lit the two thin cigars and handed one to the other man. Oh, hell, when had he decided to play the role of advisor to the lovelorn? This wasn’t going to end well. Despite his best intentions, though, the words kept coming from his mouth. “If you want to woo Winifred, don’t talk about her beauty or grace. She couldn’t care a fig about those. Think, man. What makes her unique? What makes her the woman you want to marry? Praise her brains, her strength with a sword, her ability to fix any machine that’s ever been made. Let her know you see her for who she is, not just the pretty social façade she’s forced herself to cultivate for her family’s sake.”

				“But…” Connor took a long drag off the cigar. “Don’t all girls want to hear about how pretty they are? My sisters are both bloody brilliant, too, but both of them still love jewels and flowers and poems as much as the next girl.”

				“Your sisters have never been forced to live by their wits.” Liam had met the two MacKay girls, one Wink’s age, the other a few years older, on a handful of occasions, but he couldn’t remember their names, or even much about them. He thought the younger one was an engineer like Wink, while the elder was a doctor, who had recently married up in Scotland. “Also, I suspect Wink’s affinity with machines goes beyond brilliance, and borders on a supernatural gift. She’s had to struggle for that, much more than your sisters have. Moreover, she’s had to literally fight for her life as well as those of her younger siblings. You need to accept that although she has similarities to your sisters, there are also differences.”

				“You’re right.” Connor sighed and perched, half sitting on the stone railing around the terrace. “I know some of what she went through, and that it’s only made her stronger. How can you not fall in love with a woman like that, I’d like to know?”

				Indeed. Liam supposed if he was capable of love, he’d have done so himself. A twinge in his stomach made him shy away from examining that thought too closely. Wink wanted to marry and she deserved a good man who would value her properly, even if the idea made Liam want to howl. He nodded at Connor. “Then tell her that. Let her know you see her for who she is, and appreciate those characteristics that make her unique.”

				Connor nodded, a slow smile dawning on his face. “Of course. You’re absolutely right. Why didn’t I see that before?”

				“God only knows. Now, what is your next step?”

				“Well, I’d planned to send her roses in the morning. Or orchids, perhaps, to emphasize her individuality.”

				Liam shook his head. “Have you been listening to me at all? Don’t send her roses. Or orchids or daisies or violets, either. Send her tools. Books on science and engineering. Tickets to a technology exhibition. Better yet, find something broken and take it to her to fix.”

				“Send a lady a broken gift?” The younger man’s lips twitched with humor. “It sounds absurd, but I begin to see where you’re going with this. You’re bloody brilliant, McCullough.” He pumped Liam’s hand enthusiastically. “Are you sure you haven’t considered making a run at Wink yourself? It sounds like you’ve spent some time thinking about how to court her.”

				Liam shrugged as if his gut wasn’t tying itself in knots. “I like her, true enough. Her father’s a friend of mine, and I admire her spirit. But marriage isn’t in the cards for me, and she doesn’t deserve anything less. So wed her, with my blessing, if she’ll have you. Give her the half dozen children she won’t admit to wanting.” He’d seen her with her youngest siblings. There was no doubt she had a strong maternal streak. Another reason for Liam to stay away from her. Children were not in his plans, now or ever.

				“Half dozen?” Connor shook his head. “Unlikely. I think your friendship with the Hadrians has colored your perceptions of the Order. We’re not a fertile lot. Three offspring is a rare occurrence, any more than that unheard of. Most of the time, Knights sire no more than one or two. It’s believed to be a side effect of the power running though the bloodlines. Wouldn’t want there to be too many of us running around England.”

				“But the Hadrians have four natural children.” Liam paused. “Oh, I see. Caroline’s faerie blood counteracts Merrick’s—err, issues.” Wink’s adoptive mother was part leannan-sidhe, or love faerie. Even now, as a happily married mother, men swarmed around her on the dance floor, earning Merrick’s displeasure. While Liam didn’t know much about the sidhe, it made sense that fertility magick might be part of the genetic package for that particular breed.

				“That’s Sir Merrick’s supposition,” Connor agreed. “So no, any wife of mine will be lucky to have more than one. But I think Wink would be happy with that. Or we could adopt more, I suppose. It certainly worked for the Hadrians.”

				“Well, there you go then. That’s the kind of creative thinking she’ll appreciate.” Liam stubbed out his cigar and clapped Connor on the back. “Problem solved. Now all you have to do is win the girl.”

				Connor groaned. “All I have to do, he says…”

				* * *

				The next morning, Wink dressed in a simple dark skirt and shirtwaist, leaving the hoops at home, to see her parents off at the airship field. After waving good-bye, she set out in the family’s plainest carriage—an actual horse-drawn conveyance—with a stout driver and sturdy footman. Since it was London, of course coachman and horses wore breathing masks. It made Wink feel old to see the sad changes that had befallen the city in just the past decade and it was worse in the less affluent parts of town. Nonetheless, she had a visit to make before going into her work at the Order’s headquarters.

				She wasn’t worried about heading into the slums. She’d grown up here. Furthermore, most of the Hadrians’ servants had some training as bodyguards, particularly Debbins, the coachman who came to London whenever any of the family was here, and Watkins, this particular footman, who traveled with Wink and her maid, Libby, wherever they went. He was the cousin of Bert Johnson, now the under-butler, who’d helped rescue Wink long ago, and had subsequently married Sally, the family’s head nursery maid. The Hadrian staff had grown by leaps and bounds over the years along with the family, but most of the newer employees had been recruited by the older ones, specifically chosen for their abilities to cope in a less-than-normal household. Though Debbins was in his fifties, Wink trusted him and Watkins to watch her back as they drove into the worst parts of London.

				Wapping.

				The place where Wink had spent roughly the middle third of her life. She wiped the grime from the coach window with the lap blanket she wasn’t using, and looked out at the streets she’d once called home.

				She ought to feel nostalgic, perhaps, but she didn’t miss it, not one stinking little bit. A few people had been kind to her, so yes, she occasionally thought of them. One such person was the purpose of today’s visit. Every time Wink came to town, she made a point to call on Mrs. Miller, the woman who had probably saved her life.

				“Thank you, Watkins.” She allowed him to help her down from the coach, though she certainly didn’t need the assistance. She’d learned to accept and appreciate courtesy since becoming a Hadrian. “You can wait with Debbins and the carriage if you like.” No harm was going to come to her in the tea shop. “I’m sure Mrs. Miller will send someone out with a mug and a bite.”

				“That would be right nice, Miss Wink. Mrs. Miller’s shortbread is the best I’ve ever had, at least in London.” The footman held the shop door for Wink, saw her inside and then retreated to help guard the horses and coach, both of which could be stolen in a heartbeat in this part of town. Less than a decade ago, Wink might have been one of the thieves. Coming back always reminded her of just how lucky she was.

				Inside, the familiar scents of oolong, Earl Grey and fresh scones brought back waves of memory. The shop was tiny, consisting of a few shelves filled with inexpensive pewter or earthenware teapots, strainers, tins, mugs and bins of loose tea, while half the space was devoted to six wrought-iron tables where customers could sit and have a cup of tea and one of the pastries Mrs. Miller baked in back. About half the tables were occupied this morning. One held a trio of elderly women, knitting and gossiping as they sipped. Wink smiled. That same trio had been coming here when she lived above the shop, though in those days there had been four, and their hair had been just going gray, rather than mostly white.

				A pair of storekeepers chatted at another table, and a young couple—perhaps a clerk and a shop girl, made calves’ eyes at each other over a shared scone at the third. As the bell tinkled over Wink’s head, announcing her arrival, a plump woman with steel-gray hair and a flour-dusted apron bustled out of the kitchen in back.

				“Winnie, as I live and breathe. Aren’t you a sight?” Agnes Miller drew Wink into a warm hug. She was the only living soul who got away with calling Wink Winnie. Her voice still had the lilt of her native Ireland, though she’d been here in Wapping for more than twenty years. “Look at you, all grown and ladylike. Have you found a husband yet, girl? You’re not getting any younger.”

				“No, not since you asked me six months ago,” Wink said on a laugh. She thought briefly about her proposal from Connor the night before. Mrs. Miller would call her mad for refusing an honorable offer from a future baronet. “It’s good to see you too, Mrs. Miller. All the machines in working order? Is there anything for me to fix while I’m here?”

				“Not a thing, dearie. That nice young man who comes around keeps everything almost as well as you did.” Years ago, Merrick had arranged a regular mechanic to stop by, since he’d, as he put it, deprived the woman of Wink’s services. Mrs. Miller still boasted the best-automated tea shop in Wapping, just as she’d done when she traded Wink and the others rooms above the shop in return for cleaning and maintenance. “And Nellie came by just last month. Grown into a beauty, she has, just like you.”

				After agreeing that her sister was certainly beautiful, Wink studied her friend’s face. The lines that had developed gradually over the years seemed to have doubled in the last six months, and the dark circles beneath Mrs. Miller’s deep-set eyes stood out starkly against a paler-than-usual complexion. Worse, if Wink wasn’t mistaken, those were tear tracks in the dusting of flour on Mrs. Miller’s cheeks. “Then what’s wrong? I know there’s something. How can I help?”

				“I’m sure it’s nothing.” Mrs. Miller wrung her hands in her apron but shook her head, looking up at Wink with a forced smile. “Don’t mind my worrying. Come on in back and have a nice cup of the new orange pekoe.”

				“That sounds like the best offer I’ve had all day.” Wink followed Mrs. Miller back through the tea room, pausing as the other woman stopped to check on the customers at the tables. When the two men left, Wink helped clear the table without so much as thinking about it. Her elevated status in the world hadn’t turned her into a snob. Carrying the dirty dishes, the two women went into the kitchen.

				After sending a boy of about ten out to deliver tea and shortbread to Debbins and Watkins, Mrs. Miller sent her other helper, a girl of maybe twelve, out to mind the shop. “Their parents used to run the little cobbler shop around the corner, but they both died in last winter’s influenza outbreak. Your old room was empty, so they help out here for room and board.” She poured tea for Wink and herself, and they both sat at the small corner table, nibbling on scones with marmalade.

				“I remember the cobblers. I’m sorry to hear they passed. But that’s not what’s bothering you.” Wink looked her former landlady in the eye. “Tell me. And don’t try to fob me off.”

				Mrs. Miller sighed and pushed her untouched scone around on her plate. “It’s Eamon,” she finally said, naming her only son, who was a merchant marine. “His ship came in two days ago. He sent a lad around from the dock, saying he’d be here for supper, but he never made it. I sent a message to his ship this morning. His captain hasn’t seen him since that first night.”

				Wink had met Eamon Miller a time or two while she’d lived here. He’d seemed a nice enough sort, a big bluff sailor, who thought the world of his mother, and had been kind enough to the waifs she occasionally took under her wings. His behavior must be unusual if Mrs. Miller was this upset about it. “Does he have a lady-friend, perhaps, who he might have stopped to visit on his way home? If he’s been out at sea for a while…” Wink could see how a mother might not be the first port of call, so to speak.

				“His wife and kiddies are up in Liverpool,” Mrs. Miller said. “He’d just come from there. Not one to have a piece on the side, my Eamon.”

				So much for that thought. Wink sipped her tea and tried to think of possibilities, other than the obvious. Wapping wasn’t a nice part of town, especially right by the docks. Shanghaiing did happen, as well as more straightforward robbery and murder. If someone had killed him for his wallet and watch, then tossed his body in the Thames, odds were, he’d never be found.

				On the other hand, if a body had been found, Wink knew Mrs. Miller would rather know than spend the rest of her life in the dark. “Come take a ride with me.” She reached across to squeeze the older woman’s hand. “I know someone who might be able to help.”

				Mrs. Miller bit her lip. “But the shop…”

				“Can close for a few hours.” Wink would buy a couple pounds of tea for the Hadrian household. Maybe even some extra as gifts. That should make up for any lost income. “I want you to meet a friend of my family who works for Scotland Yard.” Liam should be able to find out if any bodies matching Eamon’s description had been found in the last two days.

				“A constable?” Mrs. Miller’s eyes flew wide. “They don’t usually bother much with the likes of me, ducks.”

				“An inspector,” Wink corrected. “And this one will take the time. I promise.”

				“Well, then. I suppose I should fetch my hat. Just see those last customers out the door, will you?” Her double chins jiggled as she nodded, showing the most life she had since Wink walked in. “I imagine you can still take care of a sale if you must.”

				Wink suppressed a chuckle. If her society acquaintances could see her now, they’d be horrified. “I’m sure I can, ma’am.” She marched out into the shop and politely told the only lingering customers—the lovebirds—hat the business was closing for a few hours and they needed to go.

				She packaged up a variety of teas and paid for them by the time Mrs. Miller returned. The older woman wore a relatively hideous pink bonnet, with a turquoise paisley shawl—a gift from Tom—over her purple gown. Wink said nothing. Nell, who was far more knowledgeable about fashion than Wink, had tried buying Mrs. Miller a new bonnet once. The woman had thanked her kindly, and then added a bouquet of clashing paper flowers to the tasteful dark silk. Refusing to be ashamed of her friend, Wink took the older woman’s arm and escorted her to the waiting carriage.

				Once they reached Scotland Yard, Wink glared down her nose at the officer guarding the entry when he tried to turn them away. “Tell Inspector McCullough that Miss Hadrian is here to see him, or my father, Lord Northland, will be most displeased.”

				The young officer blanched. Wink’s father was well-respected and occasionally feared around the Yard. “Right away, miss.” He pressed a button on his desk and spoke into the microphone. “A Miss Hadrian to see you, Inspector.”

				Moments later, Liam strode down the hall toward them. “What in blazes are you doing here?”

				“Pleased to see you too, I’m sure.” Wink crossed her arms over her chest and tapped one booted toe, tipping her head toward her companion. Her voice softened. “This is Mrs. Miller. She runs a tea shop in Wapping. You may have heard of it. We have something we’d like to discuss—in private, if you don’t mind.”

				He blinked, but his frown smoothed into a polite, professional smile. He shook Mrs. Miller’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am. I’ve heard a great deal about you, all of it good. If you’ll follow me?”

				He took Mrs. Miller’s arm and left Wink to follow as he led them down the corridor to a small room, boasting nothing more than a steel table and four plain wooden chairs. “My office is too small to hold the three of us.” He held a chair first for Mrs. Miller and then for Wink. “I hope this will do?”

				“It’s fine.” Wink laid her hand on top of Mrs. Miller’s on the table. “Now tell him what you told me about Eamon.”

				“Who’s Eamon?” Liam used a pencil to write the name on a small notepad he’d pulled from his pocket.

				“First mate Eamon Miller, of the schooner the Susan Jane. My son.” Under Liam’s careful questioning, Mrs. Miller explained everything she’d told Wink, as well as giving a detailed description of her son the last time she’d seen him. She handed over an inexpensive photograph with a frown. “I’ll get this back, won’t I?”

				“Of course.” Liam studied the portrait, his full lips drawn thin. “I’m not sure there’s too much I can do to help. It’s possible he stopped off to visit a friend, or is simply drinking away his pay with some shipmates.”

				“My Eamon isn’t like that.” Mrs. Miller drew herself up to her full height of perhaps five feet. “Sure, he likes a drop now and then. What good Irish lad doesn’t? But he wouldn’t disappear like this. I told Winnie you wouldn’t be able to help.”

				Winnie? Liam mouthed the name with a suspicious twitch to his lips.

				Wink glared. He’d better not even think about using that name. Ever. “I thought perhaps you could check the hospitals and so forth—see if anyone unidentified has been admitted matching Eamon’s description.” And the morgue and the prisons.

				“Absolutely,” Liam said. A slight tip of his head seemed to indicate he’d thought of those other places as well. “I can take some time this afternoon and handle it personally.”

				“But you’re an inspector.” Mrs. Miller pulled an oversized handkerchief from her pocket and wiped her eyes. “Surely you don’t have time for the likes of me.”

				“You let me worry about that.” Liam’s wince told Wink that he didn’t. Not really. Yet he’d do it anyway, as a favor to her father and her family—and to help an old woman sleep at night. Was it any wonder she’d been half in love with him for almost a decade?

				“Bless you.” Mrs. Miller burst into tears against Wink’s shoulder. “Such a kind young man, for a copper at that.” She mopped her face with her handkerchief and gave Wink a none-too-subtle elbow to the ribs. “Irish no less. And so handsome too, isn’t he, Winnie?”

				“Inspector McCullough is indeed a kind man,” Wink said. “And he’s certainly Irish.” That he was handsome went without saying. No need to swell the man’s head.

				“Why don’t I escort you home, Mrs. Miller? That way I can see the neighborhood, get a feel for the route your son might have taken.”

				“We came in my coach,” Wink said. “But you’re welcome to come with us, of course.” It would give her a chance to talk to Liam after they returned Mrs. Miller to the shop.

				* * *

				Ten minutes later a very mismatched trio found themselves in the Hadrian carriage on the way back to Wapping. Liam studied the two women sitting across from him. Even in her work clothes, Wink displayed the easy confidence of someone comfortable with her place in the world. She was at the same time the scientist and the lady, with just a hint of fire simmering below the surface—the spark that had given her the strength to survive a childhood fighting vampyres and human predators.

				Her care for the shop owner who had sheltered her did nothing to diminish her in his estimation, though some in society wouldn’t approve. For many charity was fine, so long as it was handled at distance. A lady wasn’t supposed to soil her own hands helping others, though Wink and others of her generation who’d gone to university and become professionals were starting to change that.

				Mrs. Miller, in her garish second-hand dress and horrid bonnet, was very much a sterling example of Britain’s lower working class. Though living in one of London’s worst neighborhoods, she owned a successful business, had apparently raised a son to a productive adulthood out of the slums, and had more or less taken in a pack of orphaned children. While many at the Yard wouldn’t have bothered helping her find her son, a grown man and a sailor, Merrick Hadrian felt a debt to the woman, and as a friend, Liam was honor-bound to share in that obligation.

				Once they reached Wapping, Liam rapped on the roof of the coach. When the vehicle stopped, Liam got out and climbed onto the box with Debbins, the driver. From this vantage point, he could study the area and get a feel for the streets and alleyways. He’d been posted here as a constable, but that was years ago. Shops and even buildings had come and gone. The stench of the river, horses and human waste that he remembered was masked somewhat by the thick miasma of coal smoke that now cloaked London as a whole. Liam pulled on the filter mask Debbins handed him. His lupine sense of smell wouldn’t be an asset in this part of the investigation, so there was no point in subjecting himself to the stench or in damaging his lungs. While his body would heal itself as soon as he shifted, he wasn’t sure when that would be. Furthermore, the mask was camouflage, allowing him to look more like any other inspector.

				After depositing Mrs. Miller back at her tea shop, Liam asked Wink what route the son was most likely to have used walking home from his ship. His notebook already contained the name of the ship, which dock she was in and the identity of the captain.

				“I think he’d have stopped at the pub first, to tell you the truth. He’d’ve enjoyed a pint with his mates, maybe a hand or two of cards and then come to see his mum. I’ve only met him a couple times, mind. He was grown and off to sea before I lived above the shop, but he seemed an all right sort. Never chased the neighborhood girls, which some did even though they were married. I don’t think he’d pass the pub without stopping in for a quick one, though.”

				“And I suppose you’ve no idea which pub was his usual?” He gave the coachman directions to take them past the docks on the way back to Hadrian House. Then he helped her up and climbed in behind her.

				Wink shook her head. “There are several by the wharf. It could be any of those, but I’d think his shipmates would know.”

				George, Wink’s mechanical dog, nudged Liam’s hand. If he didn’t know it was impossible, he’d swear the beast was fond of him. Did even clockwork dogs recognize wolves as kin? Given the brilliance of the woman who’d built George, Liam truly had no idea. He simply patted the bronze head out of habit while George leaned into Liam’s knee.

				They didn’t speak much during the drive to the docks, as Liam was busy examining the neighborhood, noting the changes since he’d last worked in the area. Once he’d satisfied himself that any further investigation would have to be done on foot, he used the speaking tube to ask the driver to return them to Hadrian House, just a block or so off of St. James’s Square. When Wink corrected him, he changed the instructions to the Camelot Club, headquarters of the Order, which masqueraded as a posh gentleman’s club.

				Liam leaned back against the squabs. “I’ll do what I can. You know that, I hope. But there are so many ways for a man to vanish in London—there’s a good possibility we won’t find him.”

				“I know.” She gave him a brief, sad smile. “But the fact that you’re even looking—that means the world to Mrs. Miller. And she means a great deal to me. So thank you.”

				“Is it hard, coming back to Wapping?” He studied her face, which was schooled into a politely neutral expression. “I should think most of the memories are unpleasant.”

				“Most,” she agreed. “But there are good people here too. I have fond memories of some, Mrs. Miller and the laundress next door most especially. After Tom found me, and we eventually took in Jamie, then Nell and Piers, things got better. We became a family.”

				A vampyre-hunting family, at that. His lips twitched. As a werewolf, he had no grounds for finding that odd. “What drove a handful of children to spend their nights fighting the undead? I’ve always wondered about that. I was there that night, with Inspector Dugan, when Merrick found you, you know. I know what you fought at that warehouse.”

				“I know. I saw you wink at me. As to why? Well, Tom had something of an instinct for it, of course.” A hereditary one, it had turned out. “We don’t speak of it much, but not all of us made it out of Wapping. There was another girl who lived with us for a while, a little older than me and even sweeter and more timid than Nell. Her name was Janie. She was killed coming home one night by a vampyre. After that, we trained with Tom and with Clive Perkins, the bartender at the Wigged Pig, who used to be in the army. We were determined to keep the undead away from any more of our friends.”

				“And by working with the Order, you still fight that fight—though not so often with a sword these days.” He remained in awe of the pluck and determination she’d shown, even as a child, even when she was kidnapped. “I expect one day you’ll marry one of the Knights, and continue your work behind the scenes.”

				“Perhaps at some point in the future, perhaps not.” Wink shrugged. “I still feel like a fraud in society, you know. I’m not sure it would be fair to inflict my insecurities—and my peculiarities—on some steady young gentleman. I’m an engineer and a damned good one, but I’ve no idea how to manage a household or arrange a dinner party. Do you know the rest of my history—before Wapping, I mean?”

				Liam shook his head. He’d wondered of course. Of all the children the Hadrians had adopted, only Wink had clearly had some formal education, somewhere in her past.

				“Father—my natural father, that is—was the son of a well-to-do greengrocer. He was an inventor, a brilliant one, and I think he made good money at it. Then one day, he fell in love with a squire’s daughter.” She paused as if struggling to remember all the details. She wore brown today, so her eyes were a soft shade of amber. If he looked closer, he knew, the vivid green flecks would be there, banked like warm coals.

				“I take it a happy ending didn’t ensue?” He smiled, wanting her to continue.

				Wink took a breath. “At first they were happy, despite their problems. They eloped, and my mother was cut off entirely. The squire—and yes, he’s dead now, Papa Merrick checked—blackened my father’s name everywhere in England. No one would hire him or fund his inventions.”

				“Bastard,” Liam muttered.

				“Agreed.” She nodded. “So they traveled around the Continent. After I was born, my mother taught me languages and history, and all the ladylike skills she could, while my father tutored me in science and mathematics. Mostly he taught me about machines.”

				“For which you had a gift.” Liam wasn’t complimenting her, just stating a fact. “It must have been a difficult life for a child, with no real home.”

				“Not really. I don’t remember being unhappy, not then. I loved seeing new places and I had the most caring family a girl could ask for.” She sighed. “When I was seven, everything changed. Mother caught consumption. Father tried every doctor he could find, did everything he could, but she died a year later.”

				“I’m sorry,” he said. He’d lost his own mother at a similar age—something he hadn’t known they had in common.

				“When she died, it was as if something inside Father broke. He never mistreated me, but if he forgot to eat, well, he forgot to feed me too. He brought her ashes back to England. By then, there was no money left, so we ended up in Wapping, with him repairing laundry machines and the like, when he remembered to work at all. More often than not, it was me who did the work. When he died, I just kept on doing it.”

				“I can’t imagine how impossible it must have been for a young girl, all alone in the worst part of London.” Frankly he was amazed she’d survived as all—doubly so that she hadn’t ended up as an unwilling prostitute. Even as a little girl, she’d have been beautiful.

				“Well, we did quite nicely picking pockets—you know that, though I shouldn’t say it out loud to an inspector. But if Mrs. Miller hadn’t traded me a room in the attic for building her things, and Tom one for cleaning up her shop and running errands, I don’t know what we would have done.” She said it simply, as a fact, with no trace of melodrama or self-pity. Liam respected that. They both knew that most girls in her shoes would have ended up making a living on their backs.

				“I see why she’s so important to you,” he said. “As I said, I’ll do all I can to help her, if only to find a body, if it comes to that. You have my word.”

				“Thank you. The poor of London need someone to stand for them. Mrs. Miller does well enough, but so many others can’t afford food or air masks or filters for their rooms, if they’re lucky enough to have one. The farms close to the city are gone, so there’s not enough food, but the wealthy still gorge themselves. People are starving and choking to death in the streets of London and yet those blithering idiots at the Royal Society can’t see past their own noses. Worse, those who do see, simply don’t care that their conveniences are killing off the same people who work to support their grandiose standard of living.” She leaned her head back against the leather squabs of the coach and sighed. “I’m sorry for the tirade, Liam. I tend to get fed up with the hypocrisy of so-called ‘good’ society.”

				“As well you should.” He gazed out the window at blackened buildings and scrub weeds where there used to be grass. “Why do you think I choose to work at Scotland Yard, much to the horror of my ‘noble’ sire?” He snorted at the word noble. “That they have a son, even the younger one, who deigns to work for a living, gives my stepmother the vapors. I’ve no more use for society than you do. I only mingle in it because my superiors ask me to. Having an ‘honorable’ on the roster gives the Yard access to information that we wouldn’t have otherwise. So I hide my disgust and go to parties, dance and waste time on occasion. I’m no social lion. I’m a bloody Trojan horse.”

				“Quite a pair, aren’t we?” She gave a soft chuckle that lit a flame, low in his gut. “To mix in yet another animal metaphor, we’re both fish out of water. Perhaps we should join forces.” For just a moment, her eyes reflected a hint of something ageless—and very feminine.

				Liam forced himself to remember she was the daughter of a friend. “Not the same species of fish, I’m afraid. You’re a lady now, like it or not, and to be anything else would be a rejection of all Merrick and Caroline have done for you. I know you too well to think you’d consider that for a moment.”

				“Don’t be silly. Mum and Papa are my family now, as much as Nell or Tom, or even my natural parents. We’re an odd lot, it’s true, but I love them as dearly as if they’d raised me from the cradle. I’d never do anything to hurt them.”

				“And you want some of that life for yourself, if only you’d admit it. I’ve seen you with your little brother and sisters. You want a man of your own and a family, as long as it’s a man who allows you to be yourself.”

				“Perhaps—some day, anyway. Does that really make us different species?” She licked her lips, an utterly unconscious move he was sure, but it made him catch his breath.

				“It does.” He managed to keep his voice steady and firm. “Marriage isn’t in the cards for me, now or ever. With your parents, both sets, it seems, you’ve seen the good of it. My youth was spent among only the bad. My parents despised one another. Alpha male werewolves do not make good husbands, and I wouldn’t inflict that on any woman. My mother was a werewolf herself, and she couldn’t cope with it. Furthermore, wolf cubs couldn’t be raised in the city, and here is where I need to be—where I can make a difference for the good. So my destiny is to be an old, crusty bachelor, bringing sweets and telling tall tales to your grandchildren some day.”

				Her smile flitted sadly across her slim, sharp-featured face. “I’m sorry for you, Liam. It’s a waste, you know. Some woman would have been very lucky to have you.”

				He nodded in acknowledgement of the compliment, and silence filled the coach for an awkward moment. Then he blurted, “You could do a lot worse than Connor MacKay. He knows your background and thinks the world of you anyway.”

				“Connor’s a good man,” she agreed. “But he deserves someone who can love him with all her heart. I’m afraid I think of him more as another brother than as a suitor.”

				“Perhaps you should give him the chance to change your mind.” Saying it made Liam’s chest ache. It was the right thing to do, though. Wink deserved to be happy and MacKay would take care of her in grand style. Furthermore, he’d never try to keep her from her beloved machines as so many other men would. Most importantly, he’d never lose his temper and lift a hand to her or their children.

				She patted George on the head. The metal beast had waited in the carriage while she’d been in Scotland Yard, but now sat attentively at their feet, keeping one glass eye on Liam. Another sad smile flitted across her face. “Perhaps I should.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				When one was troubled, Wink reflected, there was nothing like a good coze with your sister to help sort things out. That evening she sat curled up in a rose-patterned armchair in Eleanor Jenkins Hadrian’s pink-and-gilt bedroom while Nell sat cross-legged on the bed and brushed out her straight, silky black hair. Her big dark eyes, solemn and wise, gleamed in the gaslight.

				They talked about Mrs. Miller and Liam’s investigation, and the previous night’s ball. Wink bit her lip. Keeping secrets from Nell made her feel like a rat. “Connor wants to take me riding in the park tomorrow.”

				“What’s wrong with that? You love riding.” Nell set down the brush and rested her hands on her lap, her white muslin nightgown tucked around her knees. Her smile was as calm and soothing as always.

				Sometimes Wink envied Nell her inner peace. “I do love riding, but I don’t love Connor. Not like that, anyway.” It all came pouring out then: his proposal, Wink promising to give him a week to change her mind, and her reluctance to hurt him by either refusing or accepting. “Even Liam told me I should marry Connor. Everyone seems to think so—except me.”

				“Oh, darling, you know better than that. I’d never urge you to marry anyone you didn’t love with your whole heart. Neither would Papa or Mum. Or Aunt Dorothy, for that matter.”

				Wink smiled. Since Dorothy Hadrian, still a handsome woman in her fifties, had been in love with Miss Margaret Julian since they were both schoolgirls, she had more experience than most in avoiding a marriage that wouldn’t have suited. “I know. I didn’t mean the family—though Tom will be firmly in Connor’s corner of course.”

				“Of course he will, but not if it doesn’t make you happy. Connor is Tom’s friend from school and university, another Knight, almost the same age. But you’re his sister. It’s how you feel that counts. You can’t marry just to please your brother.”

				“I know that too.” Wink twisted her long ginger braid of hair in her fingers. “But what if I never do get an offer from a man I feel passionate about? Would it be better to marry one I love, even if it’s not the kind of love I might have hoped for? I don’t want to live with Mum and Papa for the rest of my life.” Yes, her family was wealthy enough to support any number of maiden aunts, but that wasn’t the life she wanted for herself. She wanted to experience passion, have a home of her own. She was a young, healthy woman, after all.

				“You mean Liam.” Nell scooted over to wrap her arm around Wink’s waist and lay her head on Wink’s shoulder. “You’ve loved him since you were fifteen. Is there no hope, then? He’s always looked at you in such a fierce, proprietary way. For years I’ve assumed he was merely waiting for you to grow up.”

				“I’d hoped so.” Wink’s voice broke. “When I turned eighteen, I waited for him to speak, then again when I turned twenty-one and every year since. The fact that he never married gave me hope, but I was wrong. He told me today that he never plans to marry. Alpha werewolves, according to him, make horrible husbands, and since he never wants to leave the city to raise children, he’s chosen to be a confirmed bachelor.”

				“I’m sorry, ducks.” Nell was silent for a long time, just holding Wink and sharing her sadness. “Perhaps, then, you do need to at least consider the possibility that there’s another love for you out there. Connor is a dear man. Maybe you should give him a chance. Give him a fair trial without comparing him to Liam at every turn.”

				Wink chuckled. “He is dear. Do you know what he sent me this morning?”

				“Roses? He sent me a nosegay of yellow ones.” Nell backed away so they could see each other’s faces. “No, wait—orchids since they’re more dashing, like you.”

				Wink shook her head. “No. That’s just what I’d have expected, but he managed to surprise me. He sent me Lord Babbage’s newest book on refinements to his analytical engines, complete with plans for making the modifications. It’s so new that it isn’t even in the stores yet. I’ve been waiting months for a copy, and yet somehow, he managed to get one before it was released. It’s even signed by Lord Babbage himself.” Wink had met the man who’d changed the world with his computing machines, a time or two in society, but she didn’t know him nearly well enough to get an advance copy of his book. She wondered how Connor had managed it.

				“That sounds like the perfect gift,” Nell agreed. “Not so expensive it’s an insult, but something special, that shows he knows and appreciates you for who you are.”

				“Perfect.” Wink sighed. “I wonder what happened to change his tone? Before it’s always been the usual—flowers and candy. Even when he proposed last night, all he could talk about was my beauty, grace and so on. Bother. Why can’t men see more in a woman than a pretty face?”

				“You’d rather be plain?” Humor tinged Nell’s tone. “I don’t believe you. You’re an unusual beauty, with your red hair, true, but you know you like turning a man’s eye just as much as the next girl.”

				“The next girl being you, oh exotic one?” This was old, familiar bickering, as comfortable as Wink’s favorite coveralls. “How many budding musicians send you flowers on a daily basis, praising your so-called other-worldly charms? You’d think they could at least read a map and know India is part of the same planet, but that’s musicians for you. You’ve the only brain amongst them as far as I can tell.”

				“I get flowers on occasion, yes. I even have one or two young men I step out with now and then—always with Aunt Dorothy or other students, of course. And I do like flirting, and being thought lovely, if only to spit in the eye of the old harpies who call me foreign and other, less complimentary words.”

				Wink leaned her chin on her hands. “In some ways, life was so much simpler back in Wapping. At least then we knew what to expect, and who the enemies were.”

				“Ah, but then we wouldn’t have Papa, or Mum, or the little ones.” Nell’s eyes misted as she spoke of their young siblings. She’d always been the most maternal, mothering Piers and Jamie back in Wapping, and even her dolls when they first moved to Mayfair. “I know what you mean, though. Since this is my last term, I have no idea what to do next.”

				“You’re considering not pursuing music as a profession, aren’t you?” Even more so than a lady engineer, the life of a professional singer was looked down upon by society. Nell loved singing—her gift bordered on the supernatural—but Wink wasn’t surprised to find her sister didn’t want to make the waves required to take to the stage.

				Nell shook her head. “We’re not all as bold as you, ducks. Your work means so much to you, but I’ve no yearning for a profession. I’d be thrilled if someone asked me to marry him. A family of my own is really all I’ve ever wanted. Singing is my joy, and the chance to study it was a gift beyond my wildest dreams, but I don’t need an audience to be happy. I’ve only finished these last two years at the academy to please Papa and Mum.”

				“And yet there’s no one?” Wink found it hard to believe that Nell had no likely suitors. Even given her exotic origins, she was lovely, kind and had a healthy dowry.

				“No.” Nell cast Wink a wistful smile and shook her head. “Now, no more glumness. I’ll be fine. Besides, we’re not talking about me—we’re discussing your romantic prospects, which are far more interesting.”

				“You truly think I should go riding with Connor tomorrow?” Her work with the Order was flexible—she didn’t need to be in the office at any specific hour, so long as she finished the project in a timely fashion.

				“It’s just a ride. You’re not accepting his proposal. Just—think about it. Would you be happy, married to Connor? A strong man, a warrior, who adores you? Who wouldn’t mind you working with the Order? Whose family is close friends with ours? He does have a lot to recommend him.”

				“He does. He’s a paragon on almost every count and his only flaw is that he isn’t Liam.” Forced to look inside herself, Wink wasn’t sure she liked what she saw. Had she grown so vain that she thought herself above such a man? She, who’d slept in the streets and picked pockets to buy food? Or was it time for her to give up her schoolgirl fantasy of Liam and look for someone who wanted her in his life? The idea of a grand passion sounded wonderful, but it didn’t always work out properly in the real world. Wink thought about her childhood and frowned. “You know, now that we’re talking about it, maybe you’re right. My parents—my natural parents—they sacrificed everything for passion and look how that ended. It’s possible I’ve been looking at this the wrong way. Maybe affection and friendship are a better foundation for marriage.”

				Nell hugged her again. “Only you can make that decision, darling. But there are so many different kinds of love. Make sure you choose the one that’s right for you.”

				“Thank you.” Wink squeezed her sister’s shoulders. “All right. Riding it is.”

				“Good.” Nell beamed. “Wear your bronze habit with my new black riding bonnet—it has a filter concealed so carefully you’d never know it wasn’t just a veil.”

				“I know. I designed that filter, remember?”

				“Yes, but you wouldn’t know a fashionable hat if one bit you on the bum.” With that, they giggled like little girls and the serious discussion was over.

				* * *

				By the time Connor arrived the next morning, Wink had schooled herself to greet him with enthusiasm. He was a handsome man just a year her senior, he adored her and he was fun. Furthermore, she loved to ride. While they waited in the foyer for a groom to bring her horse around to the front of the house, she even allowed Connor a friendly kiss on the cheek.

				“I’m afraid my gift today is only chocolates,” he said with a twinkle in his blue eyes. “But the box is a little something I thought you’d enjoy.” He handed over the ribbon-wrapped trinket with a flourish.

				Wink unwrapped the package and laughed at the wind-up monkey that dispensed chocolates at the press of a button. She popped one treat into her mouth and handed another to Connor, who shared her sweet tooth. “It’s adorable. Thank you.” Setting the gift on the hall table, she waved good-bye to Dorothy who’d come downstairs to see them off. Once outside, she allowed Connor to help her mount.

				“You look lovely, by the way. That’s a clever mask. Your own design?” After setting Wink on her mare’s back, Connor mounted a large roan gelding and donned his own mask—a sturdier leather model that covered his nose completely, but only had a thin film of gauze over the mouth to allow for speech.

				“The hat is Nell’s, but thank you, I did make the miniaturized filter.” The actual filter was in the crown of the hat, while soft rubber plugs—changed and cleaned of course with each wearing—attached to thin tubes went directly into her nose. The discreet design allowed the veiling of the bonnet to almost completely hide the necessary device.

				“Melody will be envious. She’s working on dirigible engines up in Edinburgh, but sends her love. I telephoned her last night.” Connor’s sister had gone through Lovelace College alongside Wink, part of the first class of female students in Oxford’s prestigious halls.

				“I agree about telephones being a great improvement over teletext—at least for those who can afford them. In fact, I spoke to Melody just last week,” Wink said. “And I’ve already put a mask like this together for her—with Nell’s help on the hat. We’re sending it up for her birthday next month.”

				“I should have guessed you’d be one step ahead of me.” They rode at a steady walk toward Hyde Park, not too far from Hadrian House, which was just off St. James’s Square.

				A short ride later, they turned into the park and Wink looked sadly at the black scrubby grass, the stunted trees and scraggly shrubs where once there had been so much green.

				“What’s bothering you, Wink? Something more than which wires to use on the inter-office network. You don’t look like you slept, and you’re chewing a hole in your lower lip.”

				“Doesn’t it depress you? Look around. Where are the flowers that were here just six or seven years ago?” In the short time she’d lived here, London had gotten so much worse, and nowhere was that more evident than here, the once-famous Rotten Row. “Five years ago we’d have passed dozens of other riders. Even two years ago we’d have passed ten or twelve. Now there are maybe five others in the entire park. The plants are dead or dying and the Serpentine is little more than a mucky drainage ditch.”

				Connor nodded. “It is dreadful. And I know you’ll find a way to solve it—if not with electricity, then some other way. Now, come on, tell me what’s really wrong. Something more personal than London’s soot problem.”

				“You know me too well.” But was that a bad thing? Really? She’d promised to give him a chance, and perhaps he could help. “All right. Did Tom ever tell you about Mrs. Miller? The lady who runs a tea shop in Wapping?”

				“The one you lived above? Of course. Is she ill?” Connor’s genuine concern wrapped around Wink like a hug. Yes, there were worse things than to spend time with a man who knew all your secrets and liked you anyway. As they rode, she told him the whole story of the missing Eamon Miller, ending with, “Liam telephoned this morning. There are no unknown men in any of the hospitals, morgues or prisons who match Eamon’s photograph. So he’s likely been press-ganged or is at the bottom of the Thames.”

				“That’s awful. I imagine Tom is already hard at work?” Connor sent her a kind smile that twitched the corners of his mask. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”

				“Tom left this morning for Plymouth,” Wink said. “A new assignment. He’s excited to finally be given his own, without a more experienced Knight to mind him.”

				Connor nodded. “I feel the same. It’s such a relief not to have someone frowning at you all the time.”

				“So what about you? Off anywhere exciting soon?” She always worried when they were gone, but she also envied them the freedom and the chance to make a difference in the world.

				“I’m on vampyre detail here in London, which means there’s no reason I can’t help you search by day.” He paused. “I’m not on duty until after midnight tonight, however, and I managed to borrow a friend’s box at the opera. I don’t suppose you’d be willing to come?”

				He sounded so hopeful that Wink bit off her automatic refusal. She’d promised Nell. “You know I don’t much care for opera.”

				“I know. Neither do I, if you recall. We can watch the crowd and laugh together.” Over his mask, he winked. “Make quiet fun of the stage effects. Nell and Dorothy are invited as well, of course. Nell, at least, will appreciate the music.”

				“How can I argue with that?” She took a deep breath through her filter plugs and offered him a smile. “The opera it is, then. Is it at least in French or Italian? My German is execrable.”

				“Sorry, Spanish,” he said. “Though I suppose you speak that as well.”

				“No, I never lived in Spain.” Not that she could remember, at any rate. “As you said, we’ll simply roll our eyes at the crowd and chuckle about the awful theater technology.”

				The corners of his eyelids crinkled. “I look forward to it.”

				She wished the heat in his eyes could warm the cold in the pit of her stomach. Why couldn’t she want him the way he wanted her? If she was subdued for the rest of their ride, he must have put it down to worry over Mrs. Miller, for he didn’t ask again and kept up a cheerful, if mostly one-sided, conversation.

				Tonight. She waived him good-bye from the doorway of her home and promised silently to be better company at the opera. Maybe I’ll even let him kiss me again. And this time I’ll kiss him back, just to see if I can. She was sure Dorothy and Nell would conspire to give them a few moments alone. Wink went upstairs to change, trying to convince herself that sounded romantic and appealing.

				* * *

				Liam studied the Babbage engine printout sent over from the Richmond police station. The photographic reproduction was grainy, and the man had been dead for a couple of days, but since the body had no tattoos, it wasn’t Eamon Miller, who according to his mother sported a large anchor on his left forearm. Another dead end. Liam had uncovered reports of several disappearances in Wapping over the last few weeks, but none of them had been deemed unusually suspicious. Bad things happened in the slums, and most of the time, there was little the police could do. Not only were there no leads about these disappearances, the cases were barely being pursued, if at all.

				Liam had spent the morning conferring with the Queen’s bodyguards, the captains of the Household Cavalry regiments and Ascot officials over security for the upcoming royal display. By afternoon, he was more than ready to go do some actual police work. So when he spotted, “Woman foils abduction by automaton,” on the printout of all reports from the Wapping precinct, he decided he might as well investigate. It was just a short jaunt by streetcar to the brothel where the improbably named Miss Lolly Luscious purportedly worked, so he put on his uniform-issue mask and made his way to the steam tram.

				Other inspectors had their own coaches or steam cars and drivers, but Liam preferred to mingle with the rest of the population as much as possible. Conversations overheard on the tram or sidewalk had led to arrests more than once in his career—especially since his lupine heritage meant he had better-than-human hearing.

				On this trip, though, he gained nothing more useful than the rocking motion of the tram soothing him into a near doze as he stood, leaning on a pole. He hadn’t slept much since the duke’s ball last night, his mind busy with a series of overlapping problems. The threat against the royal family at the Ascot races. Winifred Hadrian. The missing sailor, Eamon Miller. And again, Wink. Was he doing the right thing encouraging MacKay to court her properly? The wolf inside his chest howled at the prospect of her in another man’s bed. But Liam couldn’t have her for himself, and better Connor than another man, one Liam didn’t know or respect.

				He’d done the right thing, he assured himself as he walked the last few blocks.

				His thoughts drifted back to his university days, to the one serious relationship he’d ever had. She’d been a sweet young thing, daughter of a local shopkeeper, and Liam had been a hairsbreadth away from offering marriage—until he’d caught her behind the pub with another man. They were laughing about the expensive gifts Liam had given her, debating how to spend his money. Worst of all, the girl was going on about how dreadful it was to have to bed down with a disgusting, hairy werewolf.

				Liam had seen red. He’d thrown the bastard across the alley, smashing him into a stone wall. He’d actually raised his hand to her, only at the last minute managing to turn it away and slam it into the back wall of the pub. When she ran screaming that he was an animal, he damn near shifted and proved her right.

				That’s when he’d known he was just like his father. A good woman wasn’t something Liam could allow himself. Hurting a scheming tart like his first lover would have been a bad thing to do. Hurting someone kind and true—that would be tragic. Liam wasn’t going to put himself in a situation where that could happen.

				He shoved the memories away when he reached a tidy red-brick building with garish scarlet awnings. Madame Toussaint’s Lounge for Discerning Gentlemen. He peeled off his mask as he climbed the chipped granite steps. The odor of cheap liquor, bad perfume and sex met his nostrils even before he knocked. Ha. No one with discernment would be caught dead here.

				His first look at the servant who answered the door nearly confirmed that thought. The man was so emaciated it looked as if he’d died some years past and been propped in a closet full of mothballs. Honestly, he rather smelled of mothballs too. Liam concentrated on breathing through his mouth as he held up his identification in one hand and used the other to proffer his calling card. “I’m here to speak to a Miss Luscious on the subject of her assault last evening.”

				“Of course, Inspector.” The man moved aside with such creaky stiffness that Liam was afraid he’d fall over at any moment. His voice was little more than a rasp. “Right this way if you please.”

				Liam followed the butler through a hall covered in surprisingly clean flocked silk—the place had some income, clearly. The carpets on the polished wood floor were worn, but good. Near the back of the house, Liam entered a tidy and entirely businesslike office, where a middle-aged woman in a simple peach day dress and gold spectacles worked over a ledger with the help of a small Babbage accounting engine. Her plump, ringless fingers fairly flew over the keys. She paused and smiled politely as he approached. “Merci, Alain. That will be all.”

				“As you wish, Madam.” The creaking butler made his way out of the room, closing the door behind him.

				“Madame Toussaint, I presume?” Liam made a small bow before the desk. “Inspector Liam McCullough. I’d like to speak with one of your ladies, if you don’t mind. You’re welcome to stay if that would make her more comfortable.”

				She studied him with keen eyes and must have seen something she approved of, for she gave a nod. The French accent vanished. “Good afternoon, Inspector. Have a seat.”

				When he did, she said, “No need to maintain formalities. Nettie Hawkins at your service. Madame Toussaint is a business.”

				“And Mrs. Hawkins is a business woman. I’ve no grief with that.” He held out his hand and shook hers. Yes, prostitution was illegal, but Liam wasn’t here to harass the madam or her employees. This house seemed cleaner than most—and it was a damn sight safer for all concerned than a darkened street corner. “I just want to know more about this automaton that attacked a young woman last night. I’m not here to cause any trouble.”

				“Good, then.” She pressed a small buzzer on her desk. “We’ll get Lolly down straight away. Can I get you coffee? Brandy? A drop of the Irish?”

				Before Liam could answer, the servant reappeared at the door. “Yes, madam?”

				“Thank you, Allen. Fetch Lolly, if you would, and…” She broke off and studied Liam again. “Coffee. For three, please.”

				Liam nodded. “Thank you. I prefer not to drink spirits during business hours.” Not that alcohol affected him much, but it was Yard policy. “Feel free, yourself, however. And Miss Luscious, if it makes her feel more comfortable talking to me.”

				A tap on the door several minutes later revealed the butler with an automated tea cart and a woman of perhaps twenty, though she looked older at the moment. Dark circles pooled beneath tired brown eyes. An ugly bruise bloomed across one cheek, another on her slim throat. A rumpled velvet dressing gown showed she hadn’t expected company this early. Long henna-reddened hair hung in a thick braid down her back and she hid behind the butler as he poured three cups of dark, rich coffee into delicate china cups. The robust aroma of the coffee overpowered the tang of cheap perfume.

				Liam stood and held the other chair for the woman. “Come in, miss. My name is Inspector McCullough, and I believe you can help me with an investigation.”

				“Inspector, meet Lolly Archer. Lolly, have a seat and drink some coffee. The inspector isn’t here to cause trouble.” Mrs. Hawkins removed her spectacles and accepted a cup before once again dismissing her servant.

				“Yes, madame.” The girl had been trained to speak with a moderately educated accent, but traces of Wapping or Whitechapel lingered beneath her husky tones. The rasp to her voice was probably due at least in part to her injuries, which looked, from what Liam could see, like an attempted strangulation. Miss Archer was lucky to be alive.

				Liam leaned back in his chair and sipped his coffee, hoping to put her at ease. “Miss Archer, can you tell me what happened?”

				“I told the other coppers,” she rasped. “They said I was drunk…or a lunatic.”

				Of course they had. The police liked simple answers, not complex or supernatural ones. “I promise you, I’m more open-minded than most. Whatever happened, you can tell me. No matter how strange or unbelievable you think it might be.”

				“Tell him, Lolly,” Mrs. Hawkins said in a voice that while soft, brooked no argument. “You can trust this one.”

				There was something in her tone that caused Liam to give her another look.

				“A small gift of my own, Inspector.” She slanted him a look over her coffee cup.” I can almost always tell when a gentleman is lying. That has proved…useful in both my previous and present occupations.”

				“I imagine so.” She was a pleasant-looking woman who’d probably once been more than passably pretty. Since she’d likely started in the business as a courtesan herself, knowing when a man was telling the truth could have meant the difference between life and death.

				“I screen each and every client personally. Whoever attacked Lolly, I can promise it wasn’t one of my clientele.”

				“I’ll take your word for that, ma’am.” Liam turned back to the younger woman. “In the report, you said something about the man being made of metal.”

				Lolly nodded. “He were…was. At least his hands and face. Couldn’t see nothing else, but he creaked and moved all stiff-like.”

				“And where were you when this happened?” Liam took out his notebook and pen. “Do you remember what time it was?”

				“I was down visiting my sister—she’s got a man, keeps her nice in a little flat. The bells had just chimed ten, and the streetcar doesn’t run that late. I was on Wapping Street, near the King Edward steps. He come out of nowhere, he did, grabbed me round the throat and started dragging me toward the stairs.”

				“That must have been terrifying,” Liam said with utter sincerity. Had there been a boat waiting? “However did you manage to escape?”

				“’Twas a cat I think. Or a little dog, perhaps. The man—the thing—stepped on it on the first step down. Squashed the poor blighter flat. But ’e was so stiff, you see, it threw ’im off balance. ’E let go of my neck to try and grab the wall, but I shoved him and he fell—arse over teakettle. Clanked the whole way down then splashed right into the water like a rock.”

				“And you ran?” Liam jotted down her words as close to verbatim as he could manage.

				“Bet your arse I did. Fast as my feet could take me.”

				“Wise girl.” Liam smiled at her. “Can you tell me exactly what he looked like? As much as you could see anyway. Was he tall? Short? Stout? Thin? Did his face look like a mask, or was it almost human? Iron or bronze?”

				She inhaled deeply, glanced over at her employer and then firmed her chin. “If I could borrow a pencil, I can show you.”

				“Lolly’s quite a good sketch artist,” Mrs. Hawkins said as she withdrew a charcoal pencil and a tablet of unlined paper from her desk drawer. “Pull your chair up, dear, and draw us what you remember.”

				“Yes, ma’am.” Lolly scooted her chair forward and rested her elbows on the desk, the pencil clenched between her fingers.

				Then the charcoal began to fly across the tablet and a shape began to form. Man-sized, perhaps just a bit taller than average based on the scale of the wall beside him, the creature wore a caped greatcoat that swirled around him like the mist off the river. A crumpled top hat perched on a brow that did, indeed, look almost human, but the eyes were nothing more than two dark holes in a face too round and smooth to be natural. Small bolts at the neck and temples seemed to indicate a mask clamped on over the face.

				“No gloves,” she said as she sketched the hands. “Bronze, I think. It glinted yellowish in the gaslight. Didn’t look black like iron, nor as shiny as brass.”

				He noted that on his pad. “When you pushed him—did you feel flesh, or metal?”

				She shrugged. “Not sure. I was too busy running for me life.”

				“Fair enough. But you did hear creaking when he moved?” Liam studied the sketch. Was it a man in a mask or a remarkably human automaton? The only person he knew who could make one so humanlike would be Wink. He needed to show this to her.

				“Aye. Its knees and elbows made noise like the dumbwaiter when it’s low on oil.” She gave a sample screech reminiscent of a mechanical in need of maintenance.

				After another few minutes’ conversation, during which he determined that she knew nothing more that would forward his investigation, he asked one final question.

				“Miss Archer, Mrs. Hawkins, have either of you heard about others disappearing in this neighborhood? Have people been vanishing in Wapping lately?”

				Mrs. Hawkins snorted. “More than usual, you mean?”

				Liam nodded.

				So did the madam—eventually. For a moment she stared at Liam, then, lips set in a grim line she said, “Yes. Something is afoot in Wapping, Inspector. I hope to heaven you can find out what, and put an end to it before more good people disappear.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				“You have to admit, he does make a handsome escort,” Nell whispered as Connor left the opera box to fetch refreshments during the intermission. “He’s quite dashing in top hat and tails.”

				“Of course he is,” Dorothy interjected, her dark eyes twinkling. “The Order doesn’t produce ugly offspring. His father was handsome, too, but I wouldn’t have wanted to marry him. What matters, Wink, is how he makes you feel.”

				“Thank you, Aunt, for understanding.” Wink tapped her fan with her fingers, idly wondering whether adding a small poisoned dart would be worthwhile, or if a slender stiletto could more easily be hidden in one of the ribs. Anything to avoid thinking about Connor, Liam or the state of matrimony in general.

				“Though he did show an unexpected bit of flair when he brought you those flowers.” Dorothy reached over and tapped the nosegay tied to Wink’s wrist. “The automated bumblebee is extremely clever.”

				“Yes, it is.” Wink smiled at the tiny brass insect that wound up and circled the silver flowers. Connor had done perfectly tonight, bringing white orchids for Nell, bright wildflowers for Dorothy and a mechanical corsage for Wink. He was everything a suitor was supposed to be. Was it wrong for her to expect something more? To feel the kind of attraction that turned her knees to jelly?

				Was that even wise? There was a certain safety in the kind of love Connor offered. Even at eight years old, she’d known when her natural mother died that a big part of her father had as well. That kind of intense emotion was wonderful to watch with Papa Merrick and Mum Caro, but it could go wrong so easily. If Wink married Connor and lost him, she’d be truly sad, but she’d be able to carry on, to take care of herself and any children they had. Would the same be true if she wed Liam and he was killed? All of the men in her life had chosen dangerous occupations. A calm, steady type of love did have much to recommend it.

				“Nell, dear, why don’t you come with me to the ladies’ retiring room?” Dorothy said.

				“I’ll come too…” Wink stood, glad to at least stretch her legs.

				“No.” Dorothy shook her head. “You wait here for Connor.” She tugged Nell’s arm and the two of them left the box.

				Bother. Too restless to sit back down, Wink prowled the tiny enclosure, wondering what Connor would think when he returned. Moreover, would he take advantage of their brief isolation? She rather hoped he would.

				“Where are the others?”

				Wink spun to the entrance. Normally, even a Knight couldn’t sneak up on her, but she’d been that distracted. “Retiring room.” She sighed and accepted a glass of tepid lemonade. “Honestly, I think they just wanted to give us some time alone.”

				Connor tapped the rim of his glass to hers. “Thoughtful. Do you mind?” They were far enough back in the box that the gaslights were almost completely shadowed, meaning no one from across the theatre could see them.

				“No.” Spending time alone with him was part of her bargain, and she wasn’t going to go back on her word. Besides, she needed to know if she could feel more for him than just friendship. She stepped closer, until her hoops ran into his ankles. Inhaling deeply, she took in his scent—bay rum, macassar oil, a hint of the brandy in his glass. Under it all was the scent of Connor himself, unique and familiar as one of her brothers. Her senses stirred—she was a young, healthy woman, and he was decidedly male—but the stir was faint, almost distant, an awareness without any magnetism. Wink bit off a curse as she laid her cheek on his shoulder.

				Connor set his glass on a small table and took hers from her unresisting hands. He draped his arms loosely, almost tentatively around her waist and his breath stirred the curls at her temples. “You look amazing tonight. I know that’s not what you want to hear, but it’s true.”

				“Thank you. Believe me, I’m woman enough to enjoy being complimented. You’re quite nice to look at yourself.” She patted his lapel and pulled back to look up into his bluff, handsome face. “You are, Connor. You’re the ideal beau—handsome, thoughtful, bright, athletic, honorable. Any girl would be delighted to have you.”

				“I don’t want any silly girl.” He cupped her cheek with one white-gloved hand. “I want a woman, one with brains and dignity and strength. I need someone I can talk with, who understands the world we live in and the monsters that walk among us. I want you, Wink, along with a houseful of cogs and gears, and George guarding our carrot-topped children.”

				Her heart cracked. “That’s probably the most beautiful thing anyone has ever said to me.” How could she continue refusing him? Friendship and affection had to be better than growing old alone. She licked her lips and looked into his eyes, giving him tacit permission to kiss her. The other night, her role had been merely passive. This time she planned to participate. It was time to find out what it felt like to really kiss a man she cared for.

				His eyes nearly closed as he lowered his head to hers, tightening his arms around her waist to pull her closer. She leaned in, her own eyelids fluttering shut.

				“What a crush.” A loud throat-clearing punctuated Dorothy’s exclamation from just outside the curtain, giving Wink and Connor time to guiltily jump apart.

				A moment later, Dorothy strode into the box with Nell behind her. Nell ginned at Wink as she helped herself to a glass of lemonade from the tray Connor had brought. After they took their seats, she leaned in close to Wink. “Anything interesting happen while we were gone?”

				“No.” Wink bit her lip, wishing she felt more than relief at the interruption.

				Nell chuckled. “Too bad.”

				Wink nodded. Now her experiment would have to wait until the next time she was alone with Connor. Who knew when that would be? Blast it.

				Connor, though, as always, came to her rescue. He leaned close to her ear as the performance began. “I was hoping we could go for a drive tomorrow afternoon.”

				“Of course.” Somehow, she’d find a moment to kiss him. She had to know if there was a spark, even a little one. Her stomach clenched in a mixture of dread and anticipation as she turned back to the performance.

				* * *

				Liam stretched his legs beneath his desk the following morning and read through his notes on the Eamon Miller case. The madam had been right. Something very odd was going on in Wapping. Not only had there been over twenty reported missing-person cases in the last three months, but at least half a dozen residents of the area had reported missing dogs. A number of possibilities for the missing humans. It was still regrettably common practice to shanghai men to work as sailors, but almost never women. Slave trafficking of various sorts still existed, but was less common than the penny dreadfuls would have one believe. Medical experimentation was another possibility. Grave robbing was a common enough way for medical schools to get cadavers to study, but Liam hadn’t heard of a large-scale operation taking live victims to test. Furthermore, not one of those could account for the abduction of guard animals and household pets. Nor did any of them explain the sketch tacked to his wall, drawn by Lolly “Luscious” Archer.

				A tap sounded at his open door, and he looked up to see Connor leaning against the jamb. “Got a mo’?”

				Liam nodded. “Come in—if you can find room.”

				Connor lifted a stack of books off the rickety chair opposite the desk and cautiously lowered his weight onto the seat. “I took Wink to the opera last night.”

				“What? Why on Earth would you do that? She loathes opera.” Liam resisted the urge to growl. He’d never taken Connor for an idiot before. This matchmaking business was going to be far more work than he’d initially supposed.

				The idiot smiled. “I know, but Nell loves opera, and Wink loves Nell. We made a party of it and laughed ourselves silly at the crowd.”

				Liam tipped his chin, conceding the point. “Well played. Did she enjoy herself?”

				“She seemed to.” Connor shrugged. “Hard to tell, I suppose. Today we’re going for a drive, but I don’t know where I should take her.”

				“Hmmm. I’ve an idea.” This, Liam had planned for. He scribbled an address and a few instructions on a piece of notepaper and handed it to Connor. “Give them my name. The owner knows me.” He’d helped recover some stolen property a few years ago, and the gypsy band had remembered Liam, sending a note around any time the group was in town.

				“Thanks, old chum.” After reading it, Connor stuffed the address into his breast pocket and turned serious eyes onto Liam. “Wink told me about her missing friend. Is there anything I can do to help?”

				“I have no idea. It’s turning into quite a puzzle, to be sure, and I’m supposed to be focused on some unspecified plot against the royal family, thanks to your superior colluding with mine.” The Order wasn’t a resource to be overlooked, so Liam told Connor pretty much everything he’d heard or surmised. He even gave the younger man a photographic copy of the sketch, just in case someone else at the Order’s headquarters could identify the man or creature or thing, whichever it was. “Show the image and description to Wink. She may be able to tell us if it’s human or machine.”

				“Or something else entirely.” Connor nodded as he added those to his pocket. “She’ll be glad to be of use, if she can. Not one to sit on the sidelines, is she?”

				“Now you’re thinking in the right direction,” Liam said. “And for God’s sake, kiss the girl, if she’ll let you. She’s a hot-blooded woman. Don’t be missish yourself.” He clenched his fingers so hard on the arms of his chair that he felt the wood begin to dent. This is for her own good. Somehow, the reminder didn’t get rid of the red haze over his vision. His fangs tried to emerge, but he forced them back. This was no time to go wolf.

				“Yes, well, that proved to be problematic with her sister and aunt in the party,” Connor said with a rueful grin. Then his lips tightened. “I kissed her at the ball, but she didn’t seem too impressed. I’m hoping I can do better a second time.”

				“See that you do.” Liam had to get out of here before he suffocated—or strangled the Knight. He stood and reached for his topcoat, hanging on a hook behind his desk. “I’ve got to go to Whites and chat up other younger sons. Good talking to you, MacKay.” He’d planned to go to Whites this evening, but right now he just needed out of this airless box of an office.

				“Good luck. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help. And thank you, again.” Connor stood as well and followed Liam down the hall. “I expect you’ll hear how it goes, one way or the other. And if I find out anything about…well, you know, I’ll get that to you right away.”

				“Good, good.” Liam managed not to shove Connor out the door ahead of him. Even with his legs being a good four inches longer than Liam’s, Connor moved too slowly for Liam’s taste. “Enjoy your drive.” He hurried off toward the tram station before Connor could get in another word.

				* * *

				“I expected you to pick me up in the steam car.” On the front steps of the Camelot Club, Wink allowed Connor to hand her into his family’s old horse-drawn brougham, complete with footman behind and driver up on the box.

				Connor jumped up to take his seat beside her and grinned. “I know. But I like to keep you guessing.”

				It was impossible not to smile back. “So where are we going?”

				“That’s a surprise too.”

				Wink wrinkled her nose. “Well, you could have at least let me go home and change. Picking me up straight from the office was hardly sporting.”

				“Believe me, my dear, you’re dressed perfectly for the occasion.” He grinned wickedly, admiring his own wily plan, she was sure.

				Wink glanced at her plain brown, hoopless skirt, spotted here and there with grease and paraffin oil from her afternoon’s work. “If you say so.” What was he up to this time? In the last two or three days, Connor’s imagination and understanding of her seemed to have taken giant leaps forward. It was a puzzle, but she wasn’t about to complain. Having a suitor who seemed to genuinely understand her was a novel, even exhilarating experience. Had he brought the closed coach to provide an opportunity to kiss her? That question tumbled around in her mind—and stomach—all the way across London Bridge. They turned back and followed the Thames until they were in Rotherhite…directly across from Wapping.

				“What on Earth are we doing here?” It wasn’t a particularly nice part of the metropolis, but beyond the first few blocks near the river, it was better—more mixed with middle class than where she’d lived in Wapping. Furthermore, she had no ties here—no history. When she’d lived near the river, it had been an almost unfathomable gulf, the few miles to a bridge an impossible distance. In those days, local gangs and other waterfront lowlifes had been a bigger worry than the soot and smoke that clogged the air. Today, the gangs still operated, but most of the populace didn’t worry about them too much. The average worker assumed lung disease would kill him before the criminals had a chance. Fresh food had to be brought in from the country, and was too expensive for most. The lifespan of a poor Londoner was ten years shorter than it had been when Wink was younger. Even many of the vampyres had left town, since their prey had diminished. How things had changed in eight meager years.

				“You’ll see.” The coach turned south, away from the river. After only a few blocks, the city seemed to dwindle. The buildings were set farther apart, and there were even some open, scrubby fields, the blighted remains of former farmland. Railroad tracks crisscrossed the area.

				On one of those fields, a row of brightly painted train cars formed a backdrop to a dozen round silk tents and temporary wooden structures, all encased by a rope fence. Laughter burbled up inside her. “You’ve brought me to a carnival?”

				Connor’s blue eyes twinkled. “Yes, ma’am. One with a particular surprise for you.”

				He handed her down from the coach and took her arm. The music of a steam organ filled the air along with the sounds of laughter and the loud calls of barkers. Before Wink slipped her air filter on, she caught the scents of coal smoke, animal dung and fried pastry. Instead of heading toward the ticket booth, Connor strode around the fair, across the stubby black grass to the railroad siding. As he lifted his hand to knock, the door of one of the plainer cars opened and a dark-haired man with a thick mustache emerged.

				“Welcome, welcome!” He pumped Connor’s hand. “To you and your beautiful lady. But where is the mechanic you said you were bringing?”

				“Right here.” Connor put his arm around Wink’s waist and introduced her to Mr. Smith, the owner of the carnival. “Mr. Smith’s roundabout isn’t working, and I thought perhaps you’d like to have a go at fixing it.”

				Wink felt the grin spread across her face. “You brought me to a carnival to repair something?”

				“You don’t have to—it’s entirely your choice.” His expressive face showed an odd mix of nervousness and hope. “But it’s the only one in this part of town all summer, and lots of children were disappointed about the galloper.”

				Not just children, poor children. That’s what he didn’t say. This wasn’t a high-priced troupe. Wink looked over at the crowd, clearly made up of the working class, not the moneyed elite of Mayfair society. This might be the only fair or carnival some of these children ever attended, or at least for another year or two. While the adults might prefer the sideshows or the other performances that went along with a fair, riding the galloping horses of the carousel had certainly been the highlight for Wink as a child—and back then it had been turned by a draft horse, rather than a steam engine, so it hadn’t been nearly as fast nor smooth a ride.

				Wink couldn’t resist hugging Connor. “How utterly brilliant. Unfortunately I didn’t bring my tools.”

				Connor patted her shoulder as he stepped away. “On the other hand, I did—with a little help from your aunt.” He gestured toward his footman, who stood beside the coach with Wink’s heavy wooden toolbox in his hands.

				“Well then, gentlemen.” Wink turned back to Mr. Smith and rubbed her hands together in anticipation. “I’ve never gotten my hands on a roundabout engine before. Let’s have a look, shall we?”

				Along with Wink’s tools, Aunt Dorothy had sent a long smock, work gloves and goggles. Wink left her kid gloves and silk bonnet in the coach and donned her working gear. She’d have preferred trouser-style coveralls for crawling around a carousel, but the smock would do. With Connor in tow, she set out across the field with Mr. Smith, leaving the footman to wait with the driver and George in the carriage. Smith led them through a side gate, bypassing the ticket booth, and the salutes he garnered from the various workers reinforced Wink’s impression that he was the man in charge.

				“So tell me, what exactly is the problem? Does the machine work at all?” She studied the structure as they approached the striped tent that housed the roundabout, its cheerfully painted horses roped off. “Does the same steam engine run the organ?”

				“The organ you hear is our old one.” Mr. Smith lifted the rope and ushered her up onto the carousel. It was a small one, with only sixteen horses, two abreast on each of eight floor panels. “This organ still works, but the roundabout, it doesn’t turn as it ought. We shut down the fire this morning so it wouldn’t be too hot for you to look at.”

				“Perfect. Who normally takes care of the engines?” Wink studied the visible components of the carousel—the horses on their poles, the pie-shaped floor trolleys. The center pole of the tent held both the smokestack and main support shaft for the mechanism—that much she’d gleaned from other visits to carnivals.

				“The roundabout is new to us,” Smith said. “My older brother, he had his own circus, but no sons living to take over his troupe. When he died, he left this to me, but the man who operated it has retired to his home in France.”

				Wink gazed at the steam engine like she imagined an artist might study a Michelangelo. It was small, but beautifully made, resting in the center of the platform, behind a brightly painted screen. She pulled off a glove and laid her hand on the shining brass plate on the top, imagining it at work, puffing away as the horses danced around it, the organ playing a happy tune. Whatever was wrong, she was sure it was something minor. How she knew that, she simply couldn’t tell. Sometimes, though, machines almost seemed to speak to her. “If the organ works, then the engine is probably fine. Mr. Smith, can you get me a ladder?” Hopefully the problem wouldn’t be below the platform—it would be awkward to crawl underneath in skirts.

				“Of course.” Smith snapped his fingers and a boy of perhaps sixteen came running over from his position beside the horseshoe booth. “My grandson, Anton. He is good with machines, but has little knowledge of ones this large. Perhaps he can assist?”

				“Wonderful. Maybe he can learn to do some basic maintenance. The engine looks good, but the oil needs changing.” While Smith snapped out instructions in Romany, Wink stepped around and knelt to investigate the organ. Although it was powered by the roundabout’s steam engine, the instrument operated under the control of a small, ticker-tape Babbage engine. Wink eyed it in appreciation. Not the newest technology, but no more than a decade old. Sorting it out ought to be a walk in the park. “Connor, help me lift that panel covering the boiler.”

				The boiler proved intact as well. Connor flung himself into the role of assistant with cheerful abandon, greeting young Anton and helping him set up the ladder along the center stack. Ah, but this was a magnificently simple mechanism. A round beveled gear sat motionless atop a post running up the middle of the smokestack. Each of the eight rods extended outward, each with hooks supporting two horses. As the floor panels revolved, the rods rotated on the teeth of the gear, moving the horses up and down and back and forth.

				“Can you work the crank so I can see if the platform spins?” Wink held on to the smokestack so they could let go of the ladder.

				Smith showed Connor the hand-crank mechanism used to turn the machine during setup and emergencies. Though it was designed for two operators, Connor rolled up his sleeves and turned the crank on his own, his impressive muscles displayed to fine advantage as he worked. Wink barely spared him a glance as she watched the mechanism spin. Even the floor panels moved, as well as the horses. The problem wasn’t in the structure of the carousel itself.

				Wink clambered down. “No problems up there. Anton, do you help set the carousel up?”

				The boy nodded.

				“You might want to clean and re-grease the gear next time, but it should be fine for now. Just check it when you put this up and take it down.” Wink peered down the stack toward the main drive gear.

				“The axles seem to be working, so it must be the connection between the engine and the platform.” She gave Smith a rueful grin. “I’m afraid we need to pull up the floor panels.”

				Smith nodded at Anton, who obligingly removed two, creating a ninety-degree arc for Wink to see the connection between the engine’s drive shaft and the main gear.

				“Ah, here’s the problem.” Wink reached through the workings of the carousel for the nut and bolt that had fallen through to the dirt below. “See, Anton. This can look fine when you put it together, but if it’s even a little loose, the action of the motor will loosen it to the point where the nut falls off and the bolt wiggles free. One thing you can do is drill a little hole in the bolt and put a pin through it, to hold the nut firmly in place.”

				“Thank you, miss.” The lad hung his head. “I should have found that when it first stopped working. I’m sorry, Grandfather.”

				Smith clapped Anton on the shoulder. “Now you know. And if Marco doesn’t return, this will be your full responsibility. Are you ready for it?”

				The boy’s smile was as wide as the Thames. “Yes, sir.” After a moment, though, his face fell. “Though I don’t understand what happened to Cousin Marco.”

				Smith shrugged. “No idea. It happens sometimes. Man gets tired of traveling and finds a pretty girl. Odd, though, that we lost two men just this week.”

				Wink wiped her spanner and laid it carefully in the toolbox. “When did these men disappear? And where?”

				“One maybe four nights ago. Three mates went out drinking but only two came back. They’d separated, they said, so we didn’t realize until morning that my wife’s nephew Marco hadn’t returned. Always a bit of a wild one, that Marco. He’s vanished before. But Nicky?” Smith shook his head. “Nicky was a good boy. He went to the market for his mother, our fortune teller. We haven’t seen him since.”

				Wink and Connor exchanged a glance. “We’re right across the river from Wapping,” she said.

				“Aye.” Connor nodded. “Have you told the constables?”

				An odd look passed between the two men and then Smith shrugged his shoulders. “No. Even a good constable would be able to do nothing about a full-grown man who walked away from the life of a gypsy carnival.”

				“He’s right.” Connor sighed deeply and pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket. “Tell me, Mr. Smith. Have any of your people seen anything that looks like this?”

				Wink peered over Smith’s shoulder at the photographic copy of a drawing. It appeared to be an automaton, in the shape of a man. The stance and movement were more lifelike than almost any she’d seen, save perhaps George.

				“I haven’t heard of any such thing, but I will ask,” Smith said.

				“What is that?” Wink laid a hand on Connor’s arm. “Or should I say who? Is it a mechanical, or a man in a clockwork suit?”

				Connor turned to her. “I was hoping you could tell me. I stopped by the Yard earlier today, and Liam gave me this. A girl in Wapping drew a sketch of the thing she claimed tried to abduct her.”

				“I see.” Wink bit her lip. Again it came back to Wapping. “She’s quite skilled. Mr. Smith, did you say one of the men was lost just last night?”

				“Yes.”

				“Can you get me something of his—something personal? A piece of worn clothing, preferably? My dog can track by scent.”

				Smith nodded, his expression guarded but hopeful. She hoped he wouldn’t be too skeptical when he found out that dog wasn’t biological in origin. “Anton, run and fetch a shirt from Nicky’s car.”

				Anton obediently tightened down the last floor panel and handed Wink back her tools. “I’ll be right back.”

				“We’ll meet you at my car,” his grandfather said. “First though, we should start the boiler for the roundabout, perhaps?”

				“Of course.” The carousel would be able to operate in twenty or thirty minutes as soon as it built up steam. She stroked a hand over the glossy painted mane on one of the horses. “I’d like a ride, if I may, once we get it going.”

				“Of course. The first ride is yours, beautiful one.” Smith beamed. “Along with your handsome young man, of course.”

				“We’d be delighted.” Connor leaned over and whispered to Mr. Smith. If Wink hadn’t been experienced in sleight of hand, she’d have missed the folded banknotes Connor slipped the older man.

				“Wonderful.” Smith turned and called to one of his workers at a nearby booth. “The roundabout is free for all children for the rest of today, in honor of our gracious mechanic.”

				“Now, shall we go get George and his marvelous nose?” While Smith’s back was turned, Connor cast a quick spell and lit the boiler. Then he hopped down from the platform and held out his hand to Wink, her toolbox in his other.

				“Absolutely.” Wink leapt down without assistance, but let Connor hold her hand. “Mr. Smith, do you know which gate your employee would have used when he left? Or would he have gone directly from the train?”

				“The train. He lives in a car with several of the other young men, but he left from his grandmother’s quarters, which is in the car right behind mine.”

				Connor handed her off to the older man. “Go ahead. I’ll put the tools away and get George.”

				Wink let Smith lead her to the train, where Anton waited with a shirt in his hands. An older woman stood beside him in a vivid purple gown, with wisps of white hair peeking out from under a silver spangled scarf.

				Smith let go of Wink’s hand to wrap an arm around her plump waist. “Miss Hadrian, meet my old friend, Madame Zara. Her grandson Nicolas is one of our acrobats, and has been missing since last night.”

				Wink held out her hand to the woman. The grief and worry in the black eyes reminded Wink uncomfortably of Mrs. Miller. “Pleased to meet you, Madame. I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances.”

				“Thank you.” Zara bowed her head and clasped Wink’s hand in both of hers, which were spotted with age, but still strong. Wink had removed her dirty work gloves, so the fortune teller’s skin was warm against her own. “You will help find out who hurt my Nicky. He is gone, I know, but you—you and your young men will bring his spirit to rest.”

				“Is his spirit here?” She hesitated, then said, “I know someone who may be able to speak with him, if he is.” Nell had a gift for that. Most of polite society would have laughed the woman’s words off, but most of polite society didn’t have a family like Wink’s. While she didn’t have any supernatural powers herself, she knew firsthand that they existed. Whether or not Zara actually had any was, of course, an entirely different question.

				Zara shook her head. “The cards have shown me. He is trapped. Somewhere. You are the one who will uncover his murderer, but you must be very, very careful. If you make a mistake, you will lose that which you hold most dear.”

				“I’ll be careful.” Wink wasn’t sure if the woman was really prescient, but she was absolutely positive that Zara believed every word she said. Right or wrong, this wasn’t a show to impress the toffs.

				“Well.” Connor walked up and bowed to the gypsy woman. “Here’s George.”

				“A mechanical dog?” Smith said. “How can he smell?”

				Wink laid her hand on George’s head. “There are chemical receptors in his nose that are processed by the engine that acts as his brain. Honestly, even I’m not sure how he does it as well as he does, but trust me, it works. He helped rescue Connor’s sister when she was kidnapped in Scotland last summer.”

				“He did. My entire family is in George’s debt.” Connor took the shirt from Anton’s hand and handed it to Wink, who held it beneath George’s black iron nose.

				“Track, George. Find Nicky.” The analytical engine inside George’s skull was the most complex thing that Wink had ever built, and though she’d been steadily refining and improving it over the years, even Wink couldn’t explain how he could do all the things he did, including processing chemical traces and recognizing individual vocal patterns. To some extent, George, of all her creations, had simply evolved and developed more dog-like abilities on his own.

				George put his nose to the ground and began to step forward. He didn’t sniff like an ordinary hound, but moved along at a steady pace, out of the fairground and toward the streets of Rotherhite. At each street corner, he paused, lifting his head before he continued. Zara and Anton stayed behind, but Mr. Smith followed along with Wink and Connor. As they passed, children and adults alike stopped to point and stare at the marvel of George’s movement.

				Once they reached the docks on the side of the river, Wink turned to Smith. “We can’t follow into the river. I’m sorry.”

				“It’s as we feared. He has been taken—if not by your metal man, then by sailors.”

				Connor nodded. “Impressment still happens, despite the Navy denying the practice.”

				Smith sighed as they turned to walk back to the fair. “Thank you for all you have done.”

				“May I show the drawing to your workers?” Connor asked.

				Smith nodded.

				“Wait a moment. May I have it?” Wink stopped and motioned for George to sit. In an instant, he’d settled onto his haunches at her feet. Connor handed her the paper. “Now you two, step back a bit.”

				Mr. Smith looked at Connor, who shrugged, but obeyed, dropping back a good ten yards, but wisely putting their backs to a building.

				Wink smiled at a handful of children watching from an alley. “You can come pet him if you like.”

				Three urchins cautiously approached, examining George, half in awe, half in appraisal of his value. One of them slid a hand toward Wink’s pocket, but she intercepted it with a light tap on the lad’s wrist. “Not today, chum.”

				“No ’arm.” The boy eyed her and nodded, recognizing a kindred spirit before he moved a few feet off.

				“None taken.” Wink held out the paper. “Any of you seen something like this?” She let her accent drop back into something more akin to theirs.

				The younger two shook their heads. “No, missus. Only mech we’ve seen is Granny Ott’s metal mouser, and it’s only got three legs.”

				The oldest boy bit his lip. “I ’aven’t seen it, but I might know someone.” A glint in his eye suggested a coin or two would improve his memory.

				Wink reached out with the shilling she’d palmed from her pocket, making it appear to come from the boy’s ear. “Who?” She tossed him the coin. “There’s more, if you’re on the up and up.”

				“Teach me that trick, instead.”

				“All right.” Wink nodded. “What’s your name?”

				“Jack.” He glared as if daring her to contradict him, so it probably wasn’t. Still, it gave her something to call him.

				“Fair enough, Jack. Now who saw the metal man?”

				He scraped his toe in the street and stared down at it. “My da. Came ’ome babblin’ about it last night. Couldn’t decide if it was an angel or Old Nick. ’E’s a sot, so I figured ’e was just seein’ things.”

				Wink glanced over at Connor, who shook his head. “No point,” he said.

				She tipped her own chin in response, then spent a few moments teaching Jack the trick. He was quick, so they were done just as the sound of the carousel’s organ reached their ears. “What do you say, Jack? Fancy a ride on the roundabout for your friends here? My treat.”

				Jack conferred silently with the other two, a boy and a girl, and nodded. “Yes, missus.”

				Wink reached out her hands to the younger ones. “And no lifting purses while you’re inside the gates? Your word on that, or I leave you here.”

				They promised, and with that, the six of them returned to the carnival, and Wink, Connor and her new friends took the inaugural ride on the repaired carousel, then Wink and Connor left, herding children fortified with meat pies and chestnuts ahead of them through the gates.

				In the coach, as they crossed back over the bridge, Wink laughed and leaned against Connor’s shoulder. “Well, you certainly know how to show a girl a marvelous afternoon. Thank you.” She lifted her head to kiss his cheek.

				“You’re welcome.” He caught her shoulder and turned her to face him, his intent visible in his hooded gaze.

				Wink smiled, giving him permission to kiss her.

				He did. His lips were firm and confident, his breath clean and fresh. Once again, she recognized that he knew what he was about. There was no lack of skill in his eagerness.

				She returned the embrace, determined to give him her best effort. Judging by the way his fingers dug into her shoulder, she’d succeeded.

				After just a few moments, he pulled away, his breathing rough. “Thank you.”

				She squeezed his hand, her stomach tying itself into knots.

				That had been pleasant. Not earth-shaking, to be certain, but an enjoyable end to a lovely afternoon. It would certainly be no hardship to kiss him again. Was that enough? Would pleasant keep her content to lie by his side every night for the rest of her life? Connor was wonderful, but something about the whole notion still felt…flat. Could she marry a man whose kiss didn’t make her toes tingle? However, wouldn’t a life of pleasant affection be better than living alone, or worse yet, being the sad older spinster still living with her parents? And might it not be safer than the abandon of wild romantic passion? For about the hundredth time that week, she wanted to go home to Northumberland and hide in her workshop until the answers sorted themselves out.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Liam spent all day lounging about the gentlemen’s clubs, looking for disaffected younger sons who might have been involved in a plot. It didn’t seem likely. If they were in their club during the middle of the day, odds were they were too weak-minded to be bothered doing anything other than gambling away their allowances. The ambitious ones had already taken the bar, a commission, a civil service position or a vicarage somewhere in the country. Only the layabouts were left. When he’d exasperated himself beyond bearing, he let one chap buy him a steak at the last of the clubs on his list. Then instead of becoming embroiled in yet another card game, he left, allowing himself the luxury of a hack.

				Following up on Connor and Wink’s new information, he took to the streets of Rotherhite that evening. He stayed close to the waterfront, ignoring the nicer neighborhoods just a few blocks south. Instead, he shoved his mask into his pocket and chatted up vagrants, sailors and longshoremen as well as local merchants. None were willing to admit to seeing the mechanical man, but a few did confess to having heard stories of such a thing. So whatever it was, it was operating on both sides of the Thames. Of course, he couldn’t discount the possibility that there was more than one. Now that was a prospect sure to ruin a policeman’s day.

				It was late by the time he finished. He’d learned two important things. People and dogs had gone inexplicably missing here as well as in Wapping, and the mechanical man didn’t seem to appear every night. Also, just like in Wapping, the reported size of the thing varied widely. How much was truth and how much a result of imagination and the cheap gin which permeated a large percent of the waterfront population?

				He chose to take a longer route home than was absolutely necessary, eschewing the pleasant, well-to-do Lambeth in favor of Wapping and the City of London. Walking back over London Bridge, through some of the poorer parts of town might not have been the wisest idea for most officers of the law. His air mask, hell, even the brass buttons on his greatcoat were worth something, and his subdued, dark suit, though far from flashy or dashing, didn’t send a message of abject poverty, either. He’d cultivated the appearance, for the most part, of a reasonably well-heeled cit—an inspector with a bit of family money to ease his way. He must have given off some aura of danger, however, because not one thug, pickpocket or even vampyre came near him on his was back to his small house. A pity, that. He could have used a good knuckle-dusting fight. An edge of restless energy had been driving him all day—all week, really—and he needed to do something to let it out.

				A glance upward showed a rare break in the fog and then he understood. A full moon. He’d been so caught up in his work that he’d ignored the pull of his lupine blood. While, contrary to popular opinion, he wasn’t forced to shift—at the full moon, or any other time—he did need to spend some time on four legs to maintain a mental balance within himself. At the full moon the need intensified to something like a soul-deep itch. It could be ignored, but it wasn’t comfortable.

				Fortunately, it was an itch that was easily scratched. Instead of going in the front door of his modest townhouse just off the Strand, where it hugged the edge of Mayfair, he went around to the empty carriage house in the mews behind his residence. Leaving the door cracked, he stripped off his clothing and folded each piece neatly before tucking it into a cupboard he’d cleaned out for just this purpose. He pulled a small leather pouch from the pocket of his waistcoat and hung it from his neck by its long leather cord.

				Liam had modified his carriage house by installing a swinging flap in one wall—a bigger version of the door some people used for cats—hidden on the outside by the scraggly remains of a yew hedge.

				Standing nude inside the dusty interior, he drew in a deep breath and reached for the other part of himself. As his thoughts settled into the calm alertness of the wolf, his body stretched, twisted and popped, a jolt of pain singing through his blood for just a second before it was gone, leaving him strong and steady, standing on all four feet.

				He eased himself out the flap and paused behind the hedge, listening for footsteps or speech and sniffing the air for other traces of humanity. In wolf form, he didn’t bother with a breathing mask. Though dog masks were available, it was impossible to put one on himself without thumbs. Besides, all the damage to his lungs would heal the moment he shifted back.

				Nothing. Liam was alone in the night—at least as much as one could be in the heart of London. Padding along quietly, he slipped into the shadows of the alley. It was only a few blocks to St. James’s Park, so as long as he avoided being run down in the street, he could be there in minutes. Once in the park, he could stretch his legs and run.

				Before he reached the park, however, the familiar odor of rotting flesh curled through the fog. Liam bared his fangs. Vampyre. This would be even better than a run in the park. The undead stalked the streets by night, but not in great numbers, and not all that often in Mayfair, with its gaslights and regular Watch patrols.

				Ears pricked, the ruff along his spine raised, Liam padded forward and peered into the small gap between two grand houses. A young man waited, a servant of some kind, just outside the scullery door. The denser fog that was the incorporeal bloodsucker hung in the air above the servants, waiting. Hoping to get two victims for the price of one?

				Vampyres couldn’t be touched until they solidified, so Liam crept closer. When he was just a few feet away, he laid back his ears and snarled at the young man.

				“What?” The lad about jumped out of his skin and leapt for the door. A girl opened it, a frightened and confused look on her face.

				“Quick, lemme in.” The youth pushed past her into the house and slammed the door shut behind him.

				Liam panted happily. His work wasn’t done, but getting the twit indoors was a good start. He growled at the mist, his ruff and hackles raised.

				Vile laughter rang in the alley as the dank mist coalesced. “Was hoping for serving girl, but dog will have to do for tonight.” The vampyre formed in front of Liam and the filthy talons swiped at the place Liam’s throat should have been.

				The scent of putrification made Liam gag. He leapt at the vampyre’s throat, feeling the bite of the monster’s claws through the thick fur on his shoulders as he bore it to its back. Vampyre claws wouldn’t infect him but they stung. Controlling his gag reflex, for the creature was revolting, even to a wolf, he used his muzzle to tear out a chunk of the vampyre’s throat. The talons pierced his shoulders, stinging badly, but after three more bites, its head rolled apart from its body, and the vampyre died.

				The taste of death and decay was more than disgusting. Liam kicked the head over to the rest of the corpse and allowed himself to vomit on the remains. He sat on his haunches, with his backside up against the door and watched the monster as it decayed. Based on the degree of decomposition, this one had been turned for a year or more. A dead vampyre rotted almost exactly to the point where its corpse would be if it had died at the moment of turning. This one didn’t crumble to ash, so Liam shifted into his human form and took a small tin from his neck pouch. The shift healed his wounds almost instantly, and mindful that he was buck naked in a Mayfair alleyway, he moved as swiftly as possible, sprinkling a fine powder over the rotting remains and then lighting a match and tossing it onto the pile.

				A flare of white light illuminated the alley, casting grim shadows into murky corners. In moments, Liam was back on four legs and the vampyre’s corpse had been consumed. Only a pile of ash would be left for the unhappy lovers to find when they next ventured forth. Tongue lolling, Liam headed back toward home, his need to run in the park abated. He’d have to tell Wink her new flash-fire powder worked brilliantly. He also had to let the Order and his superintendent know vampyres were drifting back into Mayfair and not all leaving the city. Perhaps because most Mayfair residents could afford masks, it had one of the healthier populations in town? Whatever the reason, it might be time to initiate a more ruthless hunt to clear out the undead.

				He sighed as he slipped into his carriage house and shifted back to human form. A copper’s work was never done.

				* * *

				Wink sat alone in the library of the townhouse after her evening with the carnival, trying to think about anything other than Connor or Liam. Nell and Aunt Dorothy were out at a concert, leaving Wink with some rare time to herself—only tonight she didn’t want it. She stared at the carved wooden panel hiding her papa’s liquor cabinet and considered helping herself to a small glass of his imported Scotch whiskey. No. While it might offer a little relief, she’d have an awful headache in the morning if she indulged. For some reason, her body didn’t react well to alcohol, leaving her with a horrible headache after only a glass or two of wine. Had her birth father been the same? she wondered. Had that been part of his descent into drunkenness? She could well understand him taking a drink or two to forget his pain, then another in the morning to make the headache go away. After watching him fritter his life away, though, drinking was a cycle she was determined to avoid.

				Before she could go any further on this maudlin train of thought, the telephone on Merrick’s wide oaken desk began to jingle. Wink jolted, startled out of her thoughts. No one ever rang at half-past eleven at night. She leapt for the desk, terrified that someone was ill, or worse.

				“Hadrian House.” She managed to keep both hands and voice steady as she lifted the earpiece.

				“Hullo, Wink. Is Tom around?” Piers, at eighteen, the next Hadrian down from Nell and Nell’s genetic half-brother, sounded puzzled, but unharmed.

				Wink let out the breath she’d been holding. “No, he’s off to Plymouth for work. And how the devil did you get to a telephone at this hour?” There were strict rules about such things in the dormitories at Cambridge, where Piers was a student. He was only allowed access to a telephone in emergencies, or for half an hour every other Sunday.

				“A few of the lads decided on a night out. The pub we’re at is on the ’phone.”

				“You’re at a pub?” Piers was even more abstemious by nature than she was, possibly due to childhood bouts of pneumonia, which had given him a permanent distaste for all things medicinal.

				“Well, there were these dancing girls, see?” Piers snorted out a chuckle. “And the other chaps like having someone along who’s sober enough to make sure they get back in one piece. Besides, someone’s got to be able to jigger the window so we can get back in without getting caught.”

				“Well, have fun and don’t get caught.” Wink slid into her father’s chair and smiled. It was good for Piers to let loose a little and act like an ordinary young man. Most of the time he was far too serious. He was a dedicated scholar, hoping for a life in Whitehall or even Parliament. Wink wasn’t ashamed to admit he was brilliant, likely the cleverest of them all. “Having Jamie sent down from school once a term is enough for Mum and Papa to deal with.”

				“I know.” Piers sighed. “Look, I had to bribe the pub’s owner to let me call. I’ve only got a minute. There’s a message I need you to get to Tom—or anyone at the Club.”

				“What?” Wink reached for a pen and tablet, all levity gone in an instant. “I’m ready.”

				“There’s a flyer going around on campus. Several actually—more than usual. The place is practically swarming with anti-Royalist rhetoric, but this one I found tonight—it bothers me. It sounds like more than the usual blowhards. This time it has the feel of someone with an actual plan.”

				“Can you read it to me? I’ll take it in to the office first thing in the morning.” She dipped her pen and blotted it.

				“‘To all gentlemen of means. Are you tired of being crushed under the heels of the aristocrats? Don’t take the oppression any longer. Be a part of the Glorious Revolution,’” he read. “‘Join with our brothers in the United States and France in throwing off the tyrannical yoke of the old regime. Interested men, wear the tricolor and we will find you.’”

				“Right, got it.” Wink read the lines back to him for confirmation. “Thanks, love. I’ll let Kendall know. I wouldn’t be too surprised if you see someone in the next day or two.”

				“No problem. Tell Kendall that if he wants me to put on the tricolor to draw the buggers out, I can. Some of the pamphlets have mentioned younger sons, but since I’m adopted, I’m in a similar situation.” It was true. Despite legally being the oldest son of a baron, Piers wasn’t in line for the title. That would go to Will, the single son born to Merrick and Caroline, who was only five.

				“I’ll let him know.” Wink would, but she hoped the Order wouldn’t take Piers up on it. While he was as tough a fighter as any of them, she’d never quite gotten past her instinct to protect the sickly former chimney sweep he’d once been.

				“Ta. Give my love to Nell and Aunt Dorothy.” With that, Piers rang off, leaving Wink to wonder if she ought to wait for morning. Since it didn’t seem likely that a few hours would make any difference, and since Kendall and Amy had an infant at home, the news would wait. Her mind still troubled, she spent a restless night and was at the Camelot Club half an hour early the following morning.

				* * *

				Kendall shook his head when he read the transcribed pamphlet. His dark eyebrows knit together. “I was afraid something like this was coming.” He leaned back in his chair and told Wink about the assignment his father and Superintendent Dugan had given Liam, and the fear that something was brewing regarding the Royal Ascot races. “We need to get this to McCullough. Make a copy and send a messenger, would you? We’re short-handed in the office today, and I have to meet with my father and the Home Office in an hour.”

				“I’ll run it over myself,” she said. “If you don’t mind. He’s been helping a friend of mine from Wapping with something, and I wanted to talk to him about that anyway.”

				“Fair enough. In fact, since Connor and I are the only Knights in town right now, not counting my father, why don’t you consider yourself our acting liaison with the Yard on this matter? You finished wiring my terminal yesterday, right?”

				“Yes, my lord.” She gave him a mock bow to go with the teasing formality and hid her excitement at being given responsibilities beyond fixing machines. It was a remarkable display of trust in someone not born to the Order. For a female employee, it was nothing less than staggering. Wink all but ran back to the cloakroom to trade her work smock for her bonnet.

				* * *

				“Blast and bugger.” Liam dropped the copied pamphlet to the center of his meticulously tidy desk. He ran one hand through his hair, mussing the already rumpled dark waves before looking up at Wink. “Sorry. Language.”

				Wink snorted. “Please. I could out-curse you any day of the week and you know it.”

				He nodded his acknowledgement. “Have a seat, if you want.”

				“Why thank you for such a thoughtful offer.” She sat on the tiny wooden chair that was all Liam could fit in the space besides his desk and files. “Piers wants to know if you need him to put on a rosette.”

				“Piers? Hell no.” Liam grimaced. While Wink and Tom had been almost grown when he met them, Piers had been a boy of ten, thin and sickly. It was impossible to think of the lad as an adult, even though he was now almost as tall as Liam. “Sorry again. But Piers? Really? Isn’t he busy studying Latin and Greek and calculus? Chatting up barmaids, if nothing else? He shouldn’t have time to get involved in this mess.”

				“I know. It’s hard to remember he’s eighteen.” The rueful twist of her lips acknowledged the difficulty. “But he is grown now, and far from helpless. He’s as good with a rapier as I am, and better with a cutlass. He hasn’t even had pneumonia in two or three years, despite the degradation in air quality.”

				“I’ll run up and talk to him. If there’s no other way…well, I’ll stick close and keep an eye on him, if it comes to that.” She had to know Liam would sacrifice himself in a heartbeat before he’d let any harm come to one of her brothers or sisters. He couldn’t even have explained why. That’s simply the way things were.

				“I know.” A wistful trace of sadness flitted across her face, before she tapped the pamphlet with one gloved finger. “Now, Kendall has made me the Order’s official liaison on this business. So what else do we know? Are you certain the attack is to be at the races?”

				“Not at all.” What the bloody hell had Kendall been thinking? Was he trying to drive Liam out of his mind? Working day to day with the woman he lo—lusted after—no, that wasn’t any better—was liable to reduce him to a gibbering idiot. “But that’s the only upcoming royal appearance we’re certain will include Her Majesty and several of the others.”

				“Well, you’re a younger son. Has anyone approached you?” Her foot tapped on the floor, a mannerism so ingrained that he doubted she knew she was doing it. “How do you stand this place? It’s so tidy it feels like an operating theater.”

				A chuckle escaped his chest. “I’ve seen your workshop, remember? A pigsty is tidy compared to you. At least in here, I can find things when I need them.” Her creations were genius, but the woman was as messy as could be.

				She shrugged. “I can always find what I’m looking for. It’s other people who don’t understand my organizational system.” The boot tapped again. “And you didn’t answer the important part. Have you been approached?”

				“Not even obliquely.” Liam shook his head. “I’ve been spending most evenings in my various clubs, but no one has said a word to me so far. Of course, most of society knows I’m with the police.”

				“Hmmm.” Now her fingers drummed a beat on the desktop. That was Wink—constitutionally incapable of being still. “I can see where that might cause a problem. Still, the clubs might not be where they’re lurking. Have you gone to any balls? Musicales? Played the fortune hunter?”

				“I have sufficient fortune of my own, thank you very much.” Fortune hunter? Him? Hell, no. “Besides, I’ve made no secret of my aversion to marriage.”

				She rolled her eyes. “Well, sometimes people change their minds. We can’t all be as intractable as you are. I know you hate those things, but that might be where you’ll find your insurgents. Lady Tregarth is having a musicale tonight. And her daughters can actually play, so your ears won’t be assaulted too badly.”

				“Tregarth—isn’t that an Order name?” Liam had met a Knight named Tregarth, or at least he thought he had. “Surely the man’s too young to have musical daughters?”

				“You mean Sir Robert? Yes, he is. This is his aunt, an Order widow. I think she’s about Papa’s age, and her twin daughters are the same age as Piers, just out this year. They’re pretty and well-off, so the fortune hunters will be there in droves.”

				Liam sighed, his head already throbbing at the prospect. He clutched a lifeline. “I haven’t been invited.”

				Wink’s smile was the same one she used when besting one of her brothers at chess or fencing, and Liam began to feel like a fly beneath a magnifying glass. Ah, but she’s magnificent.

				“I have,” she said. “Pick me up at nine.”

				No, no, no! “What about MacKay? Don’t you have plans with him tonight?” Liam didn’t think he could stand to be the third wheel. It was bad enough to help the other man court her. He didn’t need to watch it up close.

				“Connor’s working tonight, and Nell has rehearsal.” She reached across the desk and patted his hand. “Don’t worry. I’ll bring along George as a chaperone. I promise your virtue is safe with me.”

				Liam looked down at the bronze dog sitting by her feet. As if he could sense Liam’s regard, George’s head tilted up. He moved closer to Liam and laid his head on Liam’s leg, like a retriever begging for a scratch. Even his rubber tongue lolled like that of a living animal. “Some chaperone.” Liam patted George’s head and the brass eyelids closed as if in bliss. If there was such a thing as a soul, he’d swear Wink had infused one into George. And who knew? She was that gifted. Perhaps she had. “Fine. I’ll pick you up at nine. But you’re not to stick your nose into anything, do you hear? All you do is attend the musicale. Leave the investigating to me.” Even as he said the words, he knew they were pointless. Wink would do exactly what she pleased, however she pleased to do it. All he could do was be there to control the extent of the damage.

				She nodded her head, her manner brisk and businesslike, now that she’d won. “Now, what’s the status of your investigation regarding Eamon Miller?”

				* * *

				Several hours later Liam had wrestled himself into evening wear, a feat that had to be much easier for those who employed a valet. Wanting to appear as if he were trying to impress, he picked Wink up in a hired coach rather than a hack.

				Once they arrived at a pleasant house just outside of Mayfair, he allowed Lady Tregarth’s clockwork footman to take his top hat and walking stick, along with Wink’s velvet wrap. An unwarranted stirring of pride filled him as he watched her glide into the ballroom on his arm. While it wasn’t her usual brisk stride, she didn’t mince or flutter like so many of the silly young things. She held her head up as if daring anyone to point out that she didn’t belong. Of course no one did. The Order’s place in Society was such that no one would risk gainsaying them about the adopted Hadrians being the orphans of Merrick’s old school chums, missionaries who’d been killed in the provinces. The names of the school chums and which provinces were conveniently never mentioned. Even though most of the ton assumed the four were Merrick’s bastards, not a word was ever said. With enough money and an exalted enough position, such things didn’t matter so long as a suitable story could be papered over them.

				“Elizabeth, Emily, have you met Inspector McCullough?” Wink hugged a fair-haired girl in a pink gown, perhaps five or six years younger than herself, then did the same to the other half of the matched set, this one in lilac. “Liam, meet Miss Elizabeth and Miss Emily Tregarth, and their mother, Lady Tregarth.”

				Liam bowed over each extended hand. The second girl was perhaps half an inch shorter than her sister, and her hair held just a hint more gold, her skin a shade darker as if she was fonder of the sun. Their doting mama beamed and held out a hand to Liam after shaking Wink’s. “Delighted, ladies.” Or he might have been, if the widow hadn’t been eyeing him as if he were fresh meat. The girls seemed harmless enough, but their mother… Liam took hold of Wink’s arm again as soon as was remotely polite. Hiding behind her skirts might not be the gentlemanly thing to do, but it seemed the most prudent thing to do.

				They moved into the ballroom, and Liam automatically took note of all possible exits and the occupants of the room. There were a number of familiar faces, most he’d met through the Lake, MacKay or Hadrian families, but a few he’d met through work or at one of his clubs. The ballroom was modest, but pleasant, with gas chandeliers and a cherry parquet floor. Gear-driven fans blew a cooling breeze of filtered air across the space, mitigating the odors of sweat, macassar oil and the heavy perfumes worn by men and women alike. A refreshments table stood on a wall opposite the receiving line, and rows of wooden folding chairs occupied half the room, facing a low platform where a piano and violin waited.

				Wink, slim and lovely in spring green satin that turned her eyes the same shade, chatted easily with a couple other ladies, so Liam took his leave and wound his way through the crowd to the refreshments table. A cluster of young men gathered in a corner. Recognizing a couple younger sons among them Liam took a glass of claret and ambled over.

				“Finally tired of being a bachelor?” Lord Eustace Irons, second son of a marquess and a complete waste of oxygen, elbowed Liam in the ribs, hard enough to have staggered a human. “Not a grand fortune with either of these two fillies, but nothing to sneeze at. Enough for a man to get by on, at least.”

				Liam still wanted to clock Irons for his remarks about Wink at her presentation, but remembered his role and merely shrugged. “Adequate, I suppose.” As the girls were Order orphans, Liam imagined they were well set-up. That organization took care of its own. If the father hadn’t been wealthy, one of the Lakes would have seen to dowries for his daughters. Liam gazed over at the girls again. “They’re not hard to look at. I only hope they can actually play, as we’ve got to listen to them tonight.”

				“And possibly longer.” Eustace gave a snide chuckle. “Though that Hadrian piece you came in with is a different matter. Even more money there, but is she worth it? Wouldn’t mind getting her on her back, but I think I’d have to gag her first. Far too many opinions on that one. Wind power, indeed.”

				It took a significant effort for Liam not to shove the bastard’s teeth down the back of his throat, but he managed and shrugged again. He was here to play fortune hunter as much as the idea rankled. “Eh. She doesn’t bother me. And yes, she’s well dowered.”

				“Northland has money, true, but there are so many brats,” protested a soft voice from beside Eustace. “Are you sure the bastard—I mean adopted—ones get equal shares? I’d want that in writing before courting a termagant like that one.”

				Eustace laughed and Liam forced himself to grin. The meat pie he’d had for dinner sat like lead in his stomach. “Quite sure. I’ve spoken to the man.” Not a lie. He spoke to Merrick on a regular basis, just not about his daughter’s dowry. He made a mental note to deal with these two personally as soon as this case was over. For the moment, he turned to Eustace’s friend, a short man with heavily oiled black hair and a curled mustache. “Pleased to meet you. The name’s McCullough.”

				“Ah yes, second son of an Irish earl, forced to work for the police.” The dark-haired man cast Liam an assessing look.

				“Well, a man’s got to do something to bring in blunt when the pater won’t give him an allowance.” Liam sighed as dramatically as he could. “A copper has a lot of…opportunities to line his pockets you know.” A faint taste of bile filled his mouth at the implication that he was living off bribes.

				“Can’t argue about that,” the other man said. “Such a shame, though, to have to work at all. My name’s Kersleigh. Grandfather was a damn duke, but since I was his daughter’s get, he didn’t leave me a sou. Castoffs of society, that’s what we are.” His complaint had the sound of a practiced speech, perhaps part of a regular campaign.

				“True enough.” Liam sipped his claret. “Perhaps we ought to band together. Form a younger sons and distaff descendants club.”

				Kersleigh’s eyes narrowed a fraction of an inch, and Eustace nearly dropped his glass. Yes, these two were up to something. Liam mentally filed that away as Lady Tregarth approached the podium and everyone moved to take their seats.

				“Must go do my duty.” Liam lifted his glass. “If you gentlemen would like to meet me at one of my clubs, I’d enjoy speaking to you further.” He picked up a cup of punch from the table and eased his way back to Wink.

				To his surprise, the music wasn’t intolerable. Miss Emily was an accomplished violinist, while her twin played the piano with creditable skill. Of course neither of them was as talented as Nell Hadrian, the only young musician Liam had listened to for years, but they didn’t assault his ears, either. Even Wink, tone-deaf by her own admission, tapped her toes to some of the livelier numbers.

				Somehow, her hand wound its way into his as they listened and Liam, mindful of his ruse, couldn’t see a way to disengage it. It would be far too easy to grow accustomed to holding hands with Wink. This case was liable to kill him without the culprits lifting a finger.

				* * *

				“So what did you discuss with Eustace and his oily friend?” Wink leaned forward in Liam’s hired carriage and leaned her elbows on her knees, her elegant mien tossed aside. Oddly, she was even more beautiful like this, bright, eager and interested.

				“The plight of being a younger son,” he replied. Lying to her was pointless—she’d ferret out the truth one way or another.

				Her eyes widened. “Excellent. Do you think they’re involved in the rebellion?”

				He wiggled his hand in a so-so gesture. “Possibly. They’re definitely on the hunt for money, any way they can get it. Stay away from those two, and make sure Nell does as well. I may have given them the notion that you two were well-dowered.”

				She waved her hand. “Pfft. Common knowledge. I wouldn’t go near either of them with the proverbial ten-foot pole and neither would Nell, especially after what Eustace said at my presentation. Though if it helps your investigation, I could swallow my pride and dance with them a few times, see if I can learn anything.”

				“No!” The roar of denial exploded from his chest. He reached out and gripped her wrists. “These are not nice men, even if they’re not involved in a possible coup. Stay the hell away from them.”

				“You, Liam McCullough, have no authority over me whatsoever.” Now her eyes narrowed, anger sparking gold flecks from the green depths in the dimly lit carriage. “I offered to help you out of friendship and kindness, but I have as much at stake here as you. Do not dare presume to tell me what to do.”

				His control broke in his rage over the thought of Eustace or Kersleigh pawing at her person. “I’ll presume whatever I damned well please. This is none of your business, Miss Hadrian. Keep out of it.”

				“Why? Because I’m a hen-witted, helpless female, who can’t possibly have a brain in her head? Bugger off, Liam. I’m no simpleton and won’t be treated as such.” She leaned closer until their noses were almost touching. The scent of her skin raised gooseflesh on his own, as well as making his lower body tighten in arousal.

				“No, damn it.” His voice was deep, throaty, and held more than a hint of his wolf. So be it. Perhaps it would frighten her off. “Because if one of them touches you, I’ll probably rip his hand off at the elbow, and to hell with building a case.”

				She licked her lips and heat pulsed in his groin. “Ballocks. You’re perfectly happy to throw me at Connor. You couldn’t care less who I touch.”

				“Wrong.” The word ripped out of him on a growl. He dragged her across onto his lap. His fangs pricked at his gums, desperately trying to emerge as he fastened his lips onto hers.

				Dear God, she tasted like heaven. Rather than pull back and slap him as he’d expected, she wrapped her arms around his neck and held on, returning his kiss with a passion that matched his own. Liam found himself drowning in the taste of her mouth, clean, fresh and a little fruity from the punch and lemon squares. She opened for him, welcoming his tongue with a soft moan. Her nails, sheathed by her thin kid gloves, dug into the skin of his neck, urging him on. Her weight settled against him, soft and pliant. Somehow she’d shifted to straddle his lap, leaving her hoops sticking awkwardly out behind her. He couldn’t help running one hand up the side of her thigh, where her skin was guarded only by her silk stockings. How much higher would he have to go to find bare flesh?

				“Liam.” She breathed his name like a prayer, then reached down and brought his other hand to her breast, where it swelled against the confines of her corset.

				His body ached with wanting her. He dipped his fingers into the neckline of her gown, under the stays and shift to find her warm and soft. Her quiet cry when he brushed her nipple broke him out of his passion-induced daze.

				With a curse, he lifted her and dumped her back on the opposite seat. He nicked his tongue on a fang, fully emerged and ready to claim his mate. He forced them to recede, and inhaled deeply. “Damn it, Wink, get a hold of yourself. Please. We can’t do this.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Wink pulled up her bodice and crossed her arms over her chest, glaring at Liam. “I hate to disillusion you, Inspector, but I think we just did. Rather successfully.” She licked her puffy lips and narrowed her eyes. “You’ll need to find another excuse to assuage your overactive conscience.”

				Here was the spark she’d been missing when Connor kissed her. Damn and blast, she couldn’t marry Connor and she couldn’t have Liam. Perhaps she ought to buy a little house of her own and get a couple dozen cats.

				“Wink, please forgive—” Liam gripped the seat of the carriage so hard the leather creaked.

				She held up her hand. “Stow it. I do not want to speak with you right now, you unmitigated coward.” The carriage rolled to a halt and she lifted her chin as he helped her down and escorted her to her front door. “If I hear anything more regarding the rebellion, I shall send you a note. Please remember to keep the Order informed of your progress. And thank you again for helping Mrs. Miller.”

				Mountjoy, the Hadrians’ aging butler, opened the door, and she stepped inside. “Good night, Inspector.” With that, she took great pleasure in slamming the door in his too-handsome face.

				“Ouch, sis. A bit harsh, wasn’t that?”

				Wink whirled to see a beloved face smirking at her from the staircase. “Jamie? What the bloody hell are you doing here? The school term isn’t over for a month.”

				Seamus McCann Hadrian, at seventeen, the youngest of the adopted brood, stood and shrugged. “The headmaster and I couldn’t come to an agreement about how I ought to be getting on.”

				Wink scowled, handing her wrap to the servant. It would have offended him if she’d tried to take care of it herself. “Please turn in for the night, Mountjoy. Does my aunt know about this hellion’s return?”

				“Indeed, miss. Both Miss Hadrian and Miss Nell have spoken with Mr. Jamie, and both have already retired.” With that, the elderly retainer bowed and made his way down the hall toward his quarters.

				“Into the study,” Wink told Jamie. She paused in the hallway to give him a fierce hug. “You’re well?”

				“I’m all in one piece.” He hugged her back. “And you?”

				“Ready to murder the lot of you men.” She punched him in the shoulder hard enough to make him reel back against the wall. Then she grabbed his arm and pulled him into their father’s study. “But I don’t want to talk about me. You’ve been sent down again?”

				Jamie helped himself to a snifter of brandy from the hidden liquor cupboard and without asking, poured Wink one as well, before they both sprawled, facing each other in the leather chairs in front of the hearth. “I’m no scholar, Wink. I’m not like Peter, or even you or Nell. I don’t know what more I can do to convince Mum and Papa of that. All I want is a commission.”

				Wink glared at the liquor and sighed. “You couldn’t just finish prep school first? Once you reach your majority, I’m sure Papa would—”

				“Would he? I’ve all but begged, damn it.” He drained his glass and helped himself to hers. “They’ve sent me to six different schools in the last four years, and it’s always the same. The walls feel like they’re closing in on me. I might as well be in prison. The only thing I’m any good at is fighting.”

				For once, Wink didn’t try to play devil’s advocate. She knew how it felt to feel suffocated by her assigned role in society. How much worse would it be if their parents had tried to force her into the full-on social whirl instead of letting her go to university? She took a long deep breath. “Well, it’s too late to start another school now. Perhaps by fall you can have sorted something out.”

				Jamie nodded. He set the glass down on the side table and ran both hands through his strawberry-blond curls. Of all the Hadrians, Jamie was the one who could have passed for a blood relation to Wink, with his freckles and a hint of strawberry in his fair hair. He wasn’t as tall as Tom, but had grown broader since she’d seen him last, a sturdy, fit young man with keen gray eyes. If he wasn’t her annoying younger brother, she’d have called him handsome, with the potential to grow even more so as he matured into adulthood.

				They sat in silence for a few minutes, both staring into the flames of the hearth. Finally Jamie said, “So what did Liam do to infuriate you this time? Do I need to call him out?”

				Wink swallowed hard. “What makes you say that?”

				Jamie sighed and gestured at her gown. “Your ruffle is torn and your hair is a mess. I know you’d kill him yourself if he forced you into anything, so I’d guess he merely said something stupid, like apologizing after he kissed you.”

				“Clever, for a lad who can’t get through school.” She dropped her face into her hand. “He has feelings for me. I know it. But he’s determined to grow old alone.”

				“Hmm.” Jamie tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair. “Can’t say as I blame him. Don’t much fancy the idea of being leg-shackled myself. No offense, though. I suppose if one had to get hitched, you’d be a good pick.”

				“None taken, you little wretch.” Wink smiled at the idea of Jamie being settled enough to fall in love. One day. “But he’s thirty, not seventeen. One would think he’d be past that particular aversion.”

				Jamie pursed his lips in thought. “From what I’ve heard of his family, he might have the right idea. He told Tom once that his parents threw crockery at each other at the dinner table. Hard. Worse, I know his old man kicked him around on a regular basis.”

				Wink snorted. “Side with him again, and I’ll throw crockery at you.” Jamie’s words hurt like a kick to the stomach, though. She’d known that Liam’s family life hadn’t been pleasant, but she’d had no idea that his father had beaten him. She could think of a thing or two to teach Lord Bell, preferably at the point of her silver-plated rapier.

				“You know better. I’m on your side, ducks. Always.” Jamie lifted his glass. “You’re family—even back in Wapping, you were my sister. I just didn’t know it.” He’d only been nine when they’d come here to live, and Wink had wondered how much Jamie remembered of their life on the streets. “Truth be told, I thought you were an angel at first—come to take me to heaven after my aunt and uncle threw me out.”

				“You were only five,” Wink said. “I’d hoped you didn’t have memories of them.” Jamie’s aunt and uncle had been deeply religious, and had turned him out after he’d had a premonition, claiming he was marked by the devil. She’d found him in an alley, starved nearly to death, and carried him home to Mrs. Miller’s.

				Jamie shrugged. “I remember this and that. Not clearly, but I remember you and Tom taking me above the tea shop and feeding me. I was so hungry I thought I had gone to heaven when you gave me milk and scones. Then hell when you made me take a bath. So you don’t ever need to ask. Just tell me what I can do to help.”

				“I don’t know. I suppose it will simply have to work itself out in time.” She was touched by his offer, though, and his mention of Mrs. Miller reminded her of the other puzzles she’d been facing. Jamie had an excellent head for strategies. Maybe he’d have an idea of how to help find Eamon.

				A while later they both half dozed in front of the fire as Jamie picked apart everything she’d told him about Eamon, the metal men and even Liam’s incipient rebellion. “I’ll see what I can see,” Jamie said. “I’m not as well known in town as Liam, so they might approach me more easily. Besides, anyone who knows me from school considers me a rakehell younger son, while he’s got ‘honest copper’ written all over his face.”

				Wink knew better than to tell him no. He’d fought vampyres and press gangs as a boy and now he was a man. She couldn’t insult him by treating him as a helpless child. “Thank you. But please, be careful. Mum and Papa are rather fond of your hide.”

				With a laugh he stood, and hauled her out of her chair. “Go to bed, Wink. It’ll all look better in the morning.”

				It was something Nell used to tell them every night. Wink laughed, doused the lights and trailed behind him up the stairs. “Stay out of trouble, you twit.”

				Jamie laughed, slipping into his room, down the hall a few from hers. “Same goes, ducks. Same goes.”

				* * *

				Liam paid off the driver and let himself into his small rented house. His only servants were a middle-aged couple, and both would have long since gone to bed. As soon as he stepped into the hall, though, his nose told him he wasn’t alone on the first floor. The hairs on the back of his neck bristled. Someone—another man—had invaded his territory. Half a second later, he recognized the scent and located the source. His fangs receding, he draped his frock coat over the banister and sauntered into his study.

				“Connor. What brings you here at this time of night?”

				The young Knight lounged in a chair next to Liam’s desk, a glass of Irish whiskey in his hands. “Your man let me in and left the decanter.”

				“I’d assumed as much. If you’d asked, he’d have brought you the Scotch your father gave me last Christmas, rather than my Irish.” Liam sat in his own chair and poured himself a glass of the smooth amber liquid. Connor wasn’t potted, but he wasn’t in top form either. What had happened tonight? Liam raised his glass. “Cheers.”

				“Drinking your piss water keeps me from getting too soused to walk.” Connor touched his glass to Liam’s with a wry grin. “Cheers yourself.”

				“So what can I do for you?” Liam rolled the peat-flavored whiskey around on his tongue, trying to get the taste of Wink’s mouth out of his mind. It wasn’t working, which made it hard to look Connor in the eye.

				“I kissed Wink.” Connor unknowingly blurted out the same thing Liam had been thinking. Liam’s hand shook, but he swallowed and set his drink down as Connor continued. “There was nothing between us. No spark at all. Maybe I should just give up.”

				No spark? With Wink? The man must be an automaton. Liam squeezed his eyes together. “Are you sure?”

				Connor shrugged. “As sure as I can be. At least she’s never been less than honest. She just doesn’t see me that way. I suppose it’s time to cut my losses. Maybe my father can get me transferred to Scotland, or Wales, or Timbuktu.”

				Liam was tempted to get on an outbound dirigible himself. Damn it though, Wink needed a man, one who would keep her out of trouble and love her with everything he had. If not Connor, then who? At least him, Liam could have trusted to do right by Wink. “You can’t give up on her yet. She needs you.”

				Connor raised one eyebrow. “You’ve put an awful lot of effort into thinking about what Wink needs. Why don’t you just marry her yourself?” He poured another glass of whiskey.

				“Because I can’t.” Liam bared his teeth and helped himself to another dram. “Now I saw just the thing today to get you back in her good graces.”

				When Connor left a half an hour later, Liam was ready to bash his own head in out of frustration. How was he supposed to get Wink safely married off if Connor couldn’t think for himself? He banked the fire in his study and made his way through the darkened house to the kitchen door, then let himself out.

				Once in the disused carriage house, he repeated his activities from the night before, stripping and transforming into his wolf. Hopefully this time he’d make it farther than a few blocks, though having vampyres to kill wouldn’t break his heart. He licked his chops as he trotted through alleys and slipped between buildings, staying off the gas-lit streets. Though most Londoners would take him for a big dog and leave him alone, it was still better not to draw attention. The pea-soup fog mixed with coal smoke to create a nearly solid layer of darkness on the streets. The smells of human waste, soot and rotting garbage were stronger at this level, but Liam had long ago learned to ignore those. They were nothing more than the background odor of town.

				It was a long run, but he made it all the way to Wapping. He hadn’t had a chance yet to poke around the steps in his wolf shape. His sense of smell was sharper like this, and he might be able to track something. He lingered near the steps where Lolly Archer had been grabbed. This close to the river, other scents mingled into the London miasma—dead fish, polluted water and even more coal smoke. There was machine oil on the steps, but that could have come from any of a thousand sources—a worker on the way home, a passing ship, an automated street barrow. Clinging to shadows, he patrolled up and down the main riverfront thoroughfare, watching the tradesmen, sailors and working girls pass by. Nothing out of the ordinary here, though there was a greater sense of urgency and fear than might be normal. If word of the disappearances had gotten around, that would account for the clustered groups and hurried steps.

				Liam returned to the King Charles steps. If the kidnappers were escaping with their prey by boat, sooner or later, they’d have to use one set of steps or another. He watched until the steps were empty, then made his way down. This was where Lolly said the mechanical man had fallen. Liam nosed around in the weeds beside the stairs, looking for something, anything to provide a clue.

				Eventually he nosed out something metallic, a small piece about the size of his thumb and jointed, that also smelled of blood and flesh. Hiding in the shadows, he shifted to human form and tucked the bit into the pouch he kept around his neck. Then, back in wolf form, he continued to watch the steps.

				When the first signs of dawn tinted the smoky sky, he sighed. No kidnappers tonight in Wapping. Finally tired enough to sleep, Liam made his way home just before full daylight. His housekeeper/cook, used to his odd hours, merely nodded as he passed through the kitchen on his way upstairs.

				He sat in his bedroom and studied the bit of metal. It was bronze and jointed, perhaps part of the finger of an automated servant or worker. A closer look showed it was hollow—more of a glove than a digit. Inside, torn bits of blood and flesh remained. This might very well be a part of Lolly’s metal man. Liam carefully wrapped it in a clean handkerchief. He’d take it to Order headquarters later today. For now, he could nap for an hour or so before he needed to be at the Yard. He was asleep before his head even hit the pillow.

				* * *

				“I’ve brought you a present.”

				Wink sat up so quickly she banged her head on the bottom of Connor’s desk as she heard his voice. She scooted out to sit on the floor and looked up at him, rubbing the tender spot on her scalp. “Don’t do that. You’re as bad as Jamie.”

				“Sorry.” Connor’s grin belied the word. He lifted something wrapped in brown paper and string. “But I think you’ll like your gift.”

				“Of course I will.” Now her temples throbbed as well as the bump. After last night’s kiss with Liam, she had to give Connor a definitive no. It wasn’t fair to keep him hanging on, hoping to change her mind. “Connor, there’s something we need to talk about—but not at the office.”

				He held a chair for her then settled into the one behind his desk. “I heard that Jamie’s in town. Sent down again? What for this time?”

				“Yes, and I have no idea. We didn’t get to discussing that last night.” She bit her lip. “I’m worried about him. The only thing he wants to do is fight, but he doesn’t have the magick to be a Knight, so in the Order, he’d always feel second best. That wouldn’t work for him either.”

				“His foresight is a powerful gift.” Connor steepled his fingers on the desk. “But it isn’t fully under his control, is it? And no, he’s not a Knight. You’re right about that. Has he thought about the military?”

				Wink sighed. “That’s all he can think about. And Mum is adamantly opposed.”

				Connor shrugged. “Most mothers are. That doesn’t mean she won’t come around. She’s already dealt with having Sir Merrick and Tom in constant danger as Knights, and you know young Will has the power as well. I can see why she’d prefer to have Jamie and Piers in safer occupations.”

				The idea of having all her brothers in danger was nauseating. Wink frowned at Connor. “Will is only five. Don’t make plans to initiate him yet. Joining the Order should be a choice, not an inescapable fate.”

				“It is always a choice, but I’ve never heard of anyone who had the power not choosing to use it.” He looked into her eyes. “Do you want me to have a chat with Jamie?”

				Wink shrugged. “I don’t know. Perhaps if you think it would help to talk to someone outside the family. For now, I’ve put him to work by sending him to Mrs. Miller.”

				“Good. Focusing on her troubles might give him some of the impetus he needs to sort himself out.” Connor shoved the package across the desk to her. “Now stop borrowing trouble and open your present.”

				Wink lifted the package. “It’s some kind of gun.” She hastily untied the string and unwrapped the paper. The weapon she revealed was the newest thing, on the covers of all the technological magazines. The belt pack had a big hand crank to wind up the dynamo, while the gun portion fired electrodes that would shock the target, paralyzing them temporarily.

				Wink picked it up, letting her fingers caress the shining chrome, copper wiring and black rubber tubing. “A stun gun. Oh, Connor, it’s wonderful. I’ve seen the schematics for these, but hadn’t had time to build my own. I didn’t know they were available on the market yet.”

				He gave her a wide, boyish grin. “They’re not, but I was able to contact one manufacturer and get you an experimental model. If you like it, Kendall will requisition a supply for the Order.”

				“Well, it’s wonderful. I can’t wait to try it out. Thank you.” Guilt ate at her for accepting the gift when she knew she had to break things off, but this was something she simply couldn’t resist. Besides, as the Order’s technological consultant, it behooved her to examine the weapon to see if it was suitable for wide-scale use. “I wonder if it works on vampyres.”

				Connor snorted. “I’d as soon you didn’t find out, thank you very much.”

				“Now who’s being overprotective?” Wink picked up the booklet that came with the weapon and tapped it on the desk.

				He held up his hands. “I know, I know. You can handle yourself. That doesn’t mean I don’t worry. If it’s any consolation, I worry about Tom too, and Geneva and Melody.”

				“That’s because it’s in your nature to care.” She leaned over and squeezed his shoulder. “That’s not a bad thing. Thank you.”

				“That’s me, the perpetual worrywart. Now let’s both get back to work, and at luncheon, we can go out to the gun range so you can test-fire that thing.” The Lakes kept a small estate in Richmond, just over the Thames, where the Order could train and test new weapons without attracting unwanted attention.

				“Excellent.” She crawled back under the desk to finish wiring his terminal and tried not to notice that he stayed in the doorway for several minutes, staring at her ankles. She’d tell him at noon. Time enough to break his heart when they weren’t at the office.

				At ten-thirty, Wink was back in her own small workroom, on the basement level of the Camelot Club premises when a messenger arrived from Liam.

				Found by the King Charles Steps, she read. Part of Lolly’s metal man? There was no further explanation on the note. She donned thin rubber gloves to open the package, in case of toxins, and also in case there were chemical compounds she could isolate and identify. The less contamination, the better, though Liam had undoubtedly picked it up with his hands.

				It was small, obviously torn from a larger piece at the joint. At first glance, it appeared to be the fingertip of a bronze automaton. That would certainly be in keeping with the witnesses’ statements of metallic men in Wapping and Rotherhite. She turned it over with a pair of tweezers, finding it hollow, with bits of dried flesh clinging to the inside, including—uggghh—the very tip of a man’s finger, with the bone fractured off. A suit, then, as Liam had suspected.

				She tugged on the fingertip and found it was wired to the metal. This was truly odd. It was almost the same technology used to make a prosthetic limb, where the mechanism was connected directly to the nerve endings. This metallic skin had been wired directly into the person wearing it. So was the suit controlling the man or the man controlling the suit? Either way, it didn’t bode well for the people who’d been abducted. She boxed the item, wrote up a quick report on it and sent copies to Kendall and, by courier, to Liam. Eventually, the finger would go into the Order’s collection of oddities and items of evidence, but for now, she’d keep it in her workshop, in case she thought of further tests she could run.

				Noon came, and she changed out of her coveralls into her street clothes of a plain brown skirt and white linen shirtwaist. Just as she and Connor were walking out to his car, Jamie popped around the corner, dressed in the worst clothes she’d seen on him since they’d left Wapping.

				“Hullo there,” he called, waving to them both. “I’ve got some news.”

				With a quickly concealed grimace, Connor waved Jamie over. “We’re headed out to the gun range. Can this keep?”

				“No worries, I’ll come along.” Jamie helped Wink into the passenger side of the vehicle, then scooted her across the single seat until there was room for him to climb in beside her, which he did, much, she was sure, to Connor’s dismay. “Haven’t been shooting in a while. Not done at public school, you know.” He imbued those final words with a degree of distaste someone else might reserve for a mass murderer or, say, the plague.

				Wink wrinkled her nose as the odor wafting from her brother filled her nostrils. Squashed between Jamie and Connor, there was no escape from the stench. “Jamie, have you been drinking? Or just bathing in ale and cheap gin?”

				He laughed. “I had a pint down at the Wigged Pig. But I wanted to blend in on the street in Wapping, so I poured a bit of blue ruin on my clothes.”

				“And whatever you heard was too important for you to go home and change before telling us?” Connor started the small steam car and eased it out into traffic.

				Wink could hear the frustration tinting his voice, as well as his affection for Jamie. She understood—she’d hoped to be alone with Connor as well, but had to admit to some relief at the reprieve. “So tell us,” she said to her brother. “What did you find out?”

				“Well, there are more missing than the police seem to know about.” Jamie rubbed his hands together. “People there don’t like talking to the coppers, but to a chap willing to spot them a pint? They’ll talk his ear off. Seems both men and women have vanished. At first they blamed vampyres, or press gangs, but there’ve been too many without any sightings of monsters, and press gangs don’t take women or dogs.”

				“Dogs?” Wink frowned. “I think Liam mentioned that dogs had gone missing as well. I wonder if they used the dogs for experimentation before they tried something on humans?”

				“Well, if so, then they’re still experimenting,” Jamie said. “One of the bartenders at the Pig lost his Alsatian just a few days ago.”

				“None of this makes any sense,” Wink muttered. “What is someone doing? White slavery? That seems unlikely with automatons becoming so easily available for manual labor. Besides, that wouldn’t explain the missing dogs. No, it’s almost as if someone’s amassing an army.” She told them about the finger Liam had found, and about her supposition that it was part of a suit that tapped into the body’s nervous system.

				“For what it’s worth, some of the missing people are prostitutes.” Jamie tapped his fingers on his knee. Like her, he was never content with sitting still for more than a minute. “So slavery of some sort is a possibility. They could be setting up some kind of sex trade. I spoke to a girl at the Pig who said there are two missing from her house in the last week.”

				“But Eamon Miller certainly wasn’t a street walker,” Wink said. “Neither were the two men from the carnival. So again, we’re faced with the fact that whoever it is, they’re not particular about their choice of prey.”

				“Except no one has reported missing children or elders,” Connor said. “I’ve noticed that. Nobody under fourteen or fifteen and no one past thirty-five or thereabouts. Apparently whatever the purpose, the culprit is looking for people in their prime. Maybe you’re right. Maybe they are building some kind of army.”

				* * *

				Liam threw another flyer onto the stack on his desk. More anti-royal rhetoric. The damn things were everywhere, telling the people of England how mistreated and downtrodden they were. While some of the claims were true—automation had certainly put miners and millers out of work—others were completely off the mark. Liam wasn’t particularly enamored of the peerage himself, but they were on their way out as the ruling class anyway. Even he could see that it was the new industrialists who would come to rule the Empire, based on the simple fact that they would own most of it. Coal merchants and factory owners were buying up venerable estates left and right. Soon, the so-called working class would own more land and hold more power than the aristocrats, and it wasn’t going to take some student rebellion to trigger it. It was bound to be a subtle transfer of power, with the lords watching from the sidelines with port and cigars as their authority and prestige silently slipped away.

				A few of the old guard saw the trend and embraced it. Trowbridge had bought up factories and mines, instituting safe working conditions and fair pay. His workers loved him and his family’s fortunes would be fine. Merrick, too, had an eye to the future and would be another peer who would weather the change. As for Lord Bell, Liam’s father? Not a chance. The old bastard was in debt up to his eyeballs, and one of these days, his title alone wouldn’t be enough to buy him credit. Liam hoped he was around to see the humiliation.

				Meanwhile Bell’s prodigal younger son had invested heavily in steamships and automated textile mills. Liam smiled to himself. He might not show it in his clothing or habits, but he was wealthier by far than many who sat in the House of Lords. However things shook out, he’d be fine. The idiots writing these pamphlets, though? They needed to be stopped before they tried something stupid and someone got hurt. Riots in the streets of London—or at the Ascot races—wouldn’t be good for anyone. And Liam still had only the faintest supposition of who might be behind the movement. It was time to have a long chat with Lord Eustace and his friend Kersleigh. Plus, he needed to talk to Piers and see what was going on at Cambridge.

				“Message for you, Inspector.” A uniformed constable tapped at the open door and handed Liam a folded piece of paper before slipping back down the hallway.

				He scanned Wink’s report, which basically confirmed what his nose had already told him. The kidnapper had worn some kind of bronze suit of armor. The bit about tying into the nervous system was something of a surprise, but it might have accounted for the superhuman strength Lolly had mentioned. He wished he had more time to devote to the Miller case, but this Ascot business was consuming his time, even if his mind was still focused more on a certain copper-haired engineer than on either case he was supposed to be working.

				“Enough.” He slid the report into the Miller file and reached for his hat. Time to pay a visit to his clubs. Maybe chatting with Eustace and Kersleigh could take his mind off Wink for more than a minute. Kissing her last night had been the stupidest thing Liam had done in his life. All morning, he’d found himself thinking of her, remembering the softness of her lips and the enthusiasm of her response. Maybe instead of hunting up Eustace, he ought to go find a woman—one who wouldn’t expect a commitment, indeed, one who wouldn’t look for anything more than a few guineas for her services.

				No. The thought of hiring a prostitute left him cold. He had to get Wink married. Knowing she was completely out of bounds would be the only thing that would let him breathe easily again. Her wedding to Connor couldn’t happen soon enough.

				On foot, Liam made his way to one of the less ostentatious gentlemen’s clubs, where he thought he remembered meeting Eustace before. At the third club he visited, he actually found the man, this time without his chum Kersleigh. Liam ordered lunch for the pair of them and made sure the steward refilled Eustace’s glass. Liam sipped slowly at a snifter of brandy himself, just to keep Eustace comfortable. With his werewolf regeneration, it wouldn’t have any effect on his brain or body unless he seriously tied one on. He hadn’t even done that last night. However, by the time they’d eaten, Eustace was well-lubricated.

				“So, given any thought to creating a younger son’s society?” Liam asked, trying to sound as potted as his companion. “You, me, your friend Kersleigh? Bound to be others.”

				Eustace snorted. “Already got one.”

				Liam raised an eyebrow. “Really? How does a man join up?”

				“Gotta ask K-Kersleigh,” Eustace said. “It’s his little project. Gather all the dispossessed scions and show society what’s what. Shake up the powers that be a little bit.”

				“Any plans to make a grand gesture?” Liam lit a cigar and handed one over to Eustace. “Sounds like that could be fun.”

				Eustace waggled a chubby finger back at Liam. “Can’t tell you that. Haven’t been initiated yet, have you?” Then he giggled like a six-year-old with a secret. “But it’s gonna be grand. Bet on it.”

				Ten minutes later, Eustace had all but passed out, so Liam made his way back to the Yard. It was time to do some serious digging into the life and finances of one Mr. Kersleigh.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				“Thank you, again, Connor. The electrode gun worked beautifully—at least on hay bales.” Wink let Jamie help her out of Connor’s car on the street in front of Hadrian House. “I hate to test it out on some unfortunate animal, so I’ll have to trust that the manufacturer has been thorough. I wouldn’t want to kill someone by mistake.”

				“Or have them get back up if you meant them to stay down.” Jamie reached across the empty passenger side and shook Connor’s hand. “Thanks for the lift, old chap.” He waved Connor off, then all but dragged Wink into the house behind him.

				“What?” She barely had time to hand her coat to Mountjoy before her very grubby brother dragged her into the study. “If you learned something in Wapping, you could have said so in front of Connor. He’s practically family.”

				“Not as close to family as he’d like to be, and that’s the problem.” Jamie dropped into their father’s chair and poured himself a drink. After swallowing it in one gulp, he scrubbed at his head with his hands, until his hair stuck out in all directions.

				“What is it, Jamie?” She knew that look and dread pooled in her stomach. She sat on the desk and rested her hand on his shoulder. “What’s wrong? Is everyone going to be all right?” Jamie’s visions were warnings, possible futures that could be avoided if acted upon. Ignoring them could prove fatal.

				“While you thought I was napping, I had a vision.” He looked up into her face so she could see his earnestness. “One I’m not sure you’ll want to hear about. How serious are things between you and Connor?”

				Wink grimaced. “Complicated. He’s asked me to marry him.”

				Jamie dropped his face into his hands. “I was afraid of that.”

				“Why? Nothing’s going to happen to Connor, is it? Something I could have prevented?” Wink gnawed on her lip. He wouldn’t do anything rash, would he? “I was going to let him down today, before you invited yourself along. I just can’t marry him. Please tell me that won’t get him killed.”

				“You’re turning him down?” Jamie sat up. “Oh. That’s all right then.” Without further explanation, he poured himself another drink and swallowed it.

				“Seamus McCann Hadrian, explain yourself.” Wink stood and crossed her arms.

				Jamie shrugged. “I saw Connor with a woman in his arms, and it sure as hell wasn’t platonic. She was dark-haired and had big… Well, anyway, she wasn’t anyone we know. I didn’t like the idea that he was two-timing you, that’s all. I was afraid you’d get hurt.”

				“Brother, dear, you’re an idiot.” Nell ducked into the room and took Jamie’s glass away from him. “And you smell like a sewer.”

				“Plainclothes work,” he said. “And why am I an idiot?”

				Nell wrapped her arm around Wink’s waist. “Because no matter how hard she tried to convince herself it was the right thing to do, Wink would never marry Connor when she’s in love with someone else.”

				“Someone else?” Jamie blinked. “Who? You can’t mean Liam. Thought you got over that infatuation years ago.”

				“Enough.” Wink caught Jamie’s arm and pushed him toward the door. “Nell is right. You reek. Nell and I promised Aunt Dorothy we’d attend a dinner party at the Hendersons’ tonight. Are you coming along?”

				“Is Liam going to be there?” Jamie gave her a thoughtful look. “I wouldn’t mind talking to him for a bit.”

				“He is,” Wink said. “Part of a case he’s working involves him being seen as a fortune hunter in high society. He’s escorting us, along with Connor, so we can all compare notes. But Jamie—you’re not to breathe a word of what we said here, understand? I’ll not have you putting any pressure on Liam.”

				“Understood.” Jamie drew an X across his chest with a finger.

				Wink smiled. “Good. Now go soak your head, along with the rest of you, in a tub. Use soap. Lots of it. And no more drinking.”

				“Look.” Jamie lingered in the doorway. “You know I only want to help, right? It isn’t as if I see the future on purpose.”

				“I know.” Wink moved closer while Nell put away the brandy. “It’s all right, Jamie. I’m glad you had your vision and I’m glad you told me about it. You’ve reassured me that turning Connor down really is the right thing to do, and you’ve no idea the weight that takes off my mind. I genuinely hope the woman you saw is someone who can love him with her whole heart, the way I never could.”

				“I’m glad too, then. I just wish I could solve my own problems as easily.” He slapped her on the shoulder. “No harm done, then. Right?”

				“None at all.” She swept her eyes over his face and saw the earnestness and a hint of maturity behind his carefree façade. “Jamie, I’ve been thinking and I may have something of a solution for you, if you can bear more schooling. Have you asked Mum and Papa about attending a military academy? It seems like the logical compromise. Perhaps if you succeed there for a year or two, it will give them the confidence to buy you a commission?” She hated to think of him in the army, but if it was what he needed to do, she’d understand. So, eventually, would their parents. If she could help with that, she owed it to all of them.

				“That’s bloody brilliant.” A sweet smile dawned slowly on his face, making him look like a little boy again for just a moment. “Why did I never think of that? You’re a genius.”

				“I’ll make you a bargain,” she said. “Keep out of trouble while we sort out this mess with Mrs. Miller, and I’ll bring it up to them and do my best to talk them into it. That’s a promise.”

				He threw his arms around her neck and hugged her. “Thank you!”

				Wink smiled. It was good to have him here, along with Nell. Now they only needed Tom and Piers for it to be like old times. Not that she’d go back if she could. She wouldn’t trade their new, larger family for the world.

				“That really is a brilliant idea.” Nell pushed them toward the door. “If you like, Jamie, I’ll do my bit to convince the parents as well, and you know they listen to me. I’m the sensible one. Now you both need baths, however, so get moving. We don’t want to keep Mrs. Henderson waiting.” The Hendersons were old friends of the Hadrian and MacKay families. Mrs. Henderson’s father having been a Knight, they were privy to knowledge of the Order, though not to the details of active cases.

				Jamie laughed. “Or I’ll be stuck in the nursery with their grandchildren.” With a whoop, he ran up the stairs.

				* * *

				Liam watched as Wink and Nell entered the parlor where he waited with Connor and the irrepressible Jamie. Having the boy turn up was a surprise, though it shouldn’t have been. With the Hadrians, anything was possible. For just a moment, though, Liam couldn’t focus on anything but the picture made by the two young women, both lovely, but such a study in contrasts. Dainty and sweet, Nell’s exotic good looks were emphasized by the softness of her pale pink gown, trimmed with yards of ruffles and lace. Her serenity masked a well of fierce loyalty and protectiveness, and Liam knew he wouldn’t want to be on the wrong end of a sword or gun if he ever hurt anyone she loved. Wink, on the other hand, was magnificent, a Celtic warrior princess with no trace of softness in her manner. She wore a simple gown of gold-colored satin, unadorned except for a pair of amber earrings, almost the same shade as her hair. With all that amber and gold on, her eyes took on the same shade, glowing with warmth. She was so striking it nearly hurt to look at her, but he forced himself to offer each of the sisters a precisely equal bow.

				Miss Dorothy Hadrian, in a purple dress even more severely cut than Wink’s, cleared her throat. “Well, since we’re all here, what’s the progress on our two cases?”

				Liam didn’t even bother to correct her. If one Hadrian was involved, they all were, and Dorothy was a formidable ally. One by one, everyone related what they had learned or surmised over the last few days. The only one with nothing to add was Nell, who took everything in and nodded thoughtfully.

				“I can’t help thinking,” Nell said when they’d all finished their reports. “That there’s a reason two such confounding problems are occurring at the same time. Do you think they’re connected? Is this army someone is collecting part of the plot against the Queen?”

				All heads turned to Nell. Liam made sure his own mouth wasn’t hanging open like some of the others.

				Jamie nodded. “Makes sense to me. Simplest possible solution, isn’t it? Occam’s razor and all that.”

				Dorothy patted Nell’s shoulder. “You might be onto something there. Sometimes it’s easier to see a situation clearly when you’re not so closely involved.”

				“Well, Lord Eustace certainly wouldn’t have the mechanical knowledge to build powered suits for his army,” Wink said. “But his oily little friend…well, perhaps. Kersleigh knows something. I can’t help but feel he’s got some secret joke he’s playing on society. This would certainly qualify.”

				“I spent some time this afternoon investigating the honorable Mr. Victor Kersleigh. He does have several patents to his name,” Liam said. “His teachers at university all praised his brilliance but deplored his ethics. What he doesn’t have is funding.”

				“But perhaps his collection of younger sons is providing that,” Connor said. “It bears further investigation.”

				“Agreed.” Liam nodded. “I’ll get on that first thing in the morning.”

				“I’ll print out any records the Order has and get those to you in the morning,” Wink said. “Anything we have on Eustace, as well. Kendall and his father have already left for Windsor to open up their house there for race week. Any of us who need to go down for the races can use it as a base of operations.” Since the Order’s ties to the Crown went back over a thousand years, it was no great surprise that the leader of the Knights happened to own property quite near each of the royal residences.

				“They’re not taking Amy and the baby into a potentially dangerous situation, are they?” Nell’s voice quivered.

				“No, Amy and Ned have already left for Kent with the two duchesses,” Connor said. Both Kendall’s mother and grandmother doted on his Canadian wife, and the Trowbridge’s primary seat was in Kent.

				Wink nodded. “Mum and Papa had planned to come down for the week, but I telephoned and asked them not to. If things are going to go south, I’d as soon they and the little ones were safely home in Northumberland.”

				“Good thinking.” Liam wondered if he should warn the others about his own father’s plans to attend. Not just yet. It wasn’t relevant. One thing Liam did know in the old man’s favor was that Lord Bell was a staunch royalist. He wasn’t part of the plot, and he wasn’t a young child to be kept safely away. Therefore he wasn’t a factor to be considered, an opinion the earl had maintained for all of Liam’s adult life.

				Their conference finished, they sorted out who would ride in which carriage and made their way to the Henderson home, off Grosvenor Square. It would have taken Liam only a few minutes to walk, but that just wasn’t done with ladies in ball gowns; breathing masks would muss their hair and street dirt would stain their hems. Liam found himself in the Hadrian landau with Dorothy, Nell and Jamie, while Connor escorted Wink in his steam car.

				“So,” Jamie said, apropos of nothing. “Did Wink tell you I had a vision today?”

				Dorothy snorted. “Really? Did it involve you matriculating at university? I’d find that future difficult to believe.”

				Jamie grinned. “Me too, but I think Wink has my future sorted out. No, this vision was about Connor.”

				Liam caught himself from leaning forward in his seat. Jamie was enjoying this too much for the vision to have been foreboding.

				“Jamie, be quiet.” Nell slapped her brother’s thigh with her fan. “It’s none of your business—or ours.”

				“No, let the boy speak.” Dorothy’s lips twitched. “What about Connor?”

				“He’s going to find the love of his life,” Jamie said smugly. “In the next year or so, I think. And it isn’t Wink.”

				“No?” Liam kept his voice steady.

				“No. She’s dark, but not as dark as Nell. Maybe a gypsy. And she’s built like…” Jamie darted a nervous glance at his great-aunt and coughed. “She has a very, um…generous figure.”

				“Nicely phrased.” Dorothy laughed. “In other words, someone totally different from Wink.”

				“There’s nothing wrong with Wink’s shape.” Nell glared at Jamie. “She’s willowy, that’s all. Slender.”

				“Exactly.” Jamie leaned back and sighed. “And the woman in my vision was anything but. So it’s a good thing Wink plans to cut Connor loose tonight. If she married him, they’d both end up miserable.”

				Oh, hell. Now what was Liam supposed to do?

				That thought continued to ring in his head throughout the meal. He’d been seated between Wink and Nell, and felt like a rabbit caught in a snare. Since he was supposed to be playing fortune hunter, he had to dance attendance on both of them. Wink treated him with a studied indifference that might have stung if he hadn’t known her well enough to tell it was feigned. Nell’s kindness bordered on pity and he wondered, not for the first time, just how much this quietest Hadrian saw or understood.

				“Liam, I don’t think you’ve ever mentioned, but is your mother living?” Nell’s soft question while they waltzed caught him utterly off guard. He’d been busy watching Eustace dancing with some young miss. Was it one of the Tregarth girls? Damn, but they were little more than children. Kersleigh wasn’t present at all tonight, the blighter.

				“My mother?” Only well-trained muscles kept him moving through the steps of the dance without faltering. “No, she died when I was six. Why?” He whirled her about the floor. Nell’s musical gifts extended to dance and she was a truly exceptional partner.

				“Sometimes I see a woman over your shoulder,” she said. “She’s young, with dark hair and blue eyes and something in her face reminds me of you. You’ve never mentioned a deceased sister, so I thought perhaps…” She gave a minuscule shrug.

				That time his step did falter, if only for a moment. His mother? She’d have been less than thirty when she died, so would certainly have been young. He knew Nell was a medium, but holy Christ, he’d known her for seven or eight years. “Why do you bring this up now?”

				Nell gave him a sad smile. “She’s always been there, since the first time I met you, but she was never clear before. For years I only saw a vague presence—what some people might consider a guardian angel or spirit. Mostly I saw her as a sort of faint glow behind you, just appearing now and then. Only in the last few weeks has she started to come into focus and she breaks my heart. Liam, she is so very, very sad.”

				His mother was sad? Why? Other than having been married to his father of course. Living with the earl had crushed the life out of her, or so Liam had been led to believe from his nurse. “Can you speak with her?”

				“Not yet. If she continues to coalesce, perhaps soon. Is there something you’d like me to ask?” Nell could discuss speaking with the dead in the same way another lady might mention conversing with a dinner partner. Coming from a family of lycanthropes, Liam would have thought nothing could seem outlandish to him, but then he’d met the Hadrians.

				“Ask her why she’s so sad.” He couldn’t believe the words had come out of his mouth, but they had and he realized somewhat belatedly that they mattered. If some action of his was causing his mother’s unrest, then he needed to know.

				“I will. Mostly I just think she worries about you.” She gave him another sweet smile. “You don’t need to be so alone, you know. You have so many people who care about you. It doesn’t take a ghost to tell me that.”

				A lump clogged his throat, preventing him from answering. Fortunately, the dance ended and he bowed before handing her to her next partner.

				“I saw Wink and Connor slip out toward the balcony,” Nell whispered before they parted. “Perhaps if you’re not engaged for this set, you could go check on them for me?”

				Liam nodded. He knew it was a terrible idea, but he didn’t have it in him to deny Nell. She was too much the little sister he’d never had. He wondered if his own sister, the one his mother had died trying to bear, would have been like Nell—only without the ghosts. He’d have liked to think she would.

				Shaking off that maudlin thought, he moved to the glass doors, where a balcony had once overlooked the gardens. With London air as bad as it was, most of the balconies and terraces of the fashionable homes had been glassed in, but potted plants, fairy lights and revolving fans still lent the feeling of out-of-doors. The Hendersons’ was no exception as Liam discovered. A curving staircase even provided access to the ground-floor terrace, where flowering trees reached up three stories to their glass ceiling.

				He followed his ears to the far corner of the enclosure, where Wink and Connor occupied a bench behind an ornamental cherry tree. He didn’t strain to hear their words—what they said was none of his business. He could tell Nell her sister was fine and go play some cards, maybe with Eustace.

				When he saw them kiss, though, his vision went red and it was all he could do not to howl or turn wolf.

				* * *

				Wink allowed Connor to lead her out into the glassed-in garden of the Henderson home. This was as good a time as any to tell him she’d made up her mind. With so much of her family in town, this might be the best chance she’d get to speak to him alone—as Jamie had proven that afternoon. They wound their way down the spiral staircase and found a secluded spot behind a grape arbor and a weeping cherry tree. Wink sat on the wrought-iron bench and pulled Connor down beside her.

				“I wanted to speak to you earlier,” she said. Her fingers automatically reached for George’s smooth head, her touchstone in times of trouble. Since he’d been left at home, she gripped the iron bench until her fingers stung. “I’m sorry, Connor…”

				“You promised me a week,” he said, anticipating her words. “It’s only been a few days.”

				She shook her head. “I know. But I also know it’s pointless. You’re my friend, Connor. All but family, and I do care about you, more than I think you realize. But when you kissed me last night—didn’t that tell you anything? There’s nothing there between us—no spark, no passion. You have to know that, somewhere in your heart. I’m not the one for you.” It didn’t seem right to tell him about Jamie’s vision of the voluptuous brunette, but she hoped, for Connor’s sake, that it did come true.

				“No, you mean I’m not the one for you.” He gave a bitter snort. “I felt plenty of passion for the both of us, believe me. I know you don’t have much, if any, experience in this sort of thing, but…”

				Wink winced. “You’d be surprised.” Had he forgotten she wasn’t the typical upper-class miss? There was so much she hadn’t told him about her past.

				“Passion is a natural thing,” he said, ignoring her interruption. “If your emotions are engaged, the physical expression will follow. Just let yourself feel it, beloved.” And with that, he swooped down and pressed a hard, almost rough kiss on her mouth.

				For a few moments, Wink was too startled to react. She remained passive as his tongue penetrated her lips and his hands gripped her buttocks through her gown. It wasn’t unpleasant. If she hadn’t kissed Liam, she might even enjoy herself. They were two young, healthy adults and he was right. Passion was a natural thing. She understood that. But after Liam’s kiss—this just felt wrong. Gathering her wits, she smacked Connor on the head with her fan and then pushed him off of her, or tried to. He was a big man and stronger than most, but she managed to pull her mouth away from his.

				“Enough.” She shoved again, this time hard enough to send him sprawling on the grass. She heard fabric tear as he fell, but it didn’t concern her. “My answer is no, Connor. I will not marry you. Now or ever. I care for you. I wish you all the very best the world has to offer, and I hope one day soon you find your soul mate. But it isn’t me. I’m sorry.” Even she heard the tears thickening her voice.

				Connor stood and brushed off the seat of his pants. “I see. Your pardon, Miss Hadrian. It appears I’ve been mistaken. If you see the Hendersons, will you please let them know something’s come up? I trust you can make your way home with your aunt?” He brushed the wrinkles out of his coat and bowed formally.

				“Of course.” She watched as he stalked off to the garden entrance of the glasshouse and left, without looking back.

				Wink sat on the bench and blinked back tears. It really wasn’t fair. In a perfect world, she’d have fallen madly in love with Connor, and together they’d have raised another generation of Knights. Now though, it looked as if she’d grow old a spinster, doting on nieces and nephews and working for the Order. Ah well. There were worse lives. All she knew was that if she couldn’t marry Liam, she didn’t want anyone at all.

				“Your dress is torn.” The raspy, gravelly tone made her look up as Liam stepped out of the shadows. “Did he hurt you?”

				Wink shook her head, noting the damaged neckline of her gown from when he’d clutched at her as he was falling. Blast it all, that meant she couldn’t go back inside, either. What a cock-up this night was turning into. “I rather think it was the other way around.”

				“That’s not what I meant.” Liam stepped closer. His hands were at his sides, clenched into fists. “I saw you push him away.”

				“Then you know that all he did was kiss me.” She hiccupped, not sure whether to laugh or cry. “Unless you intend to call yourself out as well, you don’t have any standing to complain about that.”

				“Damn it, Winifred, that was a mistake.” He stepped closer, his voice more raw than she’d ever heard it. Liam was the only one who ever used the long version of her name, and she decided that from him, she rather liked it.

				However, she didn’t care for his attitude. She sat up straighter, crossing her arms over her chest. “I find I take exception to being considered a mistake.”

				“That’s not what I meant.” He paced restlessly in front of her. “You’re too good for me.”

				“Not only is that the most clichéd line ever, it presupposes that I don’t know my own mind. It appears I don’t get any say in the matter of my so-called best interests.” She was making a fool of herself. An idiot wouldn’t have been able to miss the bitterness in her voice, and Liam was far from an idiot.

				“You have no idea what you’re asking.” He stepped close enough to grip the back of the bench. “Just like my mother, damn it. You’re not the kind of woman for a casual relationship, and I’m not the kind of man for a permanent one.”

				“Your mother?” As far as she could remember, Liam had never once mentioned her before. “What does she have to do with your decision not to marry? And how do you know what kind of woman I am anyway? Maybe a casual fling is all I’m looking for.” It wasn’t, but an affair with Liam would be better than nothing at all.

				“Ballocks.” He kicked a decorative rock out of its manicured bed. “Your father would shoot me, for one thing. And your brothers. Not that I’d blame them. Now let me go get your aunt so she can take you home.”

				“No.” She didn’t want Dorothy, or even Nell or Jamie to see her like this, so flustered and with a ripped gown. That wouldn’t be fair to Connor since the dress had torn when she’d pushed him down. “Just get my wrap and hail me a cab. I’ll get out of your hair and you can get on with whatever it is you call your life.”

				“Don’t be ridiculous.” He came even closer, looming over her. “Do you really think I’d let you leave here alone? That I could let you leave unescorted? It isn’t safe. I killed a vampyre here in Mayfair the other night.”

				Wink stood, facing him nose to nose, refusing to back down. “So? I’ve been killing them since I was nine. What’s your point?”

				The low rumble of a growl was the only warning she had before he caught her shoulders and his lips descended on hers.

				Just like before, she responded before she even knew what she was about. The instinct to twine her arms around his neck and hold on took precedence over everything—even breathing.

				His kiss was ravenous and dark, but he didn’t frighten her in the least. Not even when he dragged his mouth from her lips and trailed it down the side of her throat. She twisted her hands in his thick, glossy hair and dug her nails into his scalp, refusing to let go. Instead she tilted her head to give him better access to her neck. When one of his hands settled on her breast, she arched into the touch, wishing with all her heart that her corset wasn’t between them. Wink felt alive in a way she never had before, save for those few brief seconds in the coach the night before.

				This time, Liam didn’t pull back. He sat on the bench, tugging her into his lap. His deft hands found her skin, one the back of her thigh, under her skirts, the other delving into the neckline of her gown. She groaned as his fingertips brushed the sensitive peak of her breast. Her body responded in ways she’d never experienced, not even when she’d touched herself, alone in the dark.

				This was right. She was certain of it. Here, in Liam’s arms, was where she belonged. Desperate to feel more of him, she scrabbled under his frock coat, pulling his shirttails from the waistband of his trousers. She slid her hand against his side, amazed at the heat and the smoothness of his skin, the firmness of the muscle beneath.

				Liam shuddered at her touch. He nibbled at her throat, an area she’d never suspected was so responsive. He shoved her corset and gown down until her breast was bared to the warm breeze from the overhead fans. Small as she was, she was sensitive there, and the gentle plucking of his fingertips made her melt. Then he shifted her, moving his lips down her throat, until they took the place of his fingers.

				“Liam.” She clutched at his waist, bowing her spine to bring him even closer. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she knew this was risky. They were out in the open with a crowded ballroom just a few yards away. At the moment, however, getting caught was the least of her worries. As long as he didn’t stop, nothing else mattered.

				“Wink?” Nell’s voice called out from the upper terrace. “Are you out here?”

				“Shite!” Liam pulled his face away from Wink’s chest. Hastily, he tugged Wink’s bodice and corset into place—more or less. Clearly he didn’t have the same lack of concern she did about being caught. She pushed that aside, tried not to let it sting.

				“Ow,” she whispered as he inadvertently pinched a bit of flesh. “Fix your own clothing. Let me do that.” She scrambled off his lap and began to push and pull everything back into place.

				“I don’t think they’re out here.” Jamie’s voice was just a bit too loud to be casual. He knew they were down here—this was a warning. “Let’s go look in the supper room.”

				Wink smoothed her skirts down over her hoops. “I can’t go back inside. My gown is still torn from before.” She swiped a dangling curl back behind her ear. There was no hope of getting the mass of tangles confined again without her maid.

				Liam finished tucking his shirt in and adjusting his tie. “I’ll go tell Dorothy you’re tired and I’m taking you home. After I fetch your shawl and my hat, I’ll call for a hack and meet you at the garden gate.”

				Wink nodded. She made her way to the rear door of the glasshouse and waited. Unfortunately, the ten minutes or so gave her plenty of time to think about what they’d just done. For Wink, it had been one of the most exciting moments of her life. For Liam, it had clearly been another mistake. What would he have done if they’d been caught?

				She shook her head. Liam had too much honor. He’d have done the so-called right thing, and offered marriage. Then he’d have resented her for it the rest of their lives. Wink wanted him, but not like that.

				Damn and blast it, what was she going to do with him?

				* * *

				Liam didn’t say a word on the drive back to Hadrian House. He was too busy castigating himself. How much further would things have gone if they hadn’t been interrupted? Wink wouldn’t have stopped him. He’d never had a woman come apart so readily in his arms. Every one of her shocked gasps and breathy moans was etched into his memory. Given her obvious lack of experience, it was all on him that things had gotten so far out of hand.

				Her resolution not to marry Connor both terrified Liam and elated him. While he truly hated to see another man touch her, it left him with the same problem he’d started with. What was he going to do about Wink? He couldn’t marry her. Although if things had gone a little further in the garden, he’d have had to.

				Then he’d be forced to watch while she learned to hate him. Liam could survive a lot of things, but he didn’t think he could survive having Wink despise him, seeing her cold, hurt stares over the breakfast table every morning. Worse yet would be seeing her hide in her room as his mother had done, so no one saw the bruises. Liam liked to think he would never strike a woman, particularly one under his protection, but he had his father’s temper. His first love affair had proven that. While there had been no repetition of that episode, his desk had dents in the wood and he’d torn his knuckles on the stone walls of his cellar more than a time or two in the last few months. That fury and the ability to shapeshift, were maybe his only legacies from the old man.

				Why couldn’t he have just gotten his father’s Roman nose instead? He could have lived with that.

				“You can stop the self-flagellation at any time.” Wink’s tone now was cool, even detached. He looked over to see that she’d knotted her shawl to hide the tear in her gown. The only thing that would give them away to Mountjoy was her disheveled hair. “It was a kiss, Liam, nothing more, and it was as much my fault as yours, for which I apologize. Apparently I’m more susceptible to such things than I’d thought. So, you are correct. We need to ensure that it doesn’t happen again.”

				His jaw dropped. She was blaming herself? What sort of twisted logic was that? He shook his head, trying to make sense of what she’d just said. “Wink, I—”

				She held up her hand. “No. You’ve made your position on the subject indisputably clear. There is to be no relationship of a romantic sort between us. Therefore, we need to ensure that the more, umm—earthy—aspects of our natures are kept under control. That means we need to refrain from any kind of affectionate behavior, particularly when we’re alone. In fact, it would be preferable if we didn’t happen to find ourselves alone. Are we in agreement?”

				Were they? He had no idea what he might be agreeing to, being utterly unable to keep up with her logic. “Well, umm—”

				“Never mind.” She shook her head and slowed her words as if she was talking to one of her infant siblings. “I understand that for men, such reactions are merely physical and for the most part involuntary. I don’t hold you responsible, Liam. Apparently I really am as mannish as some people have said, for I have to admit, I found the physical side of things quite enjoyable too. However, we are adults, and as such, must be accountable for our actions. Since we don’t wish to repeat tonight’s indiscretions, the obvious solution is to avoid one another.”

				Mannish? Is she insane? In his arms Wink was about as feminine as could be. And what did she mean his response was involuntary? That only ever happened with her. Normally, he kept even those reactions under tight control. Then his overloaded brain caught the last part of what she’d said and he sighed. This was something he could agree to, since he didn’t want to find himself on the wrong end of her father’s sword. “Yes. I think you’re right. While we can’t avoid one another in public, we certainly ought to in private.”

				“There. I’m glad that’s settled.” She gave a sharp nod. “Of course we still need to confer on the matter of the possible uprising, and on the Miller situation. If we meet at either Scotland Yard or the Camelot Club, there will be others around, and of course at the house I can enlist Jamie or Nell or even Aunt Dorothy.”

				“Of course.” Being constantly surrounded by Hadrians wasn’t likely to help him sleep at night, but it would do to keep them from repeating tonight’s idiocy.

				Now her gaze softened. “I can’t help wondering if part of your uncharacteristic nervousness stems from the knowledge that your parents are planning to attend the races. You’ve never told us much about them, other than that they disowned you. Perhaps it would help if you talked about that situation. You certainly know all of my family’s secrets. I think I can be trusted to keep a few of yours.”

				“It isn’t about trust.” Not in her ability to keep a secret, anyway. Not once had one of the Hadrian brood, even the youngest, given anyone a reason to doubt the story Merrick had put out about their origins before the adoption. They kept their own counsel better than some of the professional spies in Whitehall. “I know you wouldn’t repeat anything I told you.”

				“So tell me then. Why are you so unhappy about seeing your father?” She folded her hands serenely in her lap.

				Liam shrugged. “It just isn’t pleasant conversation, and there isn’t much point. My mother died when I was young. My father despises me, his wife has no use for me, and my older brother is set to inherit the title and the wolf pack. So I came to London, where I can make a difference in the world, doing the work I love.”

				“I’m sorry to hear about your mother. How did she die?” The empathy—not sympathy, but true fellow-feeling—in her words was nearly his undoing.

				“Childbirth,” he said tightly. “Neither she nor my infant sister survived.” His mother had been so worn down by the old man’s beatings and ravings that she’d had no strength, not even a will to survive, especially once little Siobhan stopped breathing just an hour or so after her birth. His mother had slipped away just a few hours later. “The priest barely had time to administer baptism and last rights, but he was quick, and both were buried in hallowed ground.” The Catholic Church had only reluctantly admitted werewolves, but his father made a staunch showing of false piety.

				“I’m sorry.” Her voice had thickened. “I’d assumed childbirth was easier for lycanthropes, given your regenerative abilities.”

				He shrugged. “It usually is, I’m told. They think my mother suffered a brain aneurism during labor, and she was too weak to shift, which is how we normally heal ourselves.” Too weak from years of consistent abuse, verbal and physical. “As for the babe, she wouldn’t have been capable of regeneration yet. Our abilities don’t begin until we’re a little older.” He’d just made his first change before his mother died. Afterward, he spent over a week as a wolf cub, refusing to shift back until he’d howled out his grief.

				“How old were you at the time?” Her voice remained expressionless, but empathy filled her gaze.

				“Six.” He truly didn’t want to discuss this—now or ever.

				“And your brother? How old was he?” Her brows knit together. “You know, I don’t even know his name. What is it, by the way?”

				“Callum, Viscount Trent.” Why couldn’t she let him drop this subject? “He was ten, making him thirty-four now. I know he married and has children, but I couldn’t tell you their names, not even that of his unfortunate bride.”

				“Unfortunate?” She shot him a questioning glance.

				He shrugged. “I told you that the males in our family aren’t kind to their mates. My father beat my mother on a regular basis until she died. Considering how he was with his playmates and the servants when he was younger, I can only assume Callum has followed in our sire’s footsteps, a fate I fully intend to avoid.”

				“So you were, what, twenty-two when you came to London and joined the police?” she asked, ignoring the important part of what he’d just said.

				“That’s right.” Liam sighed. “The last good thing my father did for me was to send me to school in Dublin when I was ten, then Trinity College. I came to town right after I finished my law courses.” Liam had been sent away when the old man remarried, because the new wife didn’t like having a brat underfoot. Unlike many of the boys at boarding school, Liam hadn’t gone home for the holidays or term breaks, either. Once he’d had a taste of freedom, he hadn’t been willing to give it up.

				“Have you seen your father since?”

				“No. I know he’s been in England on occasion, because I do follow the papers, but our paths have never crossed.” By design, of course. Liam stayed as far away from his family as was possible, without leaving Britain. He could see it was on the tip of her tongue to ask more, but the hack rolled to a stop in front of her house. “Good night, Winifred.”

				“Good night, Liam.” She remained silent as he escorted her to the door and turned her over to Mountjoy, who cast Liam a most disapproving glance.

				Liam bowed to the woman and the butler before returning to pay off the hack as the door closed behind him. “I’ll walk from here.”

				“I wouldn’t if I was you, gov,” the driver said. “Not safe, you know, for a gent like you. Never know who or what might jump out from one of those alleys.”

				Liam snickered. “I’ll risk it.”

				With luck, the cabbie would prove right. He could use a good brawl tonight. Feeling chipper for the first time all night, he whistled as he started toward home.

				Halfway home, he changed his mind. He wasn’t anywhere close to sleepy, so instead of continuing toward his townhouse, he made a turn and headed toward one of his clubs instead. To his disappointment, he didn’t encounter a single vampyre or even human thug along the way, and he was still spoiling for a fight. Cards would have to do instead, and before long, he found himself engaged in a cutthroat game of whist with stakes higher than what most of these lordlings could probably afford. Well, getting fleeced would teach the puppies a lesson. Liam had cleaned out all but one of the young men when Connor walked in, more than a little rumpled.

				“You,” Liam said, his eyes narrowed. “Have a seat. I want to talk to you.”

				“I’m out.” The last of Liam’s opponents stood and gulped the dregs of his drink. “You’ve won my allowance for the quarter anyway.” He fled the room, leaving Liam and Connor alone, except for a servant, who bustled off to get Connor a drink.

				Connor slumped down in the chair the young toff had just vacated. When the servant came back with a tumbler of Scotch, Connor kept the bottle. He waved the steward off and told him to close the door behind him. Then he turned to Liam. “Whatever you have to say, stow it. I’ve already had a rotten night.”

				Liam bared his teeth. “Well, it’s about to get worse. What the hell were you thinking, getting rough with Wink? And at a party, no less, where anyone could have seen you? I ought to kill you myself, or worse, tell Merrick and let him take you apart bit by bit.”

				“Go ahead.” Connor drained his whiskey in one gulp. “Put me out of my misery, why don’t you?”

				“I would, but that isn’t what Winifred needs. Be a man, MacKay. Marry the girl. Then bed her.” The words tasted sour in Liam’s mouth and he swallowed down his own drink, barely tasting the expensive brandy. “Try reversing the order again and I will hurt you. Furthermore, if I ever again see you tear her clothing in public…”

				“That was an accident,” Connor said. “She knocked me off the damned bench and I grabbed hold to try to save my balance. Jesus, it isn’t as if I tried to rip her dress off in the throes of passion. She’d have killed me herself and saved you the trouble.”

				Liam heard the stem of his snifter creak and set it down before he broke it. “This is too important for you to foul up. Wink needs…”

				“You.” Connor’s shout interrupted Liam’s train of thought. “She doesn’t want me, damn it. She wants you. And I’ll be bloody well damned if I’m going to keep trying when the woman clearly isn’t interested.”

				Liam swallowed hard. This was no time to panic. “Look, I know she has some silly romantic notion…”

				“No. She’s not a little girl and she doesn’t have notions. She knows her own mind and it’s you she’s in love with, you great bloody bastard. And you damned well love her too, or you wouldn’t be after me like this.” Connor poured another shot and tossed it back. “You wouldn’t be sitting here drinking yourself stupid if you weren’t as miserable as she is. The game is over, McCullough. I’m through. So quit trying to play Cyrano and either court the girl yourself, or get used to the idea that she’s not going to marry anyone, ever.”

				“She has to,” Liam said. He poured some of Connor’s Scotch into his brandy snifter and drank. “I can’t… Oh hell. Boston is starting to sound damn nice right about now. What do you think?”

				Connor raised his glass. “What I think, my friend, is that we’re both a pair of bloody, sodding idiots.”

				“Right. Cheers.” Liam clinked his glass to Connor’s and drank.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Wink wasn’t able to sleep. Determined to have some good come of the night, she dressed in her coveralls and went out to the small workshop her father had built her on the upper story of the carriage house. Even tinkering didn’t soothe her frazzled nerves, though. With a sigh, she stowed her tools and made her way back to the house, just in time to see Jamie slip out the kitchen door.

				“Going somewhere?”

				He shrugged. “Wapping. Want to come?”

				“Hell yes. I’ll even pay for the hack.” She stepped back into the carriage house to grab a mask. With George walking between them, they walked a few blocks until they spotted a cab.

				“The Pig?” she asked. The Wigged Pig, a tavern with the sign of a porcine barrister, had been the center of society in their little corner of Wapping.

				Jamie nodded. “That’s where I planned to start, anyway. Clive’s still a friend.”

				“Good enough.” Wink hadn’t been in the Pig since they’d left that part of town, but she probably should have. By training the children to defend themselves, Clive Perkins had done as much to keep them alive as Mrs. Miller. “Though I’m surprised you remember him.”

				He shrugged. “Tom’s taken Piers and I to visit when we’ve been in town.”

				“Why didn’t he tell me? Nell and I would have gone too.”

				“That’s probably why he didn’t tell you.” Jamie crossed his arms and leaned back. “We knew you were trying hard to be all lady-like for Papa and Mum.”

				“Brat. I hate it when you’re right.” Whether she liked it or not, taking two teenaged girls to a tavern in a rough part of town would have been considered very bad form. She supposed she could understand Tom’s thinking.

				Inside, the Wigged Pig was much as she remembered. Cigar smoke created a haze nearly as thick as the one outside. Local women in low-cut bodices leaned over the bar, hoping to attract a man for the night. Sailors, dock workers and local shopkeepers mingled over a pint. The smell of cheap ale and unwashed people was stronger than she recalled, but she pretended not to notice as she sauntered up to the bar beside her brother. In her grease-stained coveralls, with her hair in a braid, she wasn’t likely to be mistaken for a prostitute, meaning not a single man in the place paid her any attention.

				“Jamie.” A bald man in his thirties nodded as they leaned on the bar. “Who’s your…damnation, Wink, is that really you?”

				“It is.” She held out her hand and shook Clive’s. “It’s been a long time, but you don’t look a day older.” While that wasn’t entirely true, she felt bad for having not visited before. “I hope things are going well here at the Pig?”

				Clive shrugged. “Well enough. But look at you, all grown up. Thought you were a fine lady now? So where’s the silk and satin?”

				She laughed. “Home in my closet.”

				“Still tinkering with machines, eh?” With a grin at George sitting down by her feet, he slid pints of ale over the counter to both Wink and Jamie. “Hullo, George.”

				George wagged his tail.

				“Of course.” Wink took a minuscule sip while Jamie swallowed a fair bit. “What else would I do?”

				“So anyone else go missing?” Jamie asked, cutting off the reminiscences. “Anybody seen or heard anything more?”

				Clive shook his head. “Word’s out to stay off the streets at night if you can, especially down by the water.”

				“That’s good,” Wink said. “So is that old icemaker I built for you still running?” In those days, she’d scavenged broken machine parts and rebuilt them into things she could sell, or as with Clive, trade for food and weapons training. His had been the first pub in this part of town with its own ice machine.

				“Sometimes,” Clive said. “You wanted to have a look at it, since you’re here, it wouldn’t break my heart.”

				“Sure thing. Come on, George.” With Jamie following her, she went out the back door of the pub and down the outside steps to the cellar where the machinery was located. A little oil and a few tightened bolts did the trick, though she made a note to send him a newer machine—sort of a thank-you gift for what he’d done for them in the past. She wiped her hands on the seat of her coveralls and they climbed the stairs, back into the alley.

				“God, Jamie, it’s odd being back here like this,” Wink said. “This is the first time I’ve been back after dark.” Or in an alleyway, for that matter. She shivered a little at the bleakness of it all.

				Before they could go back into the bar, another figure stepped into the alley, clanking like an automated servant.

				“Wink,” Jamie whispered. “Is that one of them?”

				“I don’t know.” Instinctively, they flattened themselves against the building, behind a trash bin, hoping the creature wouldn’t spot them. It was almost parallel with the pub door—they’d have to push past to get inside.

				The thing moved closer and George growled. There was no gaslight in the alley, just a faint trickle from the propped-open pub door that cast gleaming reflections across its metallic skin. Soft footsteps at the far end of the alley caught her ear and she looked up to see a man—this one fully human, with no gleaming metal—in a caped black greatcoat and large hat that shadowed his features.

				She motioned George to silence and whispered in Jamie’s ear. “Do you have a gun with you?” Why hadn’t she brought anything other than a knife?

				Jamie nodded. “Should we shoot it or follow it?”

				“Wait and see.” She held a finger over her mouth to indicate quiet.

				The monster marched past, turned at the end of the alley and marched back the way it had come. When it passed them a second time, it paused. The head turned creakily right and left.

				Wink held her breath and felt Jamie do the same. Her mouth was dry and her heart pounded so loudly she was sure the thing would hear it.

				The mechanical man took a step toward them and Jamie drew his gun.

				At the far end of the alley, a mangy dog loped in, sniffing garbage piles for food. The man—Wink was more sure than ever that there was a human beneath the suit, turned its head. When it spotted the dog, it turned from Wink and Jamie and stomped toward the unfortunate canine. Intent on its food, the dog didn’t try to run soon enough. The mechanical scooped it awkwardly into its arms and tromped back to the mouth of the alley, this time not pausing near the pair huddled behind the bin.

				When it finally left the alley with the dog clutched to its chest, Wink and Jamie slipped back out to follow the monster. The man in the greatcoat was a few yards ahead of the lumbering mechanical. Obviously, the man wasn’t following the creation as they were. Was the mechanical chasing the man? Keeping to the shadows, Jamie and Wink managed to trail it to within a few yards of the steps before a hurrying dockworker ran into Wink and gave away their position.

				When the burly drunken worker stuttered an apology, the man waiting at the top of the steps for the mechanical turned and shot at their position. The dockworker fled down a side alley. Jamie returned fire, and they heard a shout of pain, but the bullets kept coming. The metal man dropped the dog and trundled toward them, arms extended, so Jamie shot at it and swore. “Out of bullets.”

				Apparently their other opponent had more than one gun. The shots were getting closer to hitting them as his aim evidently improved.

				Wink looked at Jamie. “What do we do when we’re out-gunned?”

				Jamie firmed his chin. “One of the first lessons you taught me. We run like hell.”

				Wink caught his hand and the two of them ran for all they were worth, sticking to the shadows and ducking through passages a stranger to Wapping wouldn’t know. Eventually, the sound of the metal footsteps ceased.

				They paused outside the Pig to catch their breath. “Glad I wasn’t wearing a corset,” Wink said. “I don’t run very often anymore.”

				Jamie gave her a funny look. “I get a weird sense you might need to in the future.”

				Still breathing hard and both more worried than they’d admit out loud, the subdued siblings took another cab—this time all the way to their front door.

				* * *

				After such a rough night, Wink was the first one at breakfast the next morning, beating even Nell who had just another week or two left at the Academy. Nell was already planning her trip home to Northumberland, and was as animated about that as she was about her final recital the last week of June.

				Wink sighed. While it was nice to see her sister so happy, it only served to underscore her own emotional turmoil. Stay away from Liam? She must have been insane to think she could manage that. Something about that man made her brain melt into a puddle of mush, and take all her best intentions with it. Still, she didn’t want to trap him into marriage, so keeping her distance was imperative, at least until he got his head out of his arse about his own suitability as a husband.

				Did he really believe that nonsense about being like his father? Wink wished the earl was here, just so she could give him a piece of her mind. While corporal punishment was the norm, even the expectation in most households, she didn’t personally believe in it, and anyway, there was a distinct line between correction and assault. There was no excuse for a man to ever strike his wife or children out of anger, and while Liam hadn’t said anything about his father beating him, she could tell from his expression that it had happened, probably on a frequent basis. Liam had a temper, but there was no way in hell he could ever behave in that sort of manner. Why couldn’t he see that?

				“Gee, sis, what did that orange ever do to you?” Jamie sauntered in and helped himself to a plate. “If you’re going to mutilate helpless fruit, do it somewhere else. You’ll spoil my appetite.”

				Wink set down the orange she’d been inadvertently squeezing. “Oh, just imagining it’s someone’s skull.”

				“Not mine I hope.” He sat across from her and dug into an enormous pile of steak and eggs and kippers. “Remember, military academy. You promised.”

				“I know.” She wouldn’t go back on that promise, mainly because she did believe it was the best possible course for her brother. “What are you doing today?” Once again, he was dressed in clothes he must have borrowed from one of the servants. At least this time he didn’t smell of gin—yet.

				“Going back to the Pig. I keep thinking that if I rub shoulders with the folks there, something might trigger a vision that will help us find Eamon.” Jamie shook his head. “Plus, our metal friend shouldn’t be there in the daylight. I don’t think Eamon’s alive though.”

				“Is that a vision, or a deduction?” With Jamie, that could make all the difference.

				“Deduction.” He shrugged. “I just can’t envision any possibility that doesn’t involve his death, other than maybe a press gang. Can you?”

				“I really have no idea.” Wink drew in a deep breath. “Though that’s probably the best option. Once they find out he’s an able sailor, he’d probably be treated all right. I know Mrs. Miller doesn’t really expect to see him again. Not really. She’s putting on a good front, but inside, she’s horribly afraid her son is gone.” Wink would have given anything to spare her friend that kind of grief.

				Jamie nodded. “I thought so too. She’s talking about closing up the tea shop and going to Liverpool to live with her daughter-in-law and grandchildren.”

				Wink set down her fork, her breakfast barely touched. “Maybe that’s for the best.”

				The front door opened, without the knocker or doorbell having sounded. Both Wink and Jamie stood, as that could only mean a few select people. Even Connor and Liam were expected to knock. Mountjoy would only open the door preemptively if it was one of the family. They ducked out into the hallway in time to see Tom handing his frock coat and top hat to the butler.

				“Thanks, Mountjoy.” Tom scowled at Jamie even as he thumped him on the back. “What are you doing home? Your term doesn’t end for a week.”

				“Leave him alone,” Nell said from the stairs, before she came running down to give Tom a hug. “It’s good to see you. I always worry when you’re away on missions.” Nell flushed a little and looked down at the hem of her skirt.

				Tom gave Nell a funny look, one Wink couldn’t interpret. There was some kind of strange tension between those two lately, and even thinking about it made Wink’s head hurt.

				“You’ll hear the story anyway,” Jamie said, turning back toward the breakfast room. “Might as well eat while we catch you up.”

				“Good.” Tom was just a step behind Jamie. “I’m starved. Kendall recalled me to help Connor and him with this Ascot mess. I traveled overnight by train and have to report in soon. Before I go, what’s the situation with Eamon Miller?”

				They sat back down at the breakfast table while Wink and Jamie brought Tom up to date.

				Once he was caught up, Tom nodded. “As soon as I change, I’ll ride with Wink into the Club and get to work.” He looked over at Wink. “So, are you and Connor engaged yet?”

				With that, Wink picked up her uneaten orange and threw it at his head. Of course he caught it instead, the blighter. As she stalked from the room, she heard him laugh and ask, “Should I take that as a no?”

				* * *

				Liam spent the morning at Madame Toussaint’s, after a heart-stopping telephone call from Wink about the mechanical man behind the Wigged Pig. One of the brothel’s employees had vanished overnight, this time not one of the ladies, but a “footman,” or more accurately, one of the establishment’s guards.

				“Toby is a good lad,” Nettie Hawkins said, rubbing her spectacles with a lace-trimmed handkerchief. “Not very bright, you understand. In fact, he’s been called an idiot, and worse. But he’s cook’s son, and a more loyal employee, I’d never find.”

				Liam made a mental note to look for a man who wasn’t all there intellectually. He opened his notebook and jotted down the man’s name and occupation. “When was the last time you saw Toby?”

				“He went out to get a few more jugs of sack from the Pig last night. We ran out, and our usual supplier isn’t open that late.” Mrs. Hawkins put her glasses back on and twisted the handkerchief.

				The Wigged Pig. Liam swallowed hard. How easily it could have been Wink or Jamie.

				Mrs. Hawkins continued, “Toby may be a little slow, but he wouldn’t have been easy to overpower. He’s taller than you are, Inspector, and powerfully strong.”

				That tallied with what he already knew about the disappearances. All young-to-middle-aged, healthy individuals. “Someone else reported an automaton that looked like Lolly’s drawing outside the tavern last night. Of course we still can’t rule out thieves or a press gang.”

				“I know.” She gave him a look that reminded him of how much she must have seen of the seamier side of life in Wapping. “I wouldn’t have bothered with the other coppers, but I knew you were looking into folks gone missing.”

				“Thank you for that.” He flipped his notebook shut. “Would your cook be up to speaking with me?”

				Mrs. Hawkins nodded. “She will. Cook is my sister, by the way. Never wanted anything to do with my side of the business, but she keeps us all well fed.”

				Liam stood and offered her his arm. “I promise to do whatever I can to find your nephew.”

				“Or at least…a body, or something. It would be better to know.” She took his arm and led him down to the kitchen.

				That was becoming a common refrain, but he didn’t say that to Madame.

				Back at the Yard, Liam set a photograph of Toby Hawkins out on his desk alongside the ones of Eamon Miller, Marco Cavallo and Nicolas Roman from the carnival. Beside those, he laid the sketch of the metal man and a list of names and descriptions of some of the other people reported missing in Wapping and Rotherhite. As far as Liam could tell, they had nothing in common besides relative fitness and unfortunate timing with regard to walking alone at night.

				A knock sounded on his door, and Liam looked up to find Tom Devere standing in the hallway. “Come in. Didn’t know you were back in town.” Liam hoped to hell Wink hadn’t said anything about their interlude the night before. While he deserved a beating, he didn’t have time to deal with it now. He just hoped to hell that their kiss hadn’t been what led her to going off to Wapping with Jamie.

				“My superiors seemed to think you could use another pair of hands.” Tom came in and studied the photographs and notes, reading upside down. “That’s Eamon Miller, isn’t it? Are those the other missing people?”

				“You’ve been well briefed.” Liam nodded. “I’m not supposed to be spending time on anything but the Ascot case, but I keep running into dead ends there, so I thought I’d clear my head by looking at this one for a bit. There’s been another man reported missing, just this morning.” He swiftly caught Tom up on the progress—or lack thereof—that he’d made on the Miller disappearance.

				“What a mess.” Tom dropped onto the chair opposite the desk. “I could strangle Jamie and Wink for going down to the Pig last night without anyone to watch their backs. But how about your other case? Have you gotten any more information about Lord Eustace or his friend Kersleigh? Do you still think they’re involved in this possible revolution I keep seeing pamphlets for?”

				Liam shrugged. “Maybe. Probably, at least in Kersleigh’s case. I’ve done a little more digging on him, and it’s interesting. He’s got a couple of minor patents in the last few years, but other than that, he’s stayed decidedly quiet. No employment records, hell, not even birth, marriage, baptism or anything.”

				“So you’ve no idea who his parents are?”

				“He claims his mother was the daughter of a duke.” Liam stacked up his notes on the Wapping case and got out the file on Kersleigh. “The problem is, there aren’t all that many dukes running about, and I was able to trace most of their living descendants. No record of any duke’s daughter marrying a Kersleigh. I have a list of ducal grandchildren around the right age, but most of those can be accounted for. Not a Victor in the lot.”

				“Damn.” Tom flipped through the notes. “It looks like Kersleigh has made most of his money gambling?”

				“That’s what it seems,” Liam said. “Also a little from his inventions—switches and springs, mostly. Nothing major—Wink wasn’t even familiar with the name, or the innovations.” That said a lot. If the developments were significant and involved clockwork servants, Wink would know.

				“Maybe she can check around in her engineering circle and see what anyone there knows about this Kersleigh,” Tom said. “They do tend to stick together.”

				Liam sighed. “I suppose. I’d really rather see her and Nell go up to the Hall for the duration. I was hoping you could convince them, since they won’t listen to me. This has all the makings of a monumental disaster, and they’d be a lot safer out of town.”

				Tom shook his head and snorted. “You’re joking, right? Nell might consider it, if she didn’t have her final recital soon. But Wink? I’d have to hog tie her and chloroform her to get her to leave. You’re on your own trying to make that happen, my friend. I like having all my teeth.”

				“Glad to know you care what happens to your sisters.”

				“Of course I care, but there isn’t much I can do, even if I wanted to. They’re of age, so I have no legal right to force them to do anything,” Tom said. “Beyond that, I like having my balls attached to my body. Would I rather keep them safe? Hell yes. But they’re both adults and they’re both smart. They won’t put themselves in unnecessary danger, but they’re not the kind of girls to sit on the sidelines and let the men handle all the fighting. If they had been, they’d never have survived growing up.”

				“Right.” Liam knew that, even admired it, but the thought of Wink being mixed up in this made his stomach clench. Furthermore, if she was in Northumberland, she wouldn’t be here, a constant temptation. “Just try to help keep them out of trouble, would you? And Jamie while you’re at it.”

				Tom nodded. “Of course. Now tell me what I can do to help.”

				Liam looked at his notes. “Well, since you’re not a younger son, Sir Tom, it won’t do you any good to try to get into this club. How do you feel about going through land registry deed records, including recorded leases? Kersleigh’s residence in town is just a room, and Eustace lives with his family. If they’re up to anything, they have to have a sizeable base of operations, in or near the city. Possibly also something not too far from Ascot, if that’s where their coup is supposed to take place.”

				“Which could mean anything from a warehouse to a factory to a farm or a grand estate.” Tom groaned. “Even using the analytical engines, that could take days. You’re just trying to punish me for not going along with your scheme about the girls.”

				Liam grinned. “Police work—gets more exiting by the minute, doesn’t it?”

				“Right.” Tom stood. “I’m on my way. Come dig me up if I molder in some clerk’s back room for too long.”

				“Good.” That ought to keep Tom busy for the day, if not several. As soon as the younger man was safely away, Liam picked up his hat and coat. He was off to buy luncheon for Lord Eustace and work a little more on getting an invitation to his elusive and exclusive organization of younger sons.

				To Liam’s surprise, Eustace was at Whites, the first club he checked. He hoped that was a sign that things were finally about to go right in this investigation. “McCullough, good to see you. Pull up a chair, Inspector. I have good news.”

				Liam slid into the supple leather easy chair next to Eustace. A waiter appeared at his elbow, and Liam asked for coffee, but told the man to bring Eustace another of whatever he was drinking.

				“Hoped I’d see you today,” Eustace said. “Got a meeting tonight. Kersleigh said it was all right to invite you.”

				“A meeting?” Liam forced his body to remain relaxed, though he was practically quivering at the thought. “What kind of meeting?”

				“The Prodigal’s Club,” Eustace said. “We’re having a meeting tonight at Mrs. Renquist’s salon.”

				“That’s what it’s called?” Liam supposed the name fit. He accepted his coffee from the servant and sipped. “Who’s Mrs. Renquist?”

				Eustace laughed. “Forgot you don’t circulate much in society. She’s Bertie Haversham’s mistress. Holds salons for the arty types—writers and painters and so on, but this one is just for the Club.”

				Liam shrugged. “What’s the address? And the time? If I find myself with nothing else to do tonight, I may pop in and see this club for myself.” Lord Bertie Haversham was the third son of a marquess. He liked to consider himself a scholar and a poet. While he had money, as far as Liam knew, he regularly ran up gambling debts that his father balked at paying. Was he one of the instigators behind his rebellion? Liam would have to let Tom know to add Haversham’s name to his list.

				Eustace scribbled something on a card and passed it over. “There you go. Nine sharp.”

				“So what goes on at these meetings?” Liam slid the card into his coat pocket. “Anything I should be preparing for?”

				“We just talk about ways to help one another out,” Eustace said. “Compare notes on the injustice of primogeniture.”

				“Something I’m sure we all know all too well.” Liam tipped his head, though he was lying through his teeth. While the law leaving everything to the eldest male heir was on the ridiculous side, Liam didn’t have any personal complaints. He wished his brother and all his probable nephews all the best of health. The last thing he wanted was the earldom and all the nonsense that went with it. The idea of giving up London, of no longer working for the police, made his skin crawl. Focusing on the job gave him the patience to deal with Eustace for another hour. After that he went back to the Yard to make arrangements for the evening.

				Liam wasn’t foolish enough to go into a possible trap without support. Shortly before nine that evening he dressed for an elegant salon and set out from his house in a hired hack. No one would recognize the driver as Tom Devere, and certainly no one would notice Jamie Hadrian, all in black, sneak out of the coach and follow Liam up to the house. Jojo, a small mechanical monkey that was one of Wink’s creations, clung to Jamie’s shoulder—the first time Liam had see the automated pet in years.

				“He has his uses,” Jamie said as Tom drove them across town. “He can get into windows sometimes when I can’t.”

				“I’m sure I don’t want to know anything about that,” Liam said. “I’d hate to have to arrest you.”

				Jamie shrugged. “The thing is, he’s tuned to your voice as well as mine. If you say his name, he’ll come to you, no matter if there’s glass in between. He’s got a knife blade hidden in his spine, and a small gun in his cap. If he goes in, that will let Tom and I know things have gone wrong.”

				“Good.” Liam eyed the monkey carefully, disconcerted to think that what looked like a child’s plaything was in reality a clockwork armory. “Well, at least you didn’t bring George.”

				Jamie shrugged. “Then we’d have had to tell Wink where we were going. We didn’t think you’d want that.”

				“Good point. What did you tell her?” Hopefully the story would be good enough to keep her from following them—something he wouldn’t put past her.

				“We’re all playing cards at your house.” Jamie grinned. “With Connor making the fourth. No ladies allowed.”

				“And if Wink sees Connor somewhere else?” After their altercation earlier in the day, Liam didn’t look forward to socializing with Connor anytime soon.

				“She won’t. We’re picking him up now.” Jamie pointed out the window. Sure enough, they’d stopped just outside the MacKays’ townhouse.

				“Wonderful.” Could this investigation turn into more of a farce? Liam nodded at Connor as the man climbed into the coach, dressed as a middle-class servant. Liam cracked his knuckles. “Well, gentlemen, if we’re lucky, we can wrap this business up tonight.” Perhaps they’d even get to break a few noses while they were at it. A nice satisfying brawl would do him no end of good.

				Connor and Jamie both nodded their agreement.

				Mrs. Renquist’s house was situated in a quiet street. The narrow, three-story townhouse was marked by a blazingly pink front door with matching geraniums spilling from several window boxes.

				“Doesn’t look much like a den of insurgents,” Tom said as he hopped down to open the door. “Sure you’re willing to risk going inside on your own?”

				“Har har.” Liam made a show of paying off the driver. Once Tom had pulled the hack around the corner, the others would slip out to take their positions.

				The house proved to be as pink on the inside as it was on the exterior. A nondescript butler ushered Liam through a salmon-pink hallway and into a pale rose salon. Perhaps a dozen men mingled in the cozy room, along with a total of three women. Most of the men were familiar to Liam, and none of the women. A plump, middle-aged matron in a confection of pink and white lace sat next to Haversham, who presided over the room. With fading blond hair and pale blue eyes, she looked more like someone’s dotty maiden aunt than Liam’s idea of a mistress, but she matched the décor too well to be anyone but the hostess.

				Eustace came over to welcome Liam in and led him to his hosts. “Haversham, you know McCullough here, don’t you? His pater is Lord Bell, but our man here works for Scotland Yard.”

				“We’ve met.” Albert Haversham, a balding fellow whose clothes were too small for his portly form, held out a hand for Liam to shake. “Welcome to our so-called society, McCullough. May I introduce your hostess, Mrs. Renquist? Lily, dear, this is Inspector McCullough.”

				Liam greeted her with all the decorum he’d use for one of the haute ton and she smiled like a debutante, fluttering her lashes. “Welcome, Inspector. I do hope you enjoy our little gathering.”

				“I’ve looked forward to it all day.” Liam looked around the room taking note of the faces. None of the men had been particularly high on his list of possible fomenters of rebellion. “Just what does one do in a younger son’s club?”

				“We’re not all seconds or thirds,” Haversham said. “Woodford over there is a bastard, so even though he’s Viscount Markham’s oldest, he can’t inherit. Kersleigh, who isn’t here tonight, is the grandson of a duke, but through his mother, so the poor blighter is cut off without a groat.”

				“Ah, now that makes sense.” Liam nodded. “So we just get together to commiserate, is that it? Spend some time among our peers? Maybe play some cards?”

				Eustace chuckled. “Well, we’re not planning to secretly do away with each other’s relations you know. Don’t think I’d be any good at that sort of thing, do you?”

				Liam laughed along with the others. “No, I suppose not.” Oddly, that was one scheme he hadn’t considered for this group, though he probably should have.

				“Mostly this is just a social gathering, but we are trying to get the inheritance laws changed,” said another man, one Liam recognized as a distant relation to the royal family. “Some of us have a bit of influence, and we get together to discuss how to use it. Watson over there is a barrister, lets us know what the law is up to. Haversham here is trying to get a seat in Commons. We’re all working on raising funds for his campaign.”

				“Splendid idea.” Liam accepted a glass of wine from a passing waiter. Where was the inflammatory rhetoric? The diabolical plotting? This was little more than a party of chattering hens.

				“We’re even trying to get them to do something about women’s suffrage,” said one of the mistresses with a pout. She sniffed at her protector. “But so far they just ignore us.”

				“Don’t worry, darling, you’ll be well taken care of,” said the young officer on her left.

				Liam tried not to roll his eyes as he let himself be drawn into a discussion of electoral law, and whether or not the idea of pocket boroughs ought to be eliminated.

				A little while later, another newcomer arrived. The man, about Liam’s age of thirty, wore a clerical collar and a harried expression. The butler handed him off to Haversham, who spoke with him a bit before introducing him to the group as Reverend Samuels.

				“How did you find us?” Haversham asked.

				“Answered one of the pamphlets,” the vicar said. “Asked at the pub, and got an invitation from someone named Kersleigh.”

				“And what brings you to us?” Mrs. Renquist studied him over her pink and ivory fan. “Are you the younger son of a lord?”

				Samuels nodded. “My older brother’s the baron now, but even he won’t let me run my own life. I can’t stand the church, but he’s threatened to cut me off without a farthing if I don’t stay on as vicar. I’d be up for a spot of letting the lords know that their spares aren’t going to take it anymore. If we’re planning a riot, count me in.”

				“A riot?” Haversham laughed. “Oh, gracious. I told Kersleigh those pamphlets of his were misleading. Sorry, Samuels. You’re welcome to join us, but our idea of rebellion is to send a petition to Parliament.”

				That’s when Liam knew for certain the night would be pointless.

				Kersleigh didn’t make an appearance, but his name was mentioned often with a good bit of respect. No one seemed to know much about his origins, though, or if he had property near town. Nor could anyone name just which duke he was supposedly descended from.

				Four hours later, Liam left, after promising to return another time, with a donation for Haversham’s campaign. The men clapped him on the back and said they’d see him around. The mistresses waved cheerful good-byes.

				Liam climbed into his hired hack and shook his head at Jamie and Connor. “Well, that was a complete and utter waste of time. They’re about as dangerous as a gaggle of schoolgirls.”

				Jamie sighed. “Couldn’t they at least have been pretty schoolgirls? The one I saw through the window looked like somebody’s mother.”

				Connor raised an eyebrow. “If you want to ogle schoolgirls, maybe you ought to, you know, go back to school yourself.”

				Liam sighed. He had a longer list of names to investigate, but no real hope that any of them were involved in any trouble. “I’m meeting with the Life Guards and the Blues and Royals tomorrow about security for the royal enclosure at Ascot. It honestly doesn’t seem to me that there’s a serious threat. Does anyone disagree?”

				Connor shook his head. “No, I think it’s mostly smoke and mirrors.”

				Jamie sighed. “When I think about the races, I see trouble. But I can’t say what kind of trouble. I wish my gift was more reliable, but the best I can usually do on demand is get some sense of danger or safety.”

				“And have you got anything for us to go on?” Liam asked.

				He looked up, his eyes wide. “Nothing specific. Mostly I just see blood.”

				* * *

				Still dressed in the plain skirt and shirtwaist she’d worn earlier, Wink paced the floor of her father’s study. She knew Liam, Tom, Jamie and Connor weren’t just playing cards. They were off investigating something, but Tom had made her promise to stay home and not interfere. She wouldn’t have normally listened to him, but he’d called in a favor she owed him from the past Christmas, and she’d been forced to give her word. Damn it, she hated when they acted like cavemen, trying to keep the helpless females safe in cotton wool at home. Come to think of it, it wasn’t females in general, just her. Nell and Dorothy had gone off to a harp recital for one of Nell’s schoolmates.

				At half past one in the morning, Tom and Jamie finally arrived home, in obnoxiously good spirits.

				“Where the hell have you been?” Wink demanded as she dragged them into the study. “What did you find out?”

				Between the two of them, they gave a scant reporting of Liam’s attendance at the Prodigal’s Club.

				“And you didn’t think I might have been helpful if there had been trouble?” She resisted the urge to smash something over their smug, masculine faces. “What if they had been the rebels, and realized Liam was investigating them? They could have killed him.”

				“Look, I know you can hold your own in a fight,” Tom said. “But Liam’s a little more traditional than we are. In fact, just today he tried to get me to send you and Nell back to Northumberland until this is over.”

				Every hair on the back of her neck stood up as rage clawed at her chest. She narrowed her eyes and poked Tom in the sternum with the tip of one finger. “He did what?” Her voice was so quiet she wasn’t sure he heard her until he swallowed hard.

				“He told me you and Nell would be safer up at the Hall.” Tom held out a hand. “Give me a little credit though. I told him he was barking mad if he thought you’d leave.”

				“Thank you.” She kept her voice and expression perfectly calm. “Well, then, gentlemen, it’s late. Are you two off to bed now?”

				Jamie shook his head. “We’re going to Wapping. Want to come?”

				Well, at least her younger brother didn’t think she was helpless. Wink gave him a slight smile. “No, but thank you. You two go on ahead.”

				They both studied her suspiciously, but she waved them away. “Go on. In fact, take George with you.” That should convince them she didn’t plan to leave the house.

				“If you’re sure.” Jamie glanced suspiciously back over his shoulder. “Come, George.”

				The mechanical dog looked to Wink for confirmation.

				Wink patted his head. “George, guard Jamie.”

				With a creaking of metal and springs, George stood and followed Jamie to the front door.

				Wink feigned a yawn. “I’m off to sleep. Have a good night, boys. Try not to get yourselves killed.” She trailed her way up the stairs as they let themselves out of the house.

				As soon as they were gone, she dashed down the servants’ stairs and out the kitchen door.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				On arriving home, Liam hung up his coat and loosened his cravat. His servants were long since asleep, so he’d let himself in and locked the front door behind him. He was tired and frustrated, but just to be safe, he wanted to make a list of everyone he’d met at Mrs. Renquist’s, on the off chance that one of them was involved in something even dirtier than politics. He’d always been blessed with a keen memory for names and faces, so it wasn’t hard to jot down all the members of the Prodigal’s Club, and even the mistresses present. Hiding a property in one of their names would be all too easy. Tom would have a lot more names to search for tomorrow.

				After he listed the names, he made a few notes beside them, including profession, attitude and which peer each member claimed descent from. There were more than a few blank spots, as Liam hadn’t managed to converse with each one intimately, but he’d accumulated a fair bit of intelligence, or so he tried to convince himself, loath to believe the night had been utterly wasted. He did think Haversham might make a decent MP, so perhaps not so wasted after all.

				A soft sound caught his ear and he looked up to see the handle to his study turn slowly.

				Liam pulled a small revolver out from his top desk drawer and leveled it at the doorway. “Come in, why don’t you?”

				“Thank you, I’d planned on it.” Wink’s voice nearly startled him into dropping the gun, but he kept it ready, in case she wasn’t alone. If someone had to pick a hostage to use against Liam, she’d be the ideal one. The door swung open and she stepped into the room, a paisley woolen shawl wrapped around her shoulders and her long hair in a braid down her back.

				Liam drew in a breath. She was alone and unharmed.

				Wink’s gaze rested on the weapon in his hand and she chuckled. “Really? You were going to shoot me? I have one of those too, you know. And mine’s bigger.” She pulled a revolver out from under the shawl, handle first, and laid it down on his desk. Then she unbuckled the rapier from around her waist and set that down too.

				Liam scowled and returned his own pistol to its drawer. “What the hell are you doing here at two in the morning? Where are your brothers? Hell, where’s George?”

				“Thank you, I think I shall have a seat.” She dropped into a chair next to his desk. “Tom and Jamie went to Wapping. I sent George with them.”

				“Did one of your servants drive you here? Tell me you didn’t walk all alone. And how did you get in? I know I locked the door behind me.”

				Wink waved a hand. “Please. That lock wouldn’t keep out a determined toddler. As to walking alone, I’ll have you know I have two perfectly functional feet. I’m not stupid. I did come armed, as you may have noticed. And I may not have George, but I do have Pippin. He’s programmed to detect movement and has laudanum in his teeth, which are also silver plated. No one came anywhere near us on the way here. He’d have howled up a storm if they had.” She swept her skirts aside to reveal yet another of her masterpiece creatures that Liam recognized. This one was a small steel spaniel, and had been Piers’s boon companion when the boy wasn’t at school.

				Again, Liam should have known all of Wink’s so-called pets were weapons in disguise. Still, the idea of her walking out at night made his blood curdle. “What are you doing here at this hour?”

				“Having a talk with you, Inspector. One that no one else in my family, the Order or the police needs to overhear.” She drummed her fingertips on the desk. “I understand your visit to the Prodigal’s Club was remarkably unexciting.”

				He shrugged. “We’ll see. On the surface, at least, they seem entirely harmless. I still have doubts about Kersleigh, though.”

				“He wasn’t there?”

				Liam shook his head. “But that isn’t what you came here to ask. Out with it, imp. You were the one who said just yesterday that we needed to avoid being alone together at all costs.” He used the childish nickname on purpose, to remind himself of her innocence, though he hadn’t called her by it in years.

				She pursed her lips. “I don’t believe I put it like that, but you’re right. I did say something of the sort. Then I spent some time thinking today, and realized it was absurd. You’re more than likely operating on incomplete information. Once we have our little talk, I think things may change between us.”

				“Oh?” He raised one eyebrow. “I can’t imagine what you would say that could change my position on the subject of marriage.” He lifted the glass on his desk and sipped at his whiskey, deliberately not offering her anything. He didn’t want her to stay.

				“I wasn’t going to try.” The drumming intensified and then stopped. “Liam, are you by any chance under the impression that I’m a virgin?”

				He choked, spraying Irish whiskey out over his notes. “What?”

				She leaned over and patted his back, none too gently. “I thought as much. You’re wrong you know. Do you really believe I lived in Wapping to the age of fifteen and kept my maidenhead?”

				His eyes burned and fury boiled up from his gut. “Who?” He needed a name, so he could go kill the man. If the bastard was already dead, Liam would dig his body up and shoot it anyway, then maybe kick it to bits.

				Wink shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. The point is, we can do whatever we please and you don’t need to marry me. I’m thoroughly ruined already.” She didn’t sound hurt or devastated as she said it. She even smiled, her expression downright…hopeful.

				Liam growled. Articulating words was beyond him at the moment. She was trying to kill him, to punish him for almost ravaging her in the garden last night. She was leading him on so she could bash him over the head. That was the only thought that made any sense at all. His fingers clenched so hard on the edge of his desk that the hardened walnut creaked.

				“You see, I thought about what you said last night. You don’t want to ever marry, and based on what you said about your family, I suppose I can see why.” She stood and paced the floor in front of the desk. “The thing is, while I do want companionship and, yes, a…physical relationship, I’ve decided I’m not all that keen on marriage either. I like my independence and working for the Order. I don’t want some man to have the right to tell me what to do, to whom I can speak, where I have to live, even what I should wear. Mostly, I don’t want children yet. Maybe someday, but not now. I want to live my own life, not be tied to the nursery and drawing room like some mindless puppet.”

				“Say I believed you.” Liam tried to keep the rasp of arousal out of his voice. His body knew what she was proposing, and damn if his cock wasn’t trying to stand up and dance at the notion. “Not that I do, but say I did. Your father is still my friend, and you still have a position to uphold in society. I won’t be party to you making yourself an outcast.”

				Wink shrugged. “Of course we’d have to be discreet. I’m thinking, though, that it’s time I got a house of my own. I don’t want to live with my family forever and I have the means to be independent. Once I’m established as a spinster, there will be certain liberties allowed by society, as long as we don’t flaunt our relationship—if it even lasts that long.”

				“And your parents?” How the devil was he going to talk her out of this? How the hell was he going to talk himself out of this? Thinking of Merrick coming after him with a sword was the best he could do. And still—she’d be worth it.

				“They’ll object, but in the end, they’ll go along with whatever I decide.” She continued pacing. “Look at Aunt Dorothy. She and Miss Julian have been an item for decades and no one says a word.”

				“Partly because their relationship is not just socially ruinous, but also flatly illegal.” Liam had no problem with Dorothy’s lifestyle, but it wasn’t without risks. “While it may be stupid for the law to prohibit two women from being in love, saying anything in public could result in their arrests. No one wants that, so everyone keeps mum.”

				“Exactly.” Wink laid her hands on the desk and leaned over it, coming nose-to-nose with Liam. “There are hundreds of quietly illicit relationships in society. Ours would simply be one more.”

				“You can’t believe that.” He was trying so hard to hold on to his honor. Couldn’t she leave him that much? “Let me take you home, please. We can forget this ever happened.”

				“Can we?” She kissed his nose. “The truth is, there’s chemistry between us and it’s powerful. While it might be normal for you, it isn’t for me. Fighting it has become too difficult. I think we’d both be better off if we gave in and got rid of this tension that keeps both of us from sleeping well or concentrating on our work.” She straightened up and brought both hands up to the pearl buttons at her throat. “I want you, Liam. So much I can barely think straight. Can you look me in the eye and say you don’t feel the same?” She opened the first button, showing him just a glimpse of her creamy throat.

				Liam groaned. His fangs lengthened, emerging from his gums.

				“You can’t, can you?” Another button slid from its hole, revealing another half inch of silky skin.

				“No, damn it. I can’t.” Liam clenched his hands around the desktop again. “But I can be civilized enough not to give in to my desires.” Not likely.

				“I don’t want you to be civilized.” Two more buttons slid away. “Don’t make me go back to my bed alone and ache. I can’t stand it anymore.”

				There were more arguments, serious ones, which he could have made, but they all fled from his brain. The skin of her shoulders gleamed in the firelight as she pulled the blouse off over her head, revealing her shift and stays. When her fingers moved to the front hooks of her corset, he broke. With a ragged groan, he dragged her across the desk and into his arms.

				This kiss was hotter and harder than any of the others that had come before. She opened her mouth, sucking on his tongue when he thrust it inside. Then she pushed back, the tip of her tongue gliding along his fangs. He ought to be ashamed of his animal instincts, but Wink didn’t seem offended. The sting of her nails on the back of his neck only spurred him on. He’d avoided this, denied this need for too damn long. She was right. It was time.

				However, he had just enough presence of mind to avoid taking her here on his desk. With all the forbearance he had left, he stood, lifting Wink easily in his arms.

				She hummed and smiled against his throat. “I always forget just how strong you really are.”

				“Too strong.” He strode out the door, kicking it shut behind him. Carrying Wink, he took the stairs one at a time, instead of his usual two. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

				“You won’t.” She seemed to have complete confidence in him—more than he did in himself, to be sure. As he walked, she nibbled on the side of his throat. “Your skin tastes wonderful—just a hint of salt and spice.”

				His spine quivered and for a moment his knees went weak. Liam groaned. “Wait until we’re in the bedroom to say things like that.” Dropping her now would be very, very bad.

				“What an excellent idea.” This time she licked his earlobe. Liam’s entire body throbbed with need. “I’ve wanted to see your bedroom.”

				He ignored that. Who cared about a room? It had a bed and a hearth—that was all that mattered. Hopefully Mrs. Stanton had tidied up today or at least made the bed. She wasn’t the most assiduous housekeeper, but then he’d never needed her to be. Wink was the first woman he’d ever brought up to his room.

				Wink chuckled as he carried her into the bed chamber. “A bit Spartan, but pleasant. Not what I’d have expected for a wolf’s lair.” It was a warm night, so there was no fire in the hearth, but one gas lamp burned on the wall, bringing out the copper glints in Wink’s hair.

				Liam paused by the side of the bed and let her slide down his body until she stood before him. “And what did you expect?”

				“Something a bit plusher, I suppose.” She cast a glance at his bed, which was severely made up with only sheets and a single woolen blanket—no quilts or coverlets. Her eyes crinkled when she smiled. “Maybe a fur bedspread.”

				“Sorry to disappoint.” He brought his hands up to unfasten her overskirt and let it fall to the floor, followed swiftly by her single muslin petticoat.

				“You didn’t.” She didn’t shy away as he undressed her, but stood tall, her hands resting on his shoulders. His fingers trembled as he opened the first hook of her stays and her chest fluttered beneath his hands with each rapid, shallow breath. “You won’t.”

				“I wish I had your confidence.” Her belief in him was humbling. He undid the last hook and tossed her corset to the floor while she kicked aside her skirts. Her fine linen shift clung to her skin, showing every curve and hollow. He reached out and brushed one tightly furled nipple with his thumb and felt her respond, even through the layer of cloth.

				“You still have all your clothes on.” Wink licked her lips as she gazed at him. “And I need to sit down to take off my boots.”

				“Then have a seat.” He gestured at the bed. When she perched on the edge, he dropped to his knees beside her. “Allow me.”

				Wink actually blushed as he removed her high, buttoned boots and her silk stockings. The lacy trimmings on her shift and bloomers brought a smile to Liam’s face. As tough and no-nonsense as she was, the lady definitely had a softer side. He dropped a kiss on the arch of one foot and made her giggle.

				Had Liam ever felt that young? And yet she was older than he’d been when he’d seized control of his life and joined the police force. Older than most of the girls on the marriage mart. She was plenty old enough to know her own mind.

				After making short work of his own boots and socks, he stood and yanked off his cravat and waistcoat. Before he could start on his shirt studs, she stood and her slim fingers pushed his aside. “My turn.”

				He looked down at her hands. They were fashionably pale, since she wore gloves out of doors, but unlike most women he knew, her nails were short and blunt, and her skin was lined with fine white scars. He lifted one hand to his mouth and kissed a knotted scar on the ball of her thumb.

				Not to be outdone, Wink leaned forward and kissed the skin of his throat, nipping at the tendons.

				A low growl rumbled in his chest. “Be careful what you ask for, imp.”

				“Maybe it’s you who needs to be careful.” She pulled her hands back and made short work of the studs. “I can keep up with you, Inspector. You just watch me.”

				“If you insist.” He winced as she plunked them carelessly on the bedside table, but then he realized their clothing was strewn all over the room. Oh—and down in the study as well. Apparently with her, he forgot to be fastidious. He shrugged his shoulders to help as she pulled his braces off along with his shirt.

				Moving together, they made short work of the rest of their clothing. Liam held her at arm’s length for just a moment, wanting to admire the perfection that was Wink. She was taller than most women, with sleek curves and supple muscles. Her breasts were small, but high and firm, and so perfect his fangs ached.

				“You’re beautiful,” she said huskily, echoing his thoughts. She ran one hand down his chest to his waist. “Everything I imagined you would be.”

				Liam shook his head. Why couldn’t she see him for the animal he was? He kept his lips closed to hide his fangs. He’d never had this problem with another woman—only with her did his wolf threaten to emerge.

				Then her fingers brushed his lips. “Let me see them.” He shook his head, but she cupped his chin. “Please. I’m not afraid of your wolf, Liam. I’ve seen him before, remember? He saved my life.”

				Eight years ago, she’d been held prisoner by a crazed vampyre. Desperate to save her, Liam had gone into the battle in wolf form, and he supposed he had contributed to the victory, along with Merrick, Caroline and even Wink herself. Still, he hated to think of her witnessing that side of him. He shook his head again.

				“Fine. Then just kiss me.” She stepped into his arms and pulled his head down to hers.

				“That I could do all night.”

				Those were the last words either of them spoke for quite some time. Liam lost himself in the sensations of her soft lips and strong hands, a surprisingly erotic combination. He pulled her down to the bed beside him and took the time to run his hands and his lips over every inch of her skin, especially the scars. Each one of those made him want to howl with fury, and yet he was proud of her. Despite everything she’d faced, she’d survived. Even more, for tonight, she was his. He wasn’t foolish enough to waste that opportunity.

				When he took her nipple into his mouth she cried out. Her tone held just enough surprise for him to realize that even if she’d done this before, her partner hadn’t bothered to teach her much. So Liam set out to rectify the unknown idiot’s oversight. Despite his own urgency, he took his time, paying tribute to first one breast and then the other. Meanwhile he brought his hand down to the coppery curls between her legs and cupped her, finding her deliciously damp.

				Her breathy moans urged him on as he suckled her and stroked her sex. When her hips began to grind against his hand, he pressed harder, finding the nub at her core and caressing it firmly. Wink screamed his name and shattered, her legs clamping tight around his wrist, holding him in place. The ecstasy on her face was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

				Petting her softly to bring her down, he moved up her body to kiss her lips. “Ready?”

				“Please.” She opened her legs again and looped her arms around his neck. Her eyes were wide and utterly devoid of fear or nerves as she gazed up into his.

				With all the patience he could muster, Liam covered her and slid into her welcoming heat—or he tried to. She was tighter than he’d expected and he had to push against an unexpected bit of resistance. When he did, seating himself deep inside her, he felt something tear, just a bit, and saw the wince of pain she tried to hide.

				Whatever experience she’d had, certainly hadn’t been much. Had she lied? Liam looked into her face and she smiled. “That’s nice.” Her legs came up to cradle him and she licked her lips. He found he didn’t care if she’d fibbed her way into his bed. Cautiously, he started to move, wary of causing her further pain.

				She met each of his movements with her own, her short nails digging into the skin of his shoulders. Liam was so primed for her that he wasn’t going to last long, and he wanted to bring her pleasure again first. He angled himself to rub against her clitoris with each thrust, and lowered his mouth to the side of her neck. She’d liked being kissed there before.

				Ah, yes. She whimpered and arched her throat to give him room. When Liam felt her climax begin, he forced back his own. But another instinct overpowered him. As she convulsed around his cock, he buried his fangs into the lithe muscle at the top of her shoulder, marking her skin.

				Well, hell. He certainly hadn’t planned on that. Wink spasmed again, and this time Liam couldn’t wait. He wrenched himself out of her arms and body and spent himself on the sheets.

				When he was done, he rolled to his back and took her into his arms, cradling her close. He kissed her gently, trying not to let her see just how badly she’d shaken his world.

				* * *

				A little while later, Wink lay on her side, her head resting on Liam’s shoulder. His arms draped loosely around her and she played idly with the springy dark curls on his chest. As sated as she was, she ought to be sleepy, but time with him was too precious to waste sleeping. Besides, she needed to get home before too much longer. Carrying on a secret affair wasn’t going to be easy with all her siblings looking on.

				“I didn’t know it could be like that,” she said. “Thank you. That was…amazing.”

				Liam sighed and then said, “You’re right. It was.”

				“Is it always like that for you?” She kissed his sweat-dampened skin.

				He shook his head. “Never.” After a long pause, he twined his fingers about a lock of her hair. “Tell me something. You said you’d done this before, but you weren’t being entirely truthful, were you?”

				“Drat, you weren’t supposed to be able to tell.” She’d bled that one time, but apparently she’d only been partially torn.

				“Who was he?” Liam’s voice was gentle, almost a caress on her skin. “I don’t believe for a minute that you allowed someone to use you without it meaning something. Were you attacked?”

				“No.” How much should she tell him? Not all of her past was pleasant.

				He tugged on the curl he’d been twirling. “Did you love him?”

				“Good lord, no.” Wink was stunned Liam would have even thought that. “I was fourteen years old. What would I have known about love?” She hadn’t met Liam until over a year later.

				“Then why?”

				“You want to hear the whole sordid story?” She tugged back on a whorl of chest hair. “Fine. I’d prefer to be honest with you, for as long as this relationship lasts. But it goes both ways. You have to answer my questions as well. Agreed?”

				“Agreed.” He brought one hand up to cup her chin. “You can ask whatever you like. Later. Now tell me.”

				“Nell and Piers lived with their mother until she died when Nell was ten and Piers was eight. When she died, their landlady sold Piers to a chimney sweep and gave Nell to an orphanage. The governors of the orphanage had an arrangement with a brothel, but Nell was lucky. Her mother and some other ghosts helped her escape.”

				“I’m glad,” Liam said. “Nell is far too gentle a soul to have survived that kind of life.”

				“She is. Which is why, once we found Piers, I was the one who had to bribe the guard. The sweep had an older boy who watched the others at night. Even ill as Piers was, the sweep didn’t want to give up any of his possessions. The older boy agreed to drug the sweep’s wine, but he demanded favors in return.” Wink shrugged. “Better me than Nell.”

				“Your courage astounds me,” Liam said thickly. “But did he not finish? Or was he simply…unusually small?”

				Wink laughed. The old memory was just that—a memory. Not something that still had any power over her. And in retrospect, it was sort of funny. “Oh, he finished. So fast he hadn’t even gotten his trousers off yet. He only managed to poke me with his fingers, but that was enough to make me bleed. I didn’t know it would happen again.”

				He tugged her close for a lazy hug. “So technically speaking, you were a virgin. I should spank you for lying to me.”

				“That wouldn’t be fair, now, would it? When you’re secretly pleased as punch that I did.” She rubbed her nose along his collarbone, loving his warm, spicy scent. “Besides, all these years, I considered myself ruined. At least now, I’ve gotten some enjoyment out of it. You are pleased, aren’t you? You don’t regret what just happened?”

				He sighed deeply. “No. I’m not that big of a hypocrite. I probably ought to have regrets, but just now, I can’t seem to dredge any up. You’ve destroyed me, woman. I’m not sure I can even stand on my feet at the moment, let alone on my principles.”

				“Your principles will just have to adapt.” She hid her smile against his skin. Then a worrisome thought struck her and she poked her head up so she could see his face. “That is, if you’re not done with me already. You aren’t, are you?”

				Liam began to laugh. “My dear, I’m only getting started.” He drew her hand down his body, to feel his erection. The skin there was soft and silky over the solid flesh, and she couldn’t resist running her hand up and down his length. When she sighed, he said, “Well? You’re the one who swore you could keep up with me. Backing down already?”

				She closed her fingers around him, or tried to. At his widest point, her fingers didn’t quite touch. Wanting to experiment further, she leaned over and licked his nipple, gratified when he shook. Apparently men enjoyed that too. “Not at all. I had no idea you could recover so quickly.”

				“There was no recovery required.” Liam rolled over and covered her body with his. “When it comes to you, my body seems to believe I’m an untried boy again.”

				“Mmm. Lucky me.” She arched up into his kiss and wrapped her legs around his, eager to have him filling her again. The spot on her shoulder where he’d bitten her tingled and she brushed his lips with her fingertip. “Why did you bite me?”

				His gaze shuttered. “I’m sorry.”

				Wink licked her lips. “Don’t be. I loved it. I just want to know why.”

				He glanced away. “Instinct, I suppose. I warned you that my animal comes out when I become aroused.”

				“Again, lucky me. Mmm… She arched into him as he thrust slowly into her core. “That must be awkward if you’re with a woman who doesn’t know what you are.”

				He blushed. Liam the big bad wolf actually turned pink to the tips of his ears, surprising a laugh from Wink. “What? Why is that embarrassing? Come on, you promised to tell me the truth.”

				“I don’t want to talk now.” He took her mouth then, leaving neither of them free to speak.

				Wink forgot all about talking. She gave herself over completely to the sensation of being loved by Liam.

				Later, they lay panting in each other’s arms.

				“You realize,” he wheezed, “that even though I withdrew, there’s still a chance of consequences. You’ll tell me if any should arise.” It wasn’t a question. Autocratic Liam was back in full force.

				Wink was too content to care. “Of course I’d tell you. It’s not likely, though. Mum made sure Nell and I knew more than the average girls, and don’t forget one of my closest friends is a physician. Geneva doesn’t believe in girls being ignorant either. This isn’t the right time of the month for me to conceive.” Her courses were due in just a few days—which would put a serious crimp in her plans to have Liam every night if she could.

				“Again, you can’t be sure.” He stroked her back with one broad hand. “If we’re going to do this again, I’ll need to get some preventatives from the chemist. They’re still not entirely foolproof though.”

				“I know.” She dropped a kiss on his shoulder. The idea of having Liam’s child didn’t frighten her in the slightest, but she still didn’t want him to marry her out of duty. She also hadn’t been lying to Liam. She really didn’t want children at quite this point in her life, though one or two later on might be nice, assuming he got over his fear of marriage. For now, she’d telephone Geneva—there were probably precautions she could take as well. “Very little in life is entirely foolproof. We’ll just have to be as careful as we can, and hope for the best.”

				“Just so you know—if there is a child, we will marry,” he said. The words were so dragged out of him, it sounded like he was discussing his imminent execution.

				“If you wish.” She wouldn’t fight him on that, though she’d be perfectly willing to go back to Hadrian Hall and raise the child herself without trapping him in a marriage he resented.

				“But even if we do, we will not, cannot live together.” He sounded so lost and sad that she hurt for him. “I won’t let myself harm you, or possibly a helpless infant.”

				“We won’t worry about it now.” She patted his chest, her mind racing. This was the big problem, the reason he was so afraid to marry. The poor man truly believed that utter nonsense. Well, at least now she knew what she was fighting. There would be time later to remind him he’d spent a great deal of time around the Hadrian brood, and he’d managed not to hurt one of them yet. Liam had fabulous family instincts. He just didn’t know it. “No point in borrowing trouble.”

				“No, you’re right.” He sighed again, then disentangled himself from her and climbed out of the bed. “But unless we want trouble of a different kind, sooner rather than later, I need to take you home.”

				“Bother.” He was right, though. Wink let him help her to her feet. Her muscles gave a little twinge, but she wasn’t overly sore.

				An hour later, she was back in her own room, with none of her siblings the wiser. After a quick, quiet wash in the bathroom she shared with Nell, Wink fell into bed. Her body still hummed with pleasure. She’d broken down one of Liam’s barriers. Now to get to work on the others.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Wink’s soreness had mostly dissipated after her morning bath, so she was able to face her family at breakfast without visible discomfort. Unusually hungry after last night’s exercise, she piled eggs, bacon and toast on a plate and sat next to Nell. Dorothy wasn’t here, but she spent the night at Miss Julian’s now and again, and they’d all learned not to discuss it. Even their servants had been hand-picked for discretion, a necessity in an Order household.

				Ready to get on with the day, Wink asked, “So how did last night’s investigation go?”

				Tom looked smug, but sat silently while Jamie’s cheerfulness fairly bubbled over. “We saw him! And one of his metal men. They got away from us in a boat, but we’ve actually seen them.”

				“Excellent,” Wink said. “Did it look like Lolly Archer’s drawing?”

				Tom nodded. “Almost exactly. She’s good. She could make a living at that, instead of…”

				“Prostitution,” Nell supplied. “And I’m sure she doesn’t realize that. Perhaps someone ought to speak with her.”

				“I know the police use sketch artists. Perhaps Liam will know more about that sort of opportunity,” Wink said. It was a good notion—assuming Lolly didn’t prefer her current occupation. “Right now, I’m more interested in the man you said you saw. You’re sure he was involved?”

				“He had a device in his hand,” Tom said. “With dials and knobs. Whenever he turned a dial, the man in the suit moved.”

				“So he was controlling it.” Wink had seen toys like that, had made a few for her younger siblings that operated through wires connected to a control box. “So there must have been a wire connecting them.”

				“I don’t think so,” Jamie said. “They were twenty yards or so apart at first. The man was down by the boat, while the creature started at the top of the steps. We did manage to rescue the man the creature was carrying, but it knocked Tom flying and fled.”

				Nell gasped. “Tom, are you hurt?”

				“Not to speak of,” he said. “A new bruise or two on my shoulder. Nothing you need to worry about. The important thing was that I’m sure it was a man wearing a suit. It covered his full body, but I’m sure I saw glints of skin between the seams. It was almost like a suit of armor, but one that somehow enhanced his strength as well as protected him.”

				“And you didn’t see any wires, even up close?” Wink had watched Tom move. He wasn’t seriously injured, so she wasn’t going to fret. “Was the man you saved able to tell you anything?”

				Jamie snorted. “Too drunk. Bet this morning he doesn’t even remember it.”

				“A dock worker, I think,” Tom added. “Not a little man and quite strong, which matches the other victims. He was completely potted, though. Wouldn’t have put up much of a fight.”

				“And where is he now?” Wink crunched on a rasher of bacon. It was amazingly tasty this morning. “You wouldn’t have just let him go.”

				“Don’t be silly.” Jamie rolled his eyes. “Do we look like idiots? He’s in the holding cell in the basement of the Camelot Club.”

				Wink glanced down at her empty plate. “Well, then what are we waiting for? Let’s go to work.”

				“I’ll go fetch Liam and meet you there,” Jamie said. “I think he’ll want to be there when we question the man.”

				Wink lifted one eyebrow. “Why not just telephone?”

				Jamie shrugged. “I could use a brisk walk this morning. It will do me good.” He bolted from the room before anyone could say anything else.

				Nell smiled and stood as well. “And I’m off as well. Just two more weeks at the Academy. I’ll miss it, but it will be a treat not to have classes and rehearsals every single day. If you come along now, Debbins can drop the two of you at the Club on his way home.”

				“I’ll drive the steam car,” Tom said. He stood and kissed Nell’s cheek politely as she left the room. Then he turned to Wink, his face an emotionless mask. “Ready?”

				“Of course.” She fetched her shawl and bonnet from Mountjoy in the hall and followed Tom out to the mews and his steam car. Once they were moving, she asked, “What was it you wanted to say to me without Nell around?”

				He frowned. “Is everything all right with you?”

				She willed herself not to blush. “Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?”

				“Oh, I don’t know.” He kept his face forward, watching the road. “Possibly because you left a party the other night in rather a hurry. Or because you snuck out of the house after we left last night and didn’t return until after we did. I know you’re not playing games with Connor, so that leaves Liam.”

				“And if I did go see Liam last night? It’s none of your business, is it?” Damn the complications that went along with having investigators in the family. “Say anything to him, and I swear I’ll shoot you in your sleep.”

				Tom laughed. “I believe you. And no, I wasn’t planning to confront Liam. You’re both consenting adults. But regardless of blood or name, you’re my sister, and he’s my friend. I just want to be sure that nothing is wrong.”

				“Thank you. I love you too.” She smiled. “For your information, nothing is wrong except for his stubborn belief that he can’t trust himself. He’ll get over that, I hope. In time.”

				“Perhaps.” Tom was silent for a moment. “Try not to hurt him, would you? He isn’t as invulnerable as he likes to think.”

				Wink laughed. This was the most unusual conversation they’d ever had. “No, he’s not. I’ll do my best. I expected you to say that about Connor, you know. I am sorry I hurt him, but letting him keep hoping would have been even crueler. Marrying him when I don’t love him would be worse.”

				“I know.” Tom chuckled as well, but there was an odd note in his voice that Wink couldn’t identify—almost a sadness, as if he’d resigned himself to something he could never have. That would bear more investigation at a later date. “Jamie told me about his vision. Hopefully Connor will meet his dark-haired beauty soon.”

				“The sooner the better,” Wink said. “Now tell me all about this man you saw. It wasn’t Kersleigh, was it?”

				“No.” Tom shook his head. “I don’t want to repeat myself. You can hear the whole story once we’re all together at the Club.”

				* * *

				Liam had just gotten to the Yard when a constable showed Jamie Hadrian into his office. With an air mask pushed carelessly up on his head, Jamie’s skin was flushed and his breathing was heavy, as if he’d run all the way here. The lad was smiling, though, so Liam’s heart rate returned to normal after a momentary spike.

				“Well, what can I do for you?” He was having a hard time not smiling himself. Though he’d been awake much of the night by the time he took Wink home, he still felt more rested than he had in months.

				Jamie gave him a brief rundown of his and Tom’s find in Wapping the night before. “Thought you might want to question the man alongside the Order.”

				Liam nodded. “Let’s go.” He reached for his own mask and coat. “Are we walking?”

				Jamie shook his head. “Let’s catch a hack. My treat.”

				“Whatever you say.” Liam followed Jamie to the curb, where there was usually a cab or two waiting to be hired. Since Jamie rarely had money in his pocket, Liam knew he’d be paying himself, despite Jamie’s offer.

				Once they were on their way, Jamie said, “You know, there’s something I’m curious about. When you turn into a wolf, do you ever, you know, lick yourself?”

				Liam gaped. “What the hell brought that up?”

				The boy shrugged. “One of the chaps at school was being a prat. Said if he was a werewolf, he’d never leave his room. I clocked him one, but after a bit, it sort of made sense and I wondered. You never say much about what it means to be a lycanthrope. Well?”

				Liam doubled over laughing. Jamie had a way of lightening up the most serious moments. It was good to have the irreverent brat around. “No, I never have. Once when I was about fourteen, for a second or two, I thought about it, but the idea didn’t appeal. Sorry.” He just used his hand like every other man on the planet.

				“Didn’t think so.” Jamie cocked his head. “So have you ever been with another wolf? Gone at it all four-legged and furry?”

				“No again. Sorry.” Honestly the idea had never occurred to him—and the thought of his parents or his brother and sister-in-law having relations in wolf form wasn’t one he wanted in his head. “Apparently I’m more drearily respectable than I’d thought.”

				“So it seems.” Jamie crossed his arms over his chest and quit smiling. “Now then, just what are your intentions toward Wink?”

				Liam blinked. He’d have expected this from Merrick, or even Tom, but the stripling? Really, that was just too much. He bit his lip to keep from laughing yet again.

				“We know she was with you last night.”

				Well, that took some of the wind out of Liam’s sails. He didn’t want to insult the boy, but he didn’t want him confronting Wink about this either. He steadied his breathing, all traces of humor gone. “Yes, she came to talk to me last night. I assure you, I was as surprised as you were. After I scolded her for walking alone at night, we talked for a while and then I drove her home.” It was all true, even though he’d omitted a significant chunk of time in the middle.

				Jamie nodded. “Wink doesn’t listen to anybody. Mum or Papa sometimes, but not even them often. She’s not as indestructible as she thinks she is, though.”

				“Believe me, I know.” On that Liam could wholeheartedly agree.

				Jamie went on, oblivious to Liam’s remark. “I mean—she could handle herself against footpads or vampyres. I’m not worried about that. She probably had Pippin with her, maybe even Lark. And she’d have been armed.”

				“I didn’t see the bird, but Wink did have Piers’s steel dog with her. Let me guess. Nell’s little silver songbird is a weapon too.”

				“Naturally.” Jamie seemed surprised that Liam would even ask. “Wink built most of the animals before we left Wapping, you know. The only one she built later was the dog, because the kitten she made Piers first got destroyed.”

				“That’s reassuring.” Liam willed Jamie to get to the point. He didn’t want to think about Wink and the others needing weapons.

				“But she can be hurt. Her father, her natural father—well he wasn’t very trustworthy. I’d hate to see her get involved with another man who would take her for granted and neglect her.”

				“Agreed.” Taking Wink for granted wouldn’t be easy to do. A man would have to be an idiot not to see what a gem he had in her.

				“So you’re not taking advantage of her, then?” Jamie sighed. “Good. We like you—all of us. We won’t mind having you for a brother-in-law.”

				“Wait just a minute.” Liam hadn’t said anything about marriage. “It isn’t that simple.”

				Jamie lifted one eyebrow. “Then you are just using her?”

				“I didn’t say that either.” Liam half wished the boy would shoot him and be done with it. “Stop trying to put words in my mouth.”

				“If that’s all you put in your mouth, you won’t have any problems, now will you?” Jamie made a face. “Wait, I didn’t say that right. Damn it. You know what I mean.”

				Liam took pity on the boy who was, after all, only trying to defend a sister he adored. “Look, Jamie, I can’t tell you exactly how things stand between me and Wink. Hell, I don’t even know that myself. What I will say is that anything happening between us is entirely of her choosing. I haven’t and never will lie to her or take advantage of her in any way. Does that suffice?” Though hadn’t last night been taking advantage of her? He couldn’t quite sort that out. Not yet. This depth of emotion he felt was too new and too raw to make any sense.

				Jamie pursed his lips as he thought. After a moment, he nodded. “All right. Just be careful, would you please? We have a shady enough background, with everyone knowing we’re adopted but not knowing who our real parents were. If Wink’s reputation gets damaged, it won’t take much to turn the biddies of society against her.”

				“I know. Believe me, I don’t intend to do anything that will cause her grief.” Except he already had, hadn’t he? When he’d made it clear they could never marry. And now he’d put even that resolution in jeopardy. If she conceived, they wouldn’t have a choice. That idea made his mouth go dry. He looked over at the boy across from him. “You haven’t had any visions, or anything, have you? Nothing that involves Wink?” Like seeing her pregnant.

				Jamie shook his head. “Not in ages. I just worry about her, that’s all.”

				“Well then, that makes two of us.”

				Jamie smiled and leaned back in his seat. “Good. Now, how are we going to question our drunkard?”

				Their plans on that matter turned out to be pointless, because the man couldn’t remember anything after leaving his job on the docks the day before. After interrogating him for almost an hour, Liam and the others conceded defeat. Tom and Liam drove the man home while Wink and Connor started researching the list of names Liam had compiled from his “club meeting” the night before. Liam had no idea where Jamie had run off to.

				“That’s a good idea to ask Lolly if she’d like work as a sketch artist,” Liam said after they’d dropped the near-victim at his lodging. “If you’d like, we can give her a trial run by asking her to draw up your suspect from last night. If it’s good, I can broach the subject with my superiors.” They’d ascertained that it wasn’t Kersleigh, or anyone else from the Prodigal’s Club, but had no clue as to who it could be.

				“Good idea,” Tom said.

				Liam waited for Tom to launch into a conversation similar to the one he’d already had with Jamie, but Tom surprised him by not saying a word about Wink. That was almost as disconcerting as being interrogated.

				“Royal Ascot starts in just two days,” Tom said instead. “Are you going to the races?”

				Liam nodded. “I wish I didn’t have to. I don’t really think there will be an attack, but I need to attend, just in case.”

				“And your parents are going to be there.” Tom nodded. “Want me to come along for support?”

				“I thought the duke was sending all hands?” Liam had understood that all the Knights available would be turned out in case of trouble. “Won’t you be there regardless?”

				Tom shrugged. “Oh, I’ll be there, anyway. Just thought you’d like to know your friends are there for you.”

				“Thanks,” Liam said. “I appreciate that.” It was a nice gesture, even though he didn’t think it would make a bit of difference in how things played out.

				Tom grinned. “No problem. You know, I’m younger than you, but there’s something I learned years ago that you might do well to figure out and sooner, rather than later.”

				“What’s that?”

				“That family is a word with a lot of definitions.” Tom spread his hands. “According to the law or blood, I don’t have a single relative to my name. I never knew my father, and my mother died when I was young. I met my grandfather exactly twice before he died, and because the inheritance was potentially tricky, Merrick and Caroline couldn’t adopt me legally along with the others. So if you look at family as just the people you were born to or even those you share a name with, I don’t have any at all.”

				“But you do,” Liam said. “You’ve got a damn big and damn loyal family. We both know that, so what’s your point?”

				“That is exactly my point.” Tom set his chin. “For as long as I’ve known you, I’ve admired you. Even idolized you a little when I was a kid. You’re one of the most intelligent men I’ve ever met, except for maybe Piers, and he’s just plain scary. But when it comes to family, you don’t have a bloody clue. In fact, you’re downright stupid. You insist on defining yourself by a worthless bunch of idiots who’ve done nothing productive as far as I can tell and who’ve ignored you your entire adult life.”

				“Blood will tell, as they say,” Liam said. “I don’t like to claim them as family, but I can’t deny I’m made from the same stuff. Like it or not, I’m still a werewolf.”

				“Blood will tell?” Tom spread his hands. “That’s horseshit and you know it. What we are, who we’re born to, doesn’t define who we are. Are Piers and Nell like the mother who entertained sailors for money? Is Jamie destined to be a bigoted fool like the aunt who threw a five-year-old into the street because he has visions? How about Wink? Her father neglected her and her grandparents cut off her mother for marrying beneath her. Can you see Wink doing either of those, under any circumstances?”

				“It’s not the same,” Liam said between gritted teeth. “Werewolves have instincts—we’re violent by nature.”

				“And the Knights aren’t?” Tom shook his head. “Ballocks. You, Inspector, are a good, solid person, werewolf or no. I’ve seen you hold each of the Hadrian babies. You’re as wrapped around their little fingers as Nell is, for Christ’s sake. As to being a risk to Wink, ballocks again. Have you ever hit a woman in your life?”

				“Of course not.” Liam sighed. “But I have come closer than I’d like and I haven’t had to live day by day with one, or with children either. It isn’t the same.”

				“That’s up to you, isn’t it? All I’m saying is don’t be a fool. If I’ve learned anything in life, it’s that a true family is a group of people who give a damn about each other. People who care enough to fight for you when you’re in trouble or to let you know when you’re making an ass of yourself. You’ve had that for years, though you don’t seem to realize it. You’ve been part of our family since the day you and Merrick found us in Wapping. Yes, seeing the jackass who sired you is probably going to be awkward. I’m sorry about that. I just thought you ought to know that your real family will be right there beside you.”

				Liam swallowed the lump in his throat. It seemed today was his day to be lectured by those younger than himself, and damn if both of them hadn’t had valid points to make. After a moment, he nodded at Tom, who had just proclaimed himself family. It was perhaps the greatest compliment Liam had ever received. “Thanks.”

				“No worries. You’d do the same for me.” Tom winked and rubbed his hands together. “Now, I believe you’re about to introduce me to Miss Lolly Luscious.”

				Liam punched the younger man’s arm lightly as they got out of the hack. “Behave, pup.”

				Tom grinned. “Make me.”

				* * *

				Wink studied another sheaf of printouts and sighed. “None of the men on Liam’s list own any suspicious property. We’re still whistling in the wind on this one, boys.” The duke had managed to get them a copy of the national property register on tickertape to load into the Order’s analytical engine so they could work from the Club. Kendall and his father had already left for Windsor with the royal family, so there would be no further help from them.

				Jamie and Connor both groaned and went back to sorting through their own stacks of papers.

				“Maybe I can help.” They all looked up as Piers sauntered into the room, looking dapper in a black frock coat and gray top hat with a black alligator-skin valise in his hand. He was shorter than either of the others, but still a good height, with a build more lean than muscular—nothing like the frail child he’d been. His medium brown hair was cut elegantly short and slicked back. Beneath silver-rimmed spectacles, his eyes were dark today, matching his fine cashmere suit. His hazel eyes were even more changeable than Wink’s, going anywhere from blue as Tom’s to almost as brown as Liam’s.

				Obviously he’d bypassed the front door and avoided the Club’s steward. “I was able to make contact with the younger sons’ group at Cambridge. I’ve brought you a list of names, including the man who seems to be the recruiter.”

				Wink scowled. “Your term isn’t over until next week. What are you doing here? Why the hell is everyone leaving school all at the same time?” She glared at Jamie as well as Piers.

				Piers hung his coat and hat on a rack in the corner. His eyes sparkled with humor and wicked intelligence. Wink paused a moment to enjoy the sight of her once sickly little brother, now at eighteen, taller than her, and fit and lean. He came over to kiss her cheek. “I took my exams early. Told the dons there was a family emergency. Trust me, it’ll be fine. They’re not going to kick out their top student, after all. They waved a cheerful good-bye and said see you in the fall.”

				Jamie stuck out his tongue. “Bootlicker.”

				“Idiot. Have you been sent down again?” Piers scrubbed Jamie’s head with his knuckles. “Papa’s going to have your hide.”

				“All right, boys, this isn’t the nursery,” Connor said. “Piers, let’s see what you’ve got.”

				Piers reached into his valise and withdrew a notebook. “Here’s the list of names. The ringleader is a chap named Kersleigh. He’s organizing a picket line to protest at the races.”

				“Kersleigh.” Wink’s fingers quivered as she snatched the notebook. “Well, we knew he was involved in this somewhere.”

				“Anyway, I followed him to his lodgings,” Piers said. “The innkeeper said he’s there a couple times a month. Sometimes he’s alone, but once in a while he’s with another man. One Lord Trumball. Haven’t seen him, though, so I couldn’t tell you what he looks like.”

				“Trumball. Does that ring any bells for anyone?” Connor asked.

				They all shook their heads.

				“I’ve got Debrett’s programmed into the engine,” Wink said. “If he’s actually a lord, we can find out quickly enough.” She sat down to the terminal connected to the massive analytical engine residing in one of the basement levels of the club and used a keypunch machine to enter the search request. “I’m working on getting newspapers entered, but we’re not there yet. Especially not the society pages.”

				“Why bother with that?” Piers frowned. “If you want the last sixty years of the society pages catalogued in one place, why not simply telephone the dowager duchess?”

				“Brilliant,” Connor said.

				“Why didn’t we think of that?” Wink sent her brother a pleading look. “Piers, would you make the call?”

				He shook his head. Wink looked to Connor and Jamie, but both of them glanced away, Connor studying the ceiling while Jamie busied himself in a sheaf of printouts.

				“Oh, fine. Three big strong men afraid of one little old lady.” She shook her head at the lot of them. “You ought to be ashamed of yourselves. Fine, then. One of you read the Debrett’s printout when it finishes. I’ll go ring her grace.”

				The telephone was in another room, actually an antechamber of the duke’s private office. Wink keyed in the numeric code for the ducal seat in Kent and spoke first to a servant, and then to Amy as the dowager was fetched. Well into her seventies, she’d begun taking afternoon naps, Wink learned, but thankfully, her mind was as sharp as ever.

				The only problem was that her grace truly loved to talk. In her mind, the telephone was the greatest invention since the whalebone corset, since it allowed her to chatter even with those who weren’t nearby. Wink was forced to first give a report on each member of her family, on Kendall and the duke. Finally the duchess asked, “And how is that handsome young inspector of yours, darling? Has he come up to snuff yet?”

				Liam would be horrified if he heard that, but Wink knew better than to try to correct the duchess. “Not yet, I’m afraid, but Inspector McCullough is well, your grace. He’s working with the Order on this Ascot business you know. If you don’t mind, I think you may be able to help us on a small related matter.”

				“Of course, darling.” Wink could almost see her grin and rub her hands together. “Delighted to be of assistance.”

				“Wonderful. Have you ever heard of a Lord Trumball?”

				“Trumball? Hmm. It rings a bell. Let me see. Trundell—no, couldn’t be him. Senile old coot. Turnblat—no, that was just a nickname. Trumball. Oh yes, of course! We called him Lord Trumped-Up. I don’t know how he could be involved in your case, though. He was the same age as me, or thereabouts. I think he died half a dozen years ago.”

				“Who was his heir?” Unless the title had gone extinct and was being used in a fraudulent manner that had to be their man. “And do you know the family name?”

				“I believe the name is actually Trumball, dear. Prinny just popped a title on Old Trumped-Up’s so-called father to thank him. They married just before she popped.”

				“Who married, your grace?” Wink could never quite keep up with the twists and turns of the duchess’s thought process.

				“You wouldn’t remember them, dear. By that time, the Trumballs didn’t go out much in Society. Too much scandal you know. They never had any use for each other and both were always getting caught in one affair after another.” The duchess drew in a deep breath. “Very well. Here’s the brief version. Let’s see—the elder Trumball was a soldier, I believe. Can’t remember the man’s given name. The girl—Lucinda? Lucilla?—anyway, she was the daughter of some courtier or another and got a mite too friendly with the prince. When Prinny—he wasn’t regent then of course, just Prince of Wales—found out she was with child, he got her married off to Trumball and had him elevated to a viscount. This would be in about ’84 or so.”

				“So the heir, who you said was your age, wasn’t really Trumball’s son?” Wink began making notes.

				“Of course not. Quincy, his name was. Used to brag that he was the real heir to the throne as the oldest of all Prinny’s bastards and yet his actual title was so new it squeaked. That’s why we called him Lord Trumped-Up.”

				“Heavens.” Wink wrote furiously. “That goes a long way toward explaining a grudge against the throne.”

				“Yes, yes it could,” the duchess said. “Trumped-Up used to hate the idea of a woman on the throne. It was all about male superiority with him, never mind legitimacy. I’d presume his children would think the same way.”

				“This is wonderful information. Do you know if he had any children?” Wink dipped her pen again. “Maybe even grandchildren by this point.”

				“Trumped-Up married late, and it was a horrible mistake. That’s why I said they weren’t welcome in Society. They were both famous for catting around without bothering to be discreet. There was a son, I think. He’d be a little younger than Kendall. Now that I think of it, I believe there was also a bastard he took in, just to rub his wife’s nose in his affaires. Kirby or Curry, or something like that.”

				“Kersleigh?” Wink swallowed hard.

				“Yes, that could be it. Tell me, dear, are Trumped-Up’s sons involved in this plot?” The duchess sighed. “What a shame. He was such a wet noodle that I wouldn’t have believed it, but I don’t know the boys at all.”

				“We don’t know for certain,” Wink said. “But I need to contact his grace with this information.”

				“Well, naturally. So glad I could help. Give that nice inspector a kiss for me, will you?”

				“Good afternoon, your grace. Thank you very much.” Wink shook her head and set down the receiver. She turned to the others. “I think we have our man—or more accurately, men.”

				“Really?” Liam strolled in with a rolled-up piece of paper under his arm, Tom beside him. “Are we too late to help save the day?”

				“Not if that’s the sketch of our mastermind.” Wink turned to the others. “According to her grace, Viscount Trumball and Kersleigh are half-brothers and their father may well have been a bastard of George IV. Maybe even the oldest son. Kersleigh was also born on the wrong side of the blanket, but the two were apparently raised together.”

				Connor held up a piece of paper. “I’ve got the Debrett’s listing. Jeremy George Trumball, third Viscount Trumball, born 1826. Only legitimate child of Quincy Trumball, the second viscount, born in 1784. The family’s estate is over near Bath, so that can’t be the base of operations we’re looking for. Kersleigh isn’t listed.”

				“No, they wouldn’t mention any illegitimate offspring. I wonder if we can turn up a portrait of Lord Trumball—and if so, will it match this?” Tom unrolled a sheet of drawing paper to reveal a rather average-looking man. He was perhaps a little overweight, with dark hair and eyebrows and a prominent Roman nose.

				“Something about the nose reminds me of Kersleigh,” Wink said. “Don’t you think?”

				“It is a rather impressive specimen,” Piers agreed. “And it does, kind of, remind me of some of the royal family.”

				Tom shrugged. “But those features are common enough that the same could be said for half of England, and probably most Germans to boot.”

				“Hell, even my father and brother could fit that description,” Liam said. “So you can add the Irish.”

				Everyone nodded.

				“Well,” Jamie said, “back to property records, I suppose. We’ll look for Trumball this time. It’s more than we had before.”

				“I need to get back to the Yard.” Liam scrubbed his hand through his hair before putting on his hat. Lines of fatigue or strain marred his forehead and his shoulders drooped, though not enough that anyone but her was likely to notice. Was he just tired? Or was something wrong? “Telephone or send for me if anything new comes up.”

				“Can I catch a lift with you?” Piers asked. “I’d like to stop by home and unpack. I’ll catch back up with the others at supper.”

				Wink watched Liam as he left with Piers beside him. Somehow, she needed to find a way to go to him tonight. But how, with four watchful siblings in the house?

				* * *

				“So how was Cambridge?” Liam settled into the hack across from Piers. He’d spent more on cabs today than he usually did in a month but honestly it was a nice change from walking everywhere.

				Piers shrugged. “All right. I keep trying to get my tutors to pick up the pace, but they insist on going slow as tortoises. Mostly I keep myself from dying of boredom by reading.”

				“What, no sneaking out to chat up barmaids?” Liam remembered that activity fondly from his own university days.

				Piers flushed and looked away. “Not often, at any rate.” Then he cleared his throat. “But it’s not my love life I wanted to talk to you about. It’s yours. What are your intentions toward Wink?”

				Liam burst out laughing. “All three of you in one day. Unbelievable.”

				“Oh. Sorry about that.” Piers shrugged. “So? What did you tell them?”

				“That whatever happens, Winifred and I will sort out between us, without any interference from helpful brothers.”

				“Do you love her?”

				Liam gaped for a second. Neither Tom nor Jamie had asked that question. In fact, Liam had rather determinedly not asked it of himself. He paused to consider his answer. “I don’t know. I’d always assumed I’m not capable of that emotion.”

				Piers just rolled his eyes.

				Liam forgot about the young man across from him and gave a hard look at his own psyche. “You know, I suppose I do.” He spoke slowly, testing out the words as he said each one. Hell, of course he loved her. Otherwise he’d have never given in to her the previous night, never risked his friendships and his bachelorhood. “I don’t know that it changes anything, though.” Being in love wasn’t a solution. All that was going to do was make it even harder for him to walk away.

				“For what it’s worth,” Piers said, “I think it changes everything. Most importantly, I think you need to tell her that. Then the two of you can sort things out.”

				Liam drew in a deep breath. Should he? Would confessing his emotions only hurt her more when he left? Furthermore, what if she didn’t love him? She’d talked about desire at length but never mentioned the other. Wouldn’t he look like a fool, telling her he loved her if she was only in it for the passion? His temples throbbed. “I think I’ve had all the lessons and lectures I can cope with for today. I’ll take yours under advisement.”

				“Good.” Piers nodded and looked out the window as they pulled up in front of Hadrian House. “You know, you really ought to buy a steam car. You’d save a fortune on cabs.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				Liam ate a hearty meal and watched the antics around him with a fond smile. Supper at Hadrian House that night was a raucous affair. Dorothy and Miss Julian presided over the table, while the Wapping Five as Liam would always think of them, enjoyed a noisy reunion. Tom’s earlier words echoed in Liam’s mind. Did they really consider him family? Moreover, what had he ever done to deserve it? As if to underscore that line of thought, a single fresh pea bounced off the end of his nose, generating a chorus of mirth.

				“Who did that?” He looked around at the five laughing faces as the others all turned to Nell, who stared up at the ceiling with an exaggerated air of innocence.

				The quiet one was the culprit. Everyone looked to Liam, waiting for his response. What would he do if she were actually his sister? Ah. With a grin, he picked the pea off the tablecloth and carefully tossed it into Nell’s half-empty glass of wine. “There. Turnabout is fair play.”

				Everyone, even Nell and Dorothy, laughed. A little more of Liam’s carefully constructed defenses slid away.

				“It’s so good to have you all home,” Dorothy said. “Now that you’re all so grown up, it’s rare to see you together like this.”

				“The last time was at Vivi’s christening,” Nell said wistfully. “In February.”

				Liam remembered that, having gone up to Northumberland to meet the youngest Hadrian. In fact, he was one of the baby’s godfathers.

				“Before that was last summer.” Piers took a bite of roast mutton. “At Geneva’s wedding.” A round of nods confirmed that. Liam had missed the older MacKay girl’s nuptials up in the Hebrides.

				“But Liam wasn’t there.” Jamie shot him a reproachful look. “Or at Christmas, either. Mum was disappointed.”

				Wink undoubtedly had been too. Liam winced. He’d never meant to hurt Caroline’s feelings, and he still had no idea what to do about Wink’s.

				“And I missed the Yuletide celebrations as well.” Tom wrinkled his nose. “Hopefully this year I can avoid a mission right on the holiday.”

				“It’s only natural that we all go our separate ways as we get older,” Wink said. “But I’m glad you’re all here now.” She smiled at all of them, but her gaze lingered on Liam.

				“Here, here.” Tom lifted his glass and quirked an eyebrow at Liam. “To family.”

				Ah, hell. They’d claimed him and he wasn’t going to throw away a gift like that. “To family.” Liam echoed the toast and drank along with the rest—even Nell, who managed to avoid the pea in her glass.

				After the meal was finished, Nell went off to a party with Dorothy and Miss Julian. Wink suggested a billiards tournament, but Tom shook his head. “All the lads are going out to carouse for a while. Care to come along, Liam?”

				It sounded like fun, and for half a second, Liam was tempted. He had himself just about convinced to let his guard down with this lot. Then he looked over at Wink and shook his head. “I’ll stand for the male gender in the billiards match, if you don’t mind. Wouldn’t be fair to leave your sister here on her own.” While it would be torture to spend time alone with Wink and not touch her, he was afraid if he went, she’d follow them.

				Each and every one of her brothers winked at him. As the other males made their exit, Wink rolled her eyes and laughed. “It’s a conspiracy.”

				Liam scratched his chin. “Did they really just arrange it for us to be here all alone?”

				“Except for a dozen or so servants, I’d have to say yes. Actually, there aren’t that many others in the house, since several of the staff have been given the evening off, including my lady’s maid.” She walked over and looped her arm through his. The sweet scent of her hair made his body come to full attention. “Well, Liam. You showed me your bedroom. Would you like to see mine?”

				“You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?” He tried to cling to his honor. It would be bad form to ravish a friend’s daughter in the friend’s own home. Wouldn’t it?

				Wink tsked. “I have far better uses for you alive, Inspector. Didn’t we agree last night that our adventures were only beginning?” She came up on her toes and kissed him.

				Of course he kissed her back. He was only a man, after all. She tasted of wine and apple cobbler and cheddar cheese, but mostly of warm, sultry woman.

				“Come on.” She took his hand and tugged him toward the stairs. “Aunt Dorothy and Nell will only be gone for a few hours.”

				Liam probably ought to object further, but he found he simply didn’t want to. As he’d told her brothers, she was old enough to know her own mind. He laced his fingers through Wink’s and followed her up the stairs. She paused just a moment to order George to stay down in the parlor. Then she led him up two flights and down an ornately plastered hallway.

				“Nell and I share a bath, so be sure not to leave any evidence in there,” she said as she drew him into her chamber. “Aunt Dorothy’s room is across from mine. The boys are at the other end of the hall, while Mum and Papa’s suite is a floor below, along with the nursery.”

				Liam looked around, expecting to see machines and tools scattered about, but all he saw was a pretty room, not too frilly, but with a decidedly feminine flair in the yellow rosebud wall paper and white lace curtains. The furnishings were of polished rosewood, sturdy but elegant, with their surfaces cluttered by papers, books and feminine toiletries. Low bookshelves flanked either side of a carved mantelpiece, filled with a hodgepodge of volumes. The yellow satin counterpane had been turned down to reveal crisp white sheets. Wink paused a moment to lock the door, then returned to the center of the room beside him.

				“I keep my workshop out in the carriage house.” She placed her hands on his shoulders. “So you needn’t fear finding a spanner in the bed or a screwdriver underfoot.”

				“Good to know.” He stroked a finger down the side of her cheek. “Since your maid is away, shall I play the role?”

				She gave him a shy nod and turned her back. “This gown has hooks. It’s the only dinner dress I have with a high enough neckline to cover the bite.”

				Liam undid the first several hooks down her back and peeled away the aqua-colored silk to reveal the healing puncture marks on her shoulder from his teeth. He kissed them gently. “I should apologize again,” he said.

				“No. I told you I enjoyed it.” Her skin, even on the back of her neck, pinkened. “I’m still not sure I understand why your fangs emerged, but I love knowing I bring out your wild side.”

				He couldn’t tell her it was how a werewolf marked his mate. Instead he said, “It’s just a werewolf thing.”

				“That’s fine. In fact…” She turned to face him. “I’d like to see you change, if that’s permitted. I want to know all of you and your wolf is an important part of who you are.”

				Overwhelmed by the intimacy implied by that request, Liam fumbled the next hook. “I don’t think that’s appropriate in the bedroom.”

				Wink shrugged, causing her gown to slip off her shoulder and reveal the fine straps of her chemise—silk this time. “This might be the only place we ever have complete privacy.”

				“All right.” Unable to deny her, he finished unfastening her gown and helped lift it over her head before laying it neatly across her dressing table. Then he undid the strings of her outer petticoat and hoopskirt, which both fell to the floor, where Wink kicked them carelessly aside. Liam picked those up and folded them as well. She still wore several layers, but seeing her in her underclothes was nearly as intimate as having her nude. He nudged her toward a soft velvet chair beside the window. “Have a seat.”

				She did, reaching down to remove her shoes while she watched him disrobe. Liam folded each garment as he removed it and placed them on the chair beside her cluttered writing desk. He tucked his socks into his shoes and slid them under the chair before removing his last two garments—his trousers and smalls. When he stood naked and aroused before her, Wink licked her lips, making his erection swell even further.

				“Go ahead,” she said. “Though you have to know you’re impressive as a man.” Her hooded gaze and rosy cheeks told him she was nearly as aroused as he was. She folded her hands in her lap and gazed at him steadily.

				Liam drew in a deep breath and closed his eyes. Silently he reached for the other part of him, felt the wolf’s essence begin to suffuse his human form. His skin tingled with the beginning of the shift and he opened his eyes, wanting to see her expression as she watched. Hopefully this wouldn’t horrify her to the point of rejecting him. At least if it did, he wouldn’t have to worry about hurting her in the future. His joints popped as bone and muscle reshaped itself. The fleeting pain came and went while his jaw elongated and his vantage point shifted lower, even as his vision improved. Liam kept his gaze locked on Wink, now that he was fully wolf, waiting for her reaction.

				Through it all, Winifred, his amazing woman, smiled, maintaining eye contact without a flinch. When the change was complete, she said, “You’re beautiful. May I touch you?”

				He inclined his head and padded over to her, brushing his face against her knee.

				She plowed her fingers through his ruff and dropped her face to press a kiss on the top of his head, then rubbed her cheek along his. “Thank you.”

				Liam stepped a couple feet away and shifted back. Wink stood and flung herself into his arms. He held her close, his face buried in her hair. “You’re not horrified? I didn’t frighten you?”

				“Why would I ever be afraid of you?” She tipped her head back so he could see her smile. “I told you before, silly. I know you’ll never hurt me.”

				“I did last night,” he murmured between soft, drugging kisses. “Are you sore?”

				“No.” Wink brought his hands up to the front fasteners of her corset. “I didn’t bleed much—just a few drops. I’m not in any pain today.” She spoke so matter-of-factly about things proper girls weren’t even supposed to know. Was it any wonder he loved her? She’d have made a magnificent wolf.

				“I didn’t get to the chemist.” His breath was shallow and choppy as he peeled away the rest of her clothes. When she stood there in nothing but stockings and garters, he groaned.

				“In the drawer beside the bed. I stole some from the boys’ bathroom.” Her hand moved down to a garter and he growled.

				“Leave those.” He’d remember the sight of her in just her stockings for the rest of his life. Now he wondered just how experimental his little firebrand could be. “Put your hands on the bureau and face the mirror.”

				Her eyes widened, but she did as he said, leaning over the dresser with her delectable bottom pointed at him. It was all he could do not to spend then and there. With haste, he withdrew a French letter from the drawer and tied the sheepskin sheath over his penis. Then he stalked up to Wink.

				“Watch the mirror.” He lowered his mouth to the side of her throat, sucking lightly on the spot where he’d marked her the day before. She quivered under his touch, moaning when he used his hands on her breasts. He watched over her shoulder, entranced by the sight of his darker fingers trailing over her fair skin and peach nipples. “You have freckles on your shoulders.” He hadn’t noticed those in his dimly lit room the night before.

				She didn’t respond. He could see her fight to keep her eyes open as her arousal deepened.

				He ran one hand down her flat belly to her mons. “Spread your legs a little and lean on the bureau more.”

				She complied instantly, her backside brushing against his erection. Liam tested her, found her wet and ready for him. He positioned himself at her entrance and pressed inside.

				“Oh.” Her eyes flew open and she met his gaze in the mirror. “That’s…nice.”

				The angle allowed for deeper penetration and Liam nodded. He kissed her neck again, and used his fingers on her clitoris as he stroked in and out. It wasn’t long before she cried out his name and convulsed around him, her tight muscles milking his erection. His own climax speared through him and he shuddered helplessly as he poured himself into her heat.

				As soon as he could catch his breath, Liam lifted her and carried her to the bed. In the messy, feminine bathroom next door, he flushed away the condom and returned to her with a damp washcloth. After cleaning her, he allowed himself a little while to just lie there, wallowing in the afterglow and the feel of her, all soft and sated in his arms.

				How had he ever thought he could live without her?

				Didn’t she deserve to know how he felt about her? Moreover, wasn’t the decision about trusting him hers to make? She wasn’t meek and helpless like his mother. Wink was a fighter, and she’d protect herself and any children they might have.

				By marking her, he’d claimed her as his mate. She ought to know what that meant.

				After a long while, Liam gathered his courage to tell her he loved her. Her brothers were right. He was done running. When he lifted his head, she gave a little purr and buried her face more deeply into the pillow.

				Damn. She was asleep.

				Liam didn’t know how much longer he had before the others returned, so he climbed out of bed, tucked the covers around her and dressed. On impulse, he pulled the pouch he often wore around his neck out of his waistcoat pocket. It contained a silvered penknife, a few pound notes and a collapsing wooden stake, along with the flash powder. Pinned to the inside was his personal talisman, a small gold brooch in the shape of a wolf. It was the only thing he had of his mother’s.

				He kissed Wink’s on the forehead and left the brooch on her bedside table, hoping she’d understand. Then he collected his coat, hat and walking stick without disturbing any of the servants and made his way home. Tonight, at least, he’d be able to sleep. With the races just two days away, it might be the last he’d get in a while.

				* * *

				Monday, Wink woke early and refreshed. She didn’t have a twinge of soreness this time, despite having lied to Liam about that the night before. The fib had been worth it, though. She stretched luxuriously, feeling the smooth linen sheets caress her bare skin in a positively decadent manner.

				Well. It was a good thing her maid didn’t come into the room to wake her. Libby had learned years ago that Wink was far less crabby in the mornings if she woke to her alarm clock rather than a human. After living in some dodgy circumstances, she simply didn’t like the idea of people walking around her when she was asleep. She glanced quickly at the empty side of the bed. Thank heavens! Liam had apparently managed to get up and leave without waking her last night. Forget wolf, the man must be light-footed as a cat. That would come in handy if they continued to sneak around like this.

				The thrill of being secretive was going to get old very quickly. She made a mental note to begin looking for a small house to lease as soon as this Ascot business was over. Between her salary from the Order and her patents, she made more than enough to support herself, even without the generous allowance her parents insisted upon.

				She tugged on a nightgown before pressing the button beside the bed to let Libby know she was awake. Other grand houses still had a bell pull system, but Wink had done away with that at the Hadrian homes years ago. Each room had a discreet button connecting it to the servants’ hall, where it would flip a simple switch. No clanging bells in this house.

				While she waited for Libby, Wink checked the room to be sure there were no traces of Liam remaining. Of course, fastidious as he was, he hadn’t left his necktie, nor a sock, nor even a handkerchief. In fact, the most obvious sign that someone other that Wink had been here was the stack of her neatly folded clothing. It was a shame to undo his efforts, but Wink tumbled the pile off the dresser and onto the floor. There. Now it looked as though she’d undressed herself. Wink sent a silent apology to her long-suffering maid. Libby earned every bit of her lucrative wages.

				She sat down on the bed to brush out her hair and a glint of something shiny caught her eye. There on the bedside table rested a tiny gold wolf. She picked it up and ran her hand across the satiny patina. At perhaps an inch and a half from head to tail, it wasn’t detailed, representing just a stylized silhouette. There were no gems, the edges were smooth and worn and a look at the pin on the back told her it was old. Liam hadn’t purchased this as a token of affection. This was something he’d kept on his person, probably for years. Wink held it in her hand and cradled it close. Another barrier had come down.

				After Libby came and helped her dress, Wink pinned the wolf to her shift and closed her shirtwaist over it. She wasn’t about to leave it behind, but she wasn’t ready to share it with the world yet, either.

				In the breakfast room, she met Tom and Piers, who were already dressed for traveling. The two were leaving today for Windsor, along with Liam. Wink and Connor would remain behind to coordinate from the Club—likely with the help of Jamie, who seemed to have volunteered for duty. Piers had been conscripted into acting as technical support at the duke’s Windsor residence for the duration. Of all the siblings, he was the only one who could work with any of Wink’s inventions. As a boy, he’d called himself her apprentice and swore he wanted to be an engineer himself—until he’d gone to school and discovered whole other worlds of study.

				“Papa and Mum called this morning,” Piers told Wink and Nell. “They’re meeting us in Windsor. Come up if you can, once we have the all-clear.”

				“They’re not bringing the children?” Nell looked up in alarm.

				“Of course not.” Piers patted Nell’s hand. “This is just a quick visit—mostly because Papa’s still a Knight, and the duke called in all hands. The royal enclosure will be packed with Knights and their families.”

				“And one Irish earl,” Wink said. “Keep an eye on Liam’s family, please. Don’t let them humiliate him in public.”

				“Already planned on it.” Tom grinned. “I wonder if the earl likes to play cards.”

				The others laughed. Tom had made his living as a card sharp in Wapping. Liam’s father wouldn’t stand a chance.

				After Tom and Piers left and Nell went off to her classes, Jamie and Wink made their way to the Camelot Club. Much of the staff had decamped for Windsor with the duke, so the place had an odd, almost haunted feel to it. Along with Connor, they spent the day poring over printouts and trying to make connections.

				“Well, it’s about bloody time.” Shortly before five o’clock, Jamie hooted and waved a sheet of newspaper over his head like a flag. “After six hours of reading Society gossip until I wanted to puke, I finally found the name of Lord Trumball’s mistress—a Mrs. Harriette Eggerston.”

				“Good,” Wink said. “Now for another property search.” She flexed her fingers and keyed the name into the analytical engine as Jamie spelled it.

				Connor sighed and picked up another stack of papers. “I know. Start hunting for that name anywhere.”

				“Exactly.”

				Jamie stood and stretched. “I’m ordering supper. I think we’re going to be here awhile.”

				* * *

				Liam looked out over the racecourse with a captain from each of the Household Cavalry regiments. “The grounds tomorrow will be sewn up right and tight,” the Life Guard captain said with a crisp nod. “No rioters will be anywhere near the royal procession. I can promise you that.”

				“Indeed.” The Blues and Royals officer nodded briskly. “We’ll have the perimeter of the royal enclosure secured. The Yeomen of the Guard will be in the procession itself, surrounding Her Majesty and then inside the enclosure with her at all times. We’ve pulled in a couple other regiments from the area as well, to fill in as needed.”

				Liam nodded. “And there will be a mix of plainclothes and uniformed policemen along with Home Office agents and retired military volunteers mingling among the public stands. Altogether, that should keep out any determined insurgents.” There would be as much military and civilian firepower here as there had been at some of the battles in the Crimea. The Queen and her consort had refused to disappoint the populace by not attending, but at least none of the Royal children would be present. The Prince of Wales, in particular, was safely back at Buckingham.

				The Army had scores of men watching the grounds overnight, so Liam caught a lift back to Windsor and took himself off for a walk to clear his head. He’d be bunking with Tom and Piers tonight since the Duke’s townhouse near the castle was overflowing with every Knight and Order employee not on assignment elsewhere. There was also a large number of Hadrians. Liam really wasn’t looking forward to sitting down and chatting with Merrick. While he’d come to grips with loving Wink, he wasn’t ready to ask the man for her hand.

				The idea of marriage still scared the hell out of him, but it had begun to seem more or less inevitable. If they continued as they were, sooner or later they’d get caught, either in flagrante delicto by one of her myriad relations or by a pregnancy. As he’d warned her, no method of contraception was foolproof. And yet, perhaps, with Wink, it wouldn’t be the disaster he’d feared. She was so much stronger than his mother had been. She wouldn’t let anyone, even him, hurt one of her children. Perhaps she was right. Maybe they could make a go of it. After the insanity of this week was over, he’d spend some time sorting things out. At the very least, he wanted to tell her he loved her.

				“McCullough, old boy. Didn’t think I’d see you at the races.”

				Liam looked up to see Kersleigh and Lord Eustace smiling at him from the front stoop of a pub.

				Eustace waved him over. “Well, come on in, man. Everybody’s here. Have a drink or two with us.”

				“Sure.” Cringing internally, Liam made his was across the street. “What luck, running into you here.” Indeed. What rotten luck.

				Liam let Eustace and Kersleigh lead him into the pub. Haversham and a couple of the others Liam had met at the meeting were present, all of them apparently lodging at the same inn.

				Haversham clapped Liam on the shoulder. “So where are you staying, old chap? I think they’re full up here, but if you need a bed, you could share with someone, I’m sure.”

				Liam shook his head and accepted a mug of ale. “Here on official business, so my lodging is covered,” he said. “They always like to have a few coppers watching the betting stands and keeping an eye on the riffraff.” It was the first excuse he could think of to explain his presence.

				“Good, good.” Haversham nodded. “You’ve met Kersleigh, right?” He nodded toward the man sitting next to him. “Our illustrious founder, eh.”

				“We’ve met.” Liam reached across to shake Kersleigh’s hand.

				Half an hour of idle chatter later, and Liam was ready to shoot himself in the foot for an excuse to leave. He drained his drink and stood. “Well, duty calls and all that. I’ll try to catch up with you later in the week.”

				Kersleigh stood as well. “I need a bit of air. I’ll walk with you a ways, Inspector.”

				“Decent of you.” Liam’s feet didn’t seem to work entirely properly. He made it out the door and gulped in some fresh air, his head swimming.

				“Sorry about this, Inspector.” Kersleigh wrapped an arm around Liam’s waist as if he was helping a drunken friend, and walked him to a coach waiting behind the inn. “I was watching for you all day. Slipped some wolf’s bane in your ale. Can’t have you interfering with the grand plan, now, can we?”

				Liam’s world tilted and two big men came off the coach to bundle him inside. One held his nose while the other poured a noxious liquid down his throat.

				“Good night, Inspector. It seems you’ll be part of the Glorious Revolution after all.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				“You’re going to be my best creation yet.”

				Liam fought against the lassitude that dragged at him and managed to open his eyes. An unfamiliar woman leaned over him, her head bent over Liam’s hand. “Who the hell are you?”

				“Mind your manners, boy.” As she twisted the screwdriver she held over his hand, Liam’s arm went into a painful spasm up to the shoulder. “I’m your new mistress. And you—you are going to make a lovely mechanical soldier. I’ve never worked with anyone so strong.” She wasn’t young, but hadn’t yet gone gray. With medium brown hair and blue eyes, the woman wouldn’t have turned any heads, but she held herself with the confidence of a woman in control of her own fortunes.

				He tried to move but found he was held in place by a number of chains—silvered ones, based on the way they burned his skin. His vision cleared enough that he could look around him. The sloped walls and equipment attached suggested he was in the hold of a ship—no, an airship. That was a spare hot-air burner in the corner. They weren’t moving, though—the room was steady beneath the table he lay on.

				A moment of panic ripped through him when he realized he couldn’t feel his feet. Looking down at them, he saw his legs had been encased in shining bronze, along with the lower half of his torso. Standing a few yards away was row on row of gleaming metal-covered humans—just like he would be soon.

				Bloody Kersleigh!

				Even when he’d been hiding in a closet, bruised from his father’s fists, Liam had never been in a situation as dire as this. It took all his strength not to give in to the terror and the pain. He needed to keep his head. He needed to figure out a way to escape. A raw moan filled the air and he realized the sound had come from his own mouth. He tried to move, but his limbs refused to respond to his brain’s commands.

				“So, our new experiment is awake.” A man’s face appeared over the woman’s shoulder. It wasn’t Kersleigh, but there was a distinct resemblance in the hawk-like nose and the shape of his jaw. He had the same straight dark hair, though not as neatly slicked back. “How’s the operation going, my love?”

				“Well enough,” she said. “The silver wire seems to be working as we suspected it would. This would have been easier back at the warehouse, but I can make do here. Welcome to our private yacht, Inspector.”

				“Lord Trumball, I presume.” Liam heard his own voice weakly, as if through a fog. The man had removed his coat and a bandage wrapped his upper arm, showing through his thin linen shirt. Was he the one Jamie had shot in Wapping? “And you must be Mrs. Eggerston.”

				“I see you’ve done your research. Such a shame you chose to work for the police,” Trumball said. “You would have made an excellent asset for the Revolution.”

				“You’re not going to succeed.” Liam hoped to hell he was right. Could the Order and the cavalry fight off this many mechanical soldiers? There were dozens of them, more than he could count, and all presumably under Trumball’s command.

				“Of course we are.” Mrs. Eggerston tightened the screw holding the bronze glove to Liam’s left hand and began to poke wires into his right. Pain stabbed through him, but try as he might, he couldn’t so much as twitch a finger. Small cuts in his skin allowed her to connect the wires to his bones with tiny screws, just like he’d seen in the broken bit he’d found. Each cut into his skin burned—the scalpel they were using had to be silver. He felt every tendon and muscle as it was mutilated. White-hot agony seared him as the wire went into his bones. “My brother is one of the chief officers of the Yeomen of the Guard. Believe me, Her High-and-Mightiness is totally convinced this is nothing more than a silly ploy to keep her from her public.”

				Liam groaned. That explained the lack of cooperation they’d gotten from the palace. The military would be present for show, but weren’t truly expecting trouble.

				Little by little, Eggerston and Trumball encased him in metal, fusing it to every bone, muscle and joint as they went. Through it all, he remained conscious, in excruciating pain and helpless. The wolf’s bane toxin and the sheer quantity of silver inside his body prevented him from shifting or even moving at all.

				“Why?” he asked Trumball as the man helped his mistress bolt the breastplate over Liam’s chest. “You’re not a younger son. What’s in this for you?”

				Trumball shook his head. “The whole Prodigal’s Club nonsense? Bah. They’re little more than a distraction—though they have proven a useful source of funds. They also give my brother Victor something to do. His job is to keep the soldiers and police too busy putting down their petty riot to notice when my army arrives. Once I’ve killed that usurper bitch and proven the superiority of my—our—soldiers, Parliament will give in and grant me the throne, as the rightful heir of George IV.”

				“And one day, my son—our son—will be king,” Eggerston crowed. Now she began to shove wires into Liam’s neck, making him scream.

				Soon, his screams stopped. He couldn’t even do that, not even move his lips. All motor control over his body was gone. All he could manage was to blink. Swearing mentally, Liam lay there in horror until they’d clamped the final piece of armor on—the faceplate that left him little more than a breathing hole and eye openings.

				“Here we go, my love.” Trumball pressed a button on a small device about the size of a snuffbox. Liam’s spine jerked, and he found himself sitting upright.

				Eggerston cheered.

				Trumball pressed another button, and Liam stood.

				“Oh, excellent work, dearest.” Trumball gave his mistress a smacking kiss.

				Liam tried to fight, but no matter how he struggled, his body moved without his conscious control. He made his way to one of the rows of soldiers and took his place at the head of it.

				As the lights turned out, he remained standing, but his body felt no fatigue. In fact he felt no physical sensations at all—just horror.

				“Good night, my beautiful army,” Eggerston called as she left, giggling like a girl and clinging to Trumball’s arm. “Tomorrow we take over the kingdom.”

				* * *

				“Wink, wake up.”

				Wink rolled over to see Jamie standing beside her bed. “What’s wrong?”

				He shrugged. “I don’t know, but something’s gone totally pear-shaped. We need to get back to work.”

				She sat up and rubbed her eyes, glad she was in a sedate cotton nightgown. “Have you called Windsor? Is everything all right there?”

				He nodded. “They’re all accounted for, except Liam. And we all know he likes to walk at night, on four legs. I just think we need to find where they’re keeping the prisoners.”

				If Jamie thought it was important, Wink wasn’t going to argue. She threw back the covers. “Go call Connor. Have him meet us at the Club. There has to be something we can do.”

				Jamie smiled. “Thanks for believing in me.”

				Wink tousled his hair. “No problem. Now go.”

				She dragged on her coveralls and sturdy boots instead of a skirt and corset. If there was trouble, she preferred to meet it armed to the teeth.

				They worked through the night, catching naps in shifts. It was only after the steward brought in breakfast that Connor shouted, “Eureka.”

				Wink and Jamie looked over at him, bleary eyed, barely daring to hope.

				“Please tell me you’ve found the secret spell that will end this once and for all,” Jamie said.

				“Not quite.” Connor shrugged. “But this is good. There’s a warehouse in Richmond, right on the river, owned by one Harold Eggerston, minor. It was purchased just two years ago. Want to guess who his legal guardian is?”

				“His mother’s protector, one Lord Trumball, I’m guessing?” Wink keyed in another search. A few minutes later, she studied the printout. “Right. I’ve got a baptismal record for little Harold. His father is listed as unidentified. He’s eight. Now why would an eight-year-old want a warehouse?”

				“Perhaps Lord Trumball—that is, his unidentified father—buys him too many toys to keep in the house.” Jamie flipped through another sheaf. “According to Debrett’s, Trumball is married, but doesn’t have any legitimate children. Harold might be his one and only.”

				“That would make him heir apparent as well, if I follow Trumball’s thinking correctly. Well, we have an address,” Connor said. “I’m off to investigate.”

				“We’ll all go,” Wink said. “We’re not much of a force, but we’re all we’ve got. With George and Jojo, we have a few reinforcements.”

				Connor winced. “You know your father is going to kill me, right?”

				Jamie shrugged. “Papa knows us. And he’s made sure we were trained, even the girls.”

				“Jamie, gather our weapons.” Wink keyed in the instructions to print out a map of the address. “Connor, can you telephone Superintendent Dugan? Liam said he was staying in London. Perhaps he can arrange us a boat. I’ll bet you anything that this warehouse opens onto the water, since that’s how they’ve transported their victims.”

				A few minutes later, they reconvened.

				“We found the warehouse.” Wink held up a detailed map of the Richmond waterfront. “I was right. It’s on the river and has its own dock.”

				Jamie handed Wink her rapier and the electrical stun gun, which she strapped on. Jamie tapped the experimental weapon. “Connor, did you purchase one of these for yourself?”

				Connor shook his head. “Why?”

				Jamie shrugged. “I don’t know. I just have the feeling they might come in handy. Couldn’t tell you what for. Maybe there’s someone we’ll need to subdue and not kill.”

				“I didn’t buy one for myself, but since Wink approved them, I did purchase a few for the Order.” Connor strode off to the weapons locker and returned with three more. “This is all we have. I thought Superintendent Dugan might like one as well.”

				Jamie and Connor each strapped one on their waists. They used an Order carriage to travel to the police dock, and during the ride, they all cranked up their electrical charges. At the boat, they met Dugan with two young, uniformed constables. It wasn’t much of a force, but it was better than nothing.

				“I have a bad feeling we need to hurry,” Jamie said. “I didn’t want to say anything to you until I was sure, but I saw something else on the way here. Something horrible has happened to Liam.”

				“The hell you say!” Wink glared at him. “And you waited until now to mention it?”

				Jamie shrugged. “Sometimes the visions don’t sort themselves out right away.”

				“Top speed, lad,” Dugan said to the pilot, his gruff voice thicker than Wink had ever heard it. He’d been around the Hadrians enough to trust Jamie’s feelings. “That boy’s the closest thing I’ve ever had to a son.”

				Wink swallowed tears and slipped her hand into the officer’s bigger one and they sat there, silently trying to comfort one another.

				It wasn’t a long journey, but due to the urgency Jamie displayed, it seemed to take forever. Wink checked her watch just before they docked. “It’s almost noon, gents. The royal procession starts at two. If they’ve got something planned for today, that only gives us two hours to put a stop to it.” Only two hours to rescue Liam, if only they weren’t already too late.

				The dock was deserted, allowing them to tie up without any trouble. Dugan left one constable to guard the boat, leaving them a force of five, plus George. It wasn’t much, if they found themselves facing an army of metal soldiers, but hopefully that wouldn’t come to pass.

				“Place looks deserted,” said Dugan as they moved close to the building. “Might have already left.”

				“Christ, I hope not.” Wink eased over to the door and held her ear against it. “I can’t hear anything inside. Shall I pick the lock, or shoot it off?”

				“Allow me,” said Connor.

				Wink moved aside, pointing her weapon toward the door, along with the others. Connor muttered the words of a spell and the hinges and lock disintegrated, allowing him to kick the door in. The crash echoed in the empty space of the warehouse.

				“Damn it.” Wink looked at the floor, spotted with machine oil, but not dusty enough to have been abandoned for long. “We’re too late.”

				“’Fraid so, lass.” Dugan patted her shoulder.

				“Over there.” Jamie pointed to one shadowed corner, where a tarpaulin mostly covered a pile of…something. Guns still drawn, they approached it. George growled. Something beneath the tarp twitched, and Wink lifted her stunner, nodding to Connor who held his sword out to lift the edge of the heavy sailcloth. The stench of rot nearly overwhelmed her, and she carefully breathed through her mouth.

				Metal-covered bodies, mutilated unclad bodies and scraps of spare metal had been haphazardly tossed into a pile. Humans and dogs in various states of decay had obviously failed at some point in their conversion. On the top of the pile, a dog, its left hind leg missing, flailed weakly with its right. Connor shot the poor animal, but the bullet pinged off, ricocheting into the wall.

				“They’re impervious,” Dugan said in horror. “How will we stop them?”

				Just enough golden fur showed at the torn-off leg for Wink to know it wasn’t Liam. Her racing heart slowed a tad, enough to make her hand steady. “I have an idea.” She turned the dial on her stun gun up to full charge and shot the still-twitching dog.

				When the electrodes hit the metal, there was a zap of electricity and then a crackle. Sparks burst from several of the joints and the dog’s frame went lax, its limbs hanging loosely in their sockets.

				Connor pulled the dog off the pile while Wink extracted a screwdriver from her tool belt. She opened the dog’s faceplate to reveal a once-beautiful collie. “It’s dead. Now we know—we can stop them with electricity, but we may well kill the man or dog inside. It depends on how far gone this one was when I shot him.”

				“Maybe a lower charge,” Connor said. He and Jamie began the grisly task of sorting through the remaining bodies, all of which were already dead. None were Liam or Eamon Miller, thank goodness. Neither were any of the dogs a large silver-and-black wolf.

				On the bottom of the pile was a dented box—perhaps four inches by three and two inches deep. Several buttons and dials covered the surface, and a steel rod poked out the top.

				“Radio waves,” Wink whispered in awe as she unscrewed the box and studied the wiring. “Oh, my goodness, they’re using radio waves instead of wires for the controls. It’s brilliant—I had no idea this was possible.”

				Hurriedly, she put the unit back together and pointed it at the deceased bodies. One button had been jammed, but others looked fine. She pressed a button labeled L and the left front paw on each dog corpse lifted. When she pushed F, the dead animals began to move their paws in a macabre parody of motion. The human corpses remained still, as did the dog they’d electrocuted.

				“They work even if the host is dead.” Dugan crossed himself. “Satan’s own work.”

				“But why do they need a body inside the suit?” Jamie asked. “Couldn’t this work with pure automations?”

				Wink shook her head. “I don’t know. The only thing I can think of is that they couldn’t get the same degree of control with so many at once. It must be some kind of limitation in their analytical engine processing.”

				“Or maybe the suit came first and then the plan,” Connor said.

				“Or it could be a cost issue,” Wink said. “Metal framework is expensive—it would add two or three times as much metal to make an armature and all the actuators provided by human bone and muscle. Kidnapped flesh is cheap.”

				“And it weighs less.” Jamie picked up one of the smaller dogs. “With dozens of these, traveling by boat, that may be an issue. This weighs maybe a third of what George does.”

				“It doesn’t matter why.” Dugan took the box from Wink, set it on the floor and peppered it with shots before Wink could stop him. All the limbs on the corpses went limp.

				“Well, now we know how to turn off the army,” Wink said, looking grimly at the box. She could have used that to try to take control of the soldiers, or at least the dogs. “We need to destroy the controllers, not the soldiers. I don’t know how many controllers there will be. At least one each for dogs and humans. Possibly more. They’re the key, though, to stopping the army without killing the victims.”

				“Based on the scuffing of the floor,” Dugan said, “I’d guess there were close on a hundred altogether. Maybe half men, half dogs?”

				Wink nodded and stood. “What we need to know now is, where they went, and how.”

				“A boat, likely,” the young constable said. “Though if I was invading Ascot, I’d go by airship. Drop right in the middle of the racecourse.”

				Wink, Jamie and Connor looked at one another, and all of them paled. Wink swallowed hard. “Of course.”

				They ran up to the roof where they found moorings and equipment, but no ship. The army was already long gone.

				“They could be anywhere,” Connor said. “If it were me, I’d have staged somewhere nearby overnight, and been ready to go at just the right time.”

				Dugan nodded. “The royal procession. It’s when the Queen is the most vulnerable.”

				“We need to get to Ascot,” Wink said. “Fast. Maybe we can get the duke to call off the royal procession.”

				Jamie’s face had gone white. He looked at his watch. “It’s too late. All we can do is stem the tide. We need an airship of our own.”

				“The Order has one,” Connor said. “We keep it at the Lakes’ estate here in Richmond. That’s not far at all.”

				“I can fly it,” Wink said. “Let’s go.”

				Connor ran toward the door, the others close behind. “I can telephone Windsor while you get it ready to fly.”

				“Tell them to use electricity by any means possible,” Wink said grimly. “If it comes to saving hundreds of lives, we have to kill the mechanical soldiers if we can’t get to the controllers.” She gulped in a deep breath. “It’s what Liam would want.” Probably most of the others as well, if she stopped to think of them.

				As she hurriedly prepared the small airship for flight, using Jamie and the two constables as crew, Wink ran through every prayer she’d ever heard—to just about any god she’d ever heard of. She wasn’t religious and she wasn’t picky. Connor boarded at the last minute before liftoff, shaking his head.

				“I couldn’t reach anyone except the palace. They said they’re prepared for trouble, but the procession is going forward.”

				“Stubborn royals.” Wink eased the small dirigible up into the air and turned the nose toward Ascot. “Did they at least say if they have electrical weapons?”

				Connor shrugged. “None that I know of. I think we have the only ones.”

				It was the longest hour of Wink’s life, but they saw from the air that nothing was amiss as they approached the racecourse. Neither did they see another airship approaching. Of course there was still a solid thirty minutes before the royal procession would arrive. The convoy was visible a ways down the road from Windsor Castle, surrounded by more soldiers than Wink had ever seen in one place.

				A riot appeared to be going on just outside the public entrance to the racecourse. A fair number of the soldiers had congregated there, drawing them away from their assigned posts, away from where the royal procession would enter the grounds.

				“A distraction, do you think?” Wink asked, pointing toward the fracas. Shouting could be heard even up in the air, over the sounds of the dirigible’s engine.

				“I’d say so,” Dugan answered. “Keeping the soldiers occupied.”

				“Most of the Order will already be in the royal enclosure,” Connor said as they began to descend into a nearby farm field. Several mounted, scarlet-clad soldiers waited nearby, their rifles at the ready.

				All five of the men tossed over sandbags as Wink eased the ship to the ground and switched off the engines. Connor withdrew his Order credentials—they named him as a ranking employee of the Home Office—and waited as Jamie and a constable tossed down the gangplank. He held it high as he made his way to the officer who greeted him at gunpoint. Dugan, with his impressive whiskers and shiny brass badge, walked proudly beside Connor, adding a certain gravitas to their entourage.

				Wink couldn’t hear their argument, which went on for far longer than she was comfortable with. Then her ears picked up the faintest drone of engines from the sky. “They’re coming. We need to get to the Duke of Trowbridge. Now.”

				The lieutenant shrugged. “Fine. My orders are to cooperate with the duke and the Home Office. But you can’t go in the royal enclosure. Not dressed like that.”

				“That’ll do. Bring his grace out to us,” Connor said. “But blast it, man, hurry.” He looked up as if he too heard a dirigible coming.

				Enormous crowds filled the stands and the enclosed lawns while jockeys and grooms worked at their end of the course. Soldiers were everywhere, the Life Guards in scarlet and the Blues and Royals in their azure coats. George loped by Wink’s side while Jojo rode on Jamie’s shoulder. They ignored the riot, though the captains yelled for the other soldiers to return to their posts. The officer Connor spoke with dismounted and walked beside them, leading his horse into the grounds.

				He led them up to the door of the pavilion housing the most elevated parties. Wink could see her father near the door and she waved frantically. Moments later, Merrick emerged, with Kendall Lake right beside him.

				“Bring them in,” Kendall barked to the officer. “Now.”

				“But they’re not dressed properly,” the officer argued. “The rules—”

				“Bugger the rules,” Wink said. “The royal party is almost here and there’s a dirigible coming, loaded with mechanical soldiers.”

				Merrick nodded and Kendall strode off, presumably to rally the troops.

				“Kendall, electricity stops them but kills the men inside.” Wink turned to her father and let him see all the fear in her heart. “Papa? They’ve got Liam.”

				Merrick hugged Wink tight. “We’ll get him back, darling. Werewolves are hard to kill.” More familiar faces spilled from the enclosure, including her mother, Tom, Piers and Lord Drood, a descendant of Merlin and the most powerful magician alive.

				“We think the control devices are the key to shutting down the soldiers without killing them,” Connor added. “Shooting whoever has those would save a lot of innocent lives. The men and women in those suits aren’t willing participants.”

				Just then the royal procession turned into the grounds. The military escort rode ahead, followed by the open landau containing the Queen and Prince Consort.

				The sound of the dirigible drew closer, until Wink could see it emerge over the grandstand. Several of the officers fired, but the hydrogen-containing envelope was protected by a series of loose-fitting metal plates. The procession continued down the field, until the captain of the Lifeguards and the duke ran out and halted the lead horse of the Queen’s landau.

				One of the Yeomen turned and casually shot the captain. People screamed as the man turned his gun on the plump figure of Queen Victoria.

				The Duke of Trowbridge shot the Yeoman, but the horse he was holding bolted, dragging the coach and leaving Kendall’s father in a crumpled heap on the lawn.

				The other guards halted the bolting carriage and a dozen or so others formed a living corridor of men and horses. Smoothly and expertly, they whisked the Queen to the safety of the royal enclosure just as the dirigible landed in the field.

				As soon as the airship touched down, a series of explosions blasted open the hull. Several panels in the sides of the gondola burst open, and troops of bronze-covered men issued forth from some panels, while a stream of marching dogs spewed out of the others. The dogs targeted the public grandstand and the horses on the far end of the field, while the men marched loudly toward the higher-priced viewing areas, with one contingent aimed right at the royal enclosure.

				Chaos reigned. The rioters scattered and ran. Wink lost track of who went where as soldiers fired at the mechanical army only to find their bullets uselessly bouncing aside. The mechanicals destroyed anyone who got in their way, rending limbs and pummeling soldiers and horses alike. Even the hardened cavalry soldiers screamed as they bled to death after an arm or leg was torn off. Others were pushed down and trampled under the marching feet of the mechanical army.

				Another group reached the stands and began killing those spectators who hadn’t yet gotten away.

				Wink, Jamie and Connor blocked the entrance to the royal enclosure, shooting the oncoming soldiers with their electrode weapons, dropping several. She mentally apologized to the innocent souls inside the suits and with each shot she prayed one of them wasn’t Liam. Her father, Kendall and Tom ran around the column of soldiers toward the airship, pistols drawn. Wink’s mother stood just inside the door. When one soldier pushed past the defenses, Caroline reached out and laid her hand on it, whereupon it collapsed into a clanking heap.

				“Bless Mum and her anti-mechanical powers.”

				Lord Drood and his two sons chanted spells which dropped four and five soldiers at a time. Wink didn’t even pause to wonder if the people inside the felled mechanicals were alive or dead.

				Piers emerged from the royal enclosure with a bucket of water, which he dashed on one of the mechanicals. Someone inside must have started a bucket brigade, because Piers and one of the ladies-in-waiting had another bucketful, and then another. The machines crackled and popped as circuits shorted out and they fell. Two wolves burst out behind Piers and began knocking mechanical soldiers to the ground. Liam’s father and brother? It didn’t matter. The idea was working. Once downed, they were out of combat for a while at least. It was awkward for the soldiers to right themselves.

				“George, attack!” Wink set him to doing the same and reluctantly kept shooting as men, women and horses screamed and died. “Find Liam.”

				* * *

				Liam fought with everything he had to disobey the commands of his suit as he marched out of the dirigible with the others. It was no use. Completely without his permission, his body continued leading his rank toward the royal enclosure. He knew the plan—Eggerston liked to boast. The first rank’s job was to get them inside, but Eggerston expected them to eventually fall. Liam’s rank was to kill everyone in the royal party. Rifle shots pinged off his armor but he didn’t feel them, just saw the sparks. A few soldiers in front of him fell. Good. He hoped he’d die himself before hurting others, perhaps even someone he knew.

				Unable to do anything else, he marched forward, stepping over a fallen comrade.

				A wolf, his black-and-silver pelt ominously familiar, snaked between Liam’s legs. Father? Liam tripped, pitching forward, and the shock must have disengaged a wire or two. He managed to twist his hips and fall on his ass instead. Having retrieved just a little control of his legs, he tripped up the next three soldiers in the row, creating a domino effect.

				Through the fallen mechanicals, he caught sight of a long copper braid. Wink stood by the entrance to the enclosure, shooting frantically with her electrical gun.

				To Liam’s amazement, the thing seemed to work. He watched as one after another convulsed and fell.

				The sight of her sent a burst of energy through his body. He’d gained some control with the fall, and the combination of that and the shock of seeing his lover in the line of fire seemed to make something in him snap. More wires came loose and blood dripped down the back of his neck as he fought his way up to a standing position and turned.

				His feet continued to march forward and he saw her beloved face, ever closer. He concentrated hard, trying to get his body to expel the wires and electrodes.

				Wink was only a few yards away. His arm tried to rise, to smash her aside.

				No! Fury burst through his skull and the wires all burst free, expelled by his body’s regenerative abilities. He was bloody, weak and in more pain than he’d ever been, but he stopped moving, finally able to ignore the commands of the suit. Turning, he stalked back, around the others, toward the ship, praying Wink could hold out a few minutes more.

				A metallic growl sounded from beside him and he looked down. A very familiar mechanical dog loped at his side. “George? Go back. Guard Wink.”

				George ignored his command and continued by his side, knocking other soldiers away. On his other side, Liam saw the wolf—no, there were two of them—doing the same, helping clear a path. Knocking more mechanicals aside as he went, he made it to the hatch of the airship.

				“Take out the control boxes.” Liam heard Merrick Hadrian’s shout, which concurred with his own idea of what needed to be done. He stepped back inside the hatch.

				“Stop!” Trumball stood just inside the ship’s opening, frantically pushing buttons. “Do as you’re told, damn it.”

				“No.” Liam reached out and grabbed the box from the man’s hand. With great pleasure, he crushed it beneath his bronze-covered fingers while Trumball screamed. George bore the man to the ground, and Liam’s father ripped out his throat.

				Liam turned away. He hadn’t planned to kill Trumball quite so quickly, but he didn’t care. All the soldiers in his phalanx had gone motionless. Only the dogs, still slaughtering the horses, jockeys and grooms, continued to move.

				Others had followed Liam back to the airship. He didn’t see them until they passed, the mask limiting his vision. Merrick dashed into the ship to Eggerston, who stood at the far end with the other box. He cast a spell and the remote fell from the woman’s hand and sizzled. All the dogs went still.

				Tom was right behind him and he tied Eggerston’s hands behind her while she screeched profanity.

				Merrick stepped down and paused in front of Liam. “McCullough?”

				“How did you know?” His voice sounded weak and far away through the minuscule mouth hole.

				Merrick lifted an eyebrow. “George and your father seem to think so.” He put a hand on Liam’s shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go get you out of that suit.”

				Liam stepped on the remains of the box, crushing it to bits. He turned back toward the crowd, but before he could move, Wink came running up and threw her arms around him, suit and all.

				“Thank God, thank God, thank God.” She backed away and clung to his arm. “Are you hurt?”

				“Not much.” Thank God indeed. He held perfectly still, afraid to do her harm if he moved. He saw the wolves beside her and sighed. He’d thought the second was his brother, but, no, she was decidedly female. “Father, Imogene, allow me to introduce Miss Winifred Hadrian, my future bride, if she’ll have me.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				The Ascot Rebellion Massacre would go down in the annals of British history. Not a living soul present had any doubt of that. As Liam let the others lead him back to the stands, he saw the carnage on the fields and at the edges of the stands. Dozens of soldiers had been killed, along with any number of jockeys, grooms and those bystanders unfortunate enough to be next to the rail. Dead and dying race horses and cavalry mounts added to the blood and noise. Liam had no idea if any of the other mechanical soldiers could be saved. Obviously his ability to heal himself had somehow asserted itself at the very end, rejecting the wires controlling him. He had no idea if it would work on the humans.

				“Can you sit?” Wink said as they reached a wooden bench that someone turned right side up for him.

				Liam sat. “Someone needs to find and arrest Kersleigh, if he’s still alive.” He held himself motionless while she unscrewed the bronze helmet. “He’s in this up to his eyeballs.”

				“What about Haversham and the others?” Tom asked.

				Liam sighed. His entire body ached now that sensation had begun to return. “Just Kersleigh. The others were nothing but dupes.”

				Tom and Kendall came back with Kersleigh, spitting and swearing. Piers looked at him and shook his head. “Your brother never knew, did he?”

				Kersleigh looked up. “Knew what?”

				“That you had no intention of letting him be king.” Piers, the genius Hadrian, sighed. “You were the older brother, and if he got the laws reversed to allow illegitimate sons to inherit, then he wasn’t the first Trumball’s logical heir. You were. You were simply letting him pave the way, weren’t you?”

				“You can’t prove that.” He sneered. “You may have stopped me, but this isn’t the end, you know. The rich getting richer, the poor dying in the streets. Think of France before the Terror. Bad things are coming. At least if I was in charge, the peasants would think they had a chance at change.” His words turned to cursing as two of the Life Guards dragged him away.

				Over on the lawn, some of the racegoers mobbed and tore apart one of the mechanical soldiers. The poor man was alive and screaming for just a moment.

				“Everyone who isn’t injured, go help the army stop the rioting and start trying to free the others,” Kendall ordered. He carried his father’s still but breathing form into the enclosure.

				“Not the ones we electrocuted. I suspect those are truly dead.” Wink paused to touch the shoulder of his suit. “I’m sorry, Liam. I was terrified you were one of them, but I couldn’t see any other way to save the Queen.”

				“You were amazing,” he said, completely heedless of their audience which included both her parents and his. “No regrets, my love. If I’d been one of the men in front, I wouldn’t have blamed you. I knew what they were making me do, you know. I could see and hear everything. My body simply refused to obey me. I’m sure most of them would have considered their death a welcome release.”

				“The duke will live. So will all of the Queen’s party except for a few of her guards.” Kendall came out of the structure. “Lord Drood, what are our casualties?”

				“No Knights,” the older man replied. “We have some injured—MacKay and one of my sons.”

				“I’ll mend,” Connor said. “All I have is a sore head where one of them clunked me.”

				“Me too, Father,” said one of the Knights who bore a striking resemblance to Drood. “Broken leg is all.”

				“Jamie will mend as well,” the lad piped up from where he sat with his mother bandaging his shoulder. “It’s only a flesh wound.”

				“He caught a ricochet round from someone’s rifle,” Caroline said. “But it went straight through the muscle of his arm. He’ll be all right.”

				It was Connor who said, “Where’s Superintendent Dugan?”

				“Oh, hell,” Liam said. Wink pulled the face plate of his helmet off, allowing him a wider field of vision. “Man down. Over there by the rail.”

				Merrick and Tom had gone off to help control the crowd, so Connor limped over and helped Lord Drood push aside one of the metal soldiers.

				“Damn it.” Connor knelt and laid his head on Dugan’s chest before turning to Liam and shaking his head. “I’m sorry. His neck is broken.”

				Wink pulled the helmet from Liam’s head, yanking the wires out of his neck as she did. He felt a tear splash on his scalp. “I’m sorry, Liam.”

				“We won the day and saved the realm,” Liam said. “That’s the memorial he would have wanted.” A tear or two dripped down his own cheeks, and with his hands still armored he couldn’t wipe them away.

				Liam’s father and stepmother emerged from behind the enclosure, both mostly dressed, but barefoot. Liam nodded to them both. “Thank you for your help. Tripping the soldiers was a brilliant idea.”

				His father nodded. “Imogene thought of it. Couldn’t leave you out there to fend for yourself, could we?”

				“Even Her Majesty’s ladies-in-waiting joined the fray,” Imogene said lightly. “We could hardly do less.”

				Well, that explained everything, then. His stepmother had always been a stickler for appearances. Neither of them bothered to help tend the wounded or free Liam from his armor cage.

				Meanwhile, Wink and Merrick pulled the chest and back plates off Liam. Soon, the armor was completely gone. Liam couldn’t stand. He was weak as a kitten after all the silver in the wires that had been stabbed into his skin. Someone wrapped a blanket around him, though at least the bastards had left his smalls on inside the suit. He thought he might be shivering, but he didn’t care. He was alive and she was unhurt. The royal family had been saved and justice was served. Nothing else mattered.

				“I love you,” he whispered when Wink sat beside him and wound her arms around his chest. “I thought I’d never get the chance to say it, but I love you beyond all reason. You will marry me, won’t you? Take pity on a wounded copper and put me out of my misery.” It hadn’t escaped him that she’d failed to respond to his battlefield proposal. After all they’d been through, he couldn’t let her get away from him now.

				“Of course I will, you idiot.” She kissed him sweetly, heedless of their audience. “Nothing would make me happier than to be your wife. I love you too.”

				* * *

				Wink didn’t get to talk to Liam again until much, much later. Hugs and congratulations from her parents, siblings and friends trickled in as she and Piers oversaw the disassembly of the mechanical soldiers, with the help of several armed guards, intent on keeping out the public who demanded retribution. Much of Britain’s populace would never believe that the captives hadn’t fought willingly, so an agreement to keep the names secret was quickly formed among law enforcement circles.

				The good news was that slightly more than half of the men and women were alive when they were pulled from their suits. Looking into their eyes, though, Wink knew they’d all have a long road to recovery, Eamon Miller among them. Some of them, she suspected, would look for death in the Thames or in a bottle, but then some of them had been on that road before they were captured. Eamon would be all right. His mother wouldn’t let him be otherwise. More of the dogs survived. Nicky, the sole survivor from the circus, offered to help organize a shelter for them until their owners could be found. The footman from the brothel volunteered to help. Some showing amazing fortitude, the survivors rallied around to help one another.

				It was a tired, wounded and bedraggled crowd that made their way back to London and Hadrian House that evening. With Windsor overflowing with soldiers, all the visiting nobility had been sent elsewhere. Naturally, in light of the impromptu announcement of their engagement, her parents had invited Lord and Lady Bell to come home with them and Liam’s parents had accepted, only after they’d seen the Queen herself thank the Hadrians for their roles in saving the day. Wink was rather glad she wouldn’t be living anywhere near her future in-laws.

				Piers and Tom escorted Eamon Miller and Nicky Roman back to their families, while the wounded were tended to more carefully than they’d been on the field. Finally, after bathing and changing into blood-free clothing, the entire McCullough and Hadrian families sat down to a late supper. Wink wore Liam’s wolf brooch openly at the collar of her shirtwaist. His smile when he saw it made her blush.

				Over the meal, Nell and Dorothy demanded a detailed accounting of the day’s events. Jamie made the most of his wounded warrior status and everyone silently mourned Superintendent Dugan. Kersleigh’s parting words were discussed in hushed, thoughtful tones. Mostly, Wink kept a watch on Liam. He might deny it, but the weakness lingered. She made a mental note to give any pieces of silver jewelry she had to Nell.

				“So now that you’re to be married, you’ll be coming home to Ireland, of course,” Lord Bell said between enormous bites of cold roast beef. Wink made another note to stock large amounts of meat in a werewolf household. “We’ll find something for you to do on the estate, I imagine. You won’t want to raise cubs here in town.”

				“Absolutely not.” Liam continued eating, brushing off his father’s words without even looking at the man. “I have responsibilities here. We’ll manage.”

				Lord Bell snarled, but a sharp rap on the elbow from his wife stopped whatever he was about to say.

				While Wink was grateful to Liam’s father and his lady for helping in the battle, she recognized a bully when she saw one. It was no wonder Liam had wanted to distance himself from this man. She gave her future father-in-law a polite smile. “Actually, we’d discussed the purchase of a small property just outside London. That way, we’ll have sufficient space, but can easily commute in by train or steam car like so many others who work in the city.”

				Liam shot her a glance. They’d discussed no such thing, but he didn’t gainsay her.

				Lady Bell’s eyes widened when Wink mentioned the word we regarding work. “You intend to be…employed? Even after your marriage?” She might as well have said the word leper, she put so much horror into it.

				“Of course.” She had no intention of giving up her employment, though her duties might change in the future, when they had children.

				Liam nodded and patted her hand. “I wouldn’t expect otherwise.”

				Her own family just nodded and smiled fondly.

				“There’s already been talk of Liam taking Dugan’s position as Superintendent,” Merrick said. “And, more than likely, a knighthood.”

				“Excellent.” This time Lady Bell smiled. She, unlike her husband, was making some effort to be polite.

				“Like we need more sirs in this family,” Jamie grumbled, making everyone laugh.

				Liam’s stepmother pushed forward. “So when is the wedding? Will it be here, or at your home in the North? Autumn is a lovely time for weddings.”

				“Here.” This time Liam answered, lacing his fingers through Wink’s. The look he gave her took her breath away. “Soon.”

				Caroline laughed and turned to Liam’s parents. “Don’t worry, Lady Bell. We can put together a decent wedding on short notice. I’ve already got most of a trousseau squirreled away for Wink. I’ve been expecting this for some time, you see. Those two have had eyes for each other since they met.”

				“She was just a child when they met,” Merrick objected. “He better not have had eyes for her then.”

				“Admiration, yes.” Liam held up a hand. “I promise I had no inappropriate thoughts—not until she was significantly older.”

				Wink grinned and slanted her eyes in a gaze meant to sizzle his toes. “Sorry. I can’t say the same.”

				Lady Bell gasped in horror and her husband snorted in derision. Liam sent Wink a look apologizing for their rudeness but she shook her head. He wasn’t at fault for their bad behavior. Just the fact that he recognized it meant he was nothing like them.

				“Not that anyone cares about the man who was shot today.” Jamie’s arm hung in a sling, but he sat at the table, eating heartily. “But if anyone should happen to remember a promise she made, before her brain turned into girlish wedding-happy mush…”

				Wink sighed. “I said I would, and I will. Don’t be a brat.” She turned to their parents. “I think you should send this scapegrace to a military academy. Preferably the day after my wedding. Maybe they can drum some sense into his thick head.”

				“Seamus, is that what you want?” Caroline bit her lip and looked to her husband. “Truly?”

				Jamie nodded, his eyes wide and hopeful. “It is. Really.”

				Merrick patted his wife’s hand. “And you’ll behave there? Not get sent down?”

				Jamie nodded again, while his brothers and sisters rolled their eyes in disbelief.

				Merrick shrugged. “Why not?”

				Jamie whooped. An aborted attempt to pump his fist in the air ended in a yelp of pain.

				Lady Bell shuddered. “I don’t know how you managed with four children,” she said to Caroline. “Even if they’re not shifters, they’re so…rambunctious.”

				“Discipline,” Lord Bell muttered. He cast Jamie a look filled with disgust and more than a little fury. “That’s what’s needed. A firm hand.” He lifted his as if to show the rest of them how it was done.

				Merrick half rose from his seat, as did Tom and even Piers. Liam shifted so his shoulders were slightly between his father and Jamie, making Wink want to kiss him. Not that he needed to bother, but the instinct was perfect.

				“Oh, but we have nine. Didn’t you know that?” Caroline’s clear voice diffused the tension. She blinked with a faux-innocent expression that made her daughters giggle and Lady Bell’s eyes widen in shock. The men subsided in their seats, but kept cold eyes on Lord Bell.

				Caroline stared at him too, her uncanny green eyes narrowed. “That’s right. I have nine children and I wouldn’t trade even one of them. Not for the world.” She didn’t bother to explain that one was fostered and others were adopted. To her, it simply didn’t matter, which was part of why Wink loved her so dearly.

				“N-nine?” Lady Bell reached for her fan.

				Caroline smiled coldly. “Quite. Oh—and by the way.” She glared daggers at Liam’s father. “Anyone—regardless of relationship, rank, or even species, who dares strike a child in my presence, or even to my knowledge, won’t live long enough to regret it. Tom, dear, can you please pass the brussels sprouts?” Her gaze never left Lord Bell.

				Bell bared his teeth at the blatant challenge. Liam leaned forward again, as if intent on protecting Caroline from his father, but then Caroline tucked her hair back to reveal the points of her ears that marked her as part Fae. She bared her teeth in an almost lupine fashion that she must have learned from watching Liam. “That will include any of my future grandchildren. Do we have an understanding?”

				Lord Bell started to speak, but his wife gripped his shoulder.

				“Of course,” she said. “Discipline is the purview of the parents, not the grandparents.” She stared at her husband until he gave a curt nod and settled back in his seat.

				Wink bit her lip to keep from laughing. Liam’s hand closed on hers and merriment sparkled in his eyes. They’d never have to worry about Liam’s father around their children. The big, bad wolf had been put in his place by a dainty little elf.

				* * *

				Liam made an attempt to return to his own house to sleep but was overruled. His parents were here, Wink was here, and if he needed further medical attention, it was here. More exhausted than he wanted anyone to see, he retired to the room next to Tom’s shortly after the meal.

				As he made his way up the stairs, Nell stopped him. “I thought you’d want to know, Liam. Your mother’s ghost is smiling.”

				“She is?” He’d nearly forgotten Nell’s mention of the ghost over his shoulder, but his throat thickened at the reminder. “She’s happy that I survived? Or that Wink and I are getting married?”

				Nell tipped her head as if listening and smiled brilliantly. “Both. She’s moving on now, Liam. She says she couldn’t leave you while you were so alone, but now she thinks you’ll be fine.”

				“I will.” He heard tears in his own voice. “Mama—thank you. I hope I’ve made you proud.”

				“You have,” Nell said.

				“Then good-bye, Mama. I love you.”

				“She loves you too.” Nell’s eyes misted. “She’s gone now, Liam. Don’t be sad about that. She was ready to go.”

				“I’m glad.” Liam leaned down and kissed his sister-in-law-to-be on the cheek. “Thank you, Nell.”

				“My pleasure.” She patted his hand, then turned back to the drawing room and the rest of her family.

				He made his way up the stairs to the guest room he’d been assigned. The first thing he did was shift. After going from human to wolf to human a couple of times, he could sense an enormous decrease in the effect of the toxins. Now he just needed sleep.

				A knock on the door put paid to that idea. He opened it to find his father.

				“Yes?” Liam truly didn’t want to cope with Lord Bell’s horseshit right about then. His patience was long since gone.

				“We’ll be leaving right after the wedding,” Bell said. “Imogene doesn’t want to miss it. Bad form and all that.”

				“That’s fine,” Liam said. “I’m not coming back to Ireland. Now or ever.”

				Bell jerked his head in a parody of a nod. “Don’t know why—pack is pack. If you don’t give a damn about your own, I can’t make you. Don’t understand why though.”

				“I’m nothing like you,” Liam said. “I don’t want to be anything like you.”

				“Fair enough,” Bell said. “You’re more like your mother than I’d have preferred. She and I never got on.”

				“An understatement, but go on.” Liam was so exhausted he barely took in what his father was saying.

				“Your mother—she wasn’t my mate and I didn’t have much patience with her.” Bell shrugged. “Imogene and I are better suited. You sure this human girl is the one for you?”

				“I’m sure.” Liam would have some thinking to do about what had just come out. His father was a brutal jackass, but he could see where being married to the wrong woman would have exacerbated the man’s violent tendencies. Still, it was no excuse.

				“Anyway, Imogene told me to say you did a good job today.” He looked as miserable as if his fangs were being pulled at having to compliment Liam. “These people you know—they’re not weak like most humans.”

				“No.” Liam shook his head. He’d reached his limit. “Thank you, Father. Good night.”

				He closed the door in Lord Bell’s face before he fell into the bed and immediately into slumber.

				He woke some hours later when someone lifted the blanket and a soft body crawled in beside him.

				“I couldn’t sleep,” Wink whispered. “I know you need to rest, but I just wanted… I mean, you almost…” Her voice cracked.

				Liam pulled her against him and cradled her in his arms. “Shh. I understand. Good lord, woman, you were in danger too. Do you think I don’t feel the same? That I don’t need to hold you and assure myself you’re all right?” His body responded instantly to her closeness, letting both of them know he was mending quite well.

				Wink snuggled tightly into him. “I love you.” She kissed him lightly. “I wanted to say it in private for once. I love you with all my heart.”

				He returned her kiss with a deeper, more sensual one. “And I love you. You are my heart, Winifred. Thank you for not giving up on me.”

				“Never.”

				They made love slowly and tenderly. Later, as they lay together in the dark, he said, “That was a good idea, buying some land outside of town. You can build us a steam car to come in to work.” He’d never force her to stop working for the Order, but he did hope she’d never be in a battle like that again. Hell, he hoped he’d never be in a battle like that again.

				“Mmm-hmm.” She stretched against him. “Your parents aren’t going to be a problem, are they? I’m glad they’ll be in Ireland, but I’m also glad they helped. They did work to save you. That’s more than I expected.”

				“Me too,” Liam said groggily. “I mean I’m also glad they’ll be on a whole different island and I didn’t expect them to help. My father was as easy-going tonight as I’ve ever seen him.”

				“Maybe he’s mellowed with age.” Wink yawned.

				“I think it’s more than that.” Liam brushed his fingers over the mark on her shoulder. It was time to tell her the whole truth about that. “This mark is how a wolf claims his mate. We only have one in our lifetime. I don’t think my mother and father were truly mated to each other. That’s why they made each other miserable. With Imogene, I think he’s finally found some level of happiness.”

				“That’s a nice idea.” A soft kiss tickled his shoulder. Then she swatted him. “Wait, does that mean you’d marked me as your mate before you even said you love me?”

				“I’m afraid so. My instincts knew better than my brain did, I’m afraid.” He hoped she wasn’t too angry.

				“Idiot.” She kissed him again then settled down by his side. “I like the idea of mating for life, by the way. I’m going to hold you to that.”

				“Good.” Liam cuddled into her and drifted off again.

				He woke as the door opened, to find light streaming in the window. He pulled the covers up to his and Wink’s chins.

				“Well,” said a sharp, male voice.

				Wink stirred in his arms and looked up to see her father in the doorway. Liam swallowed hard. “Sir…”

				Wink put a finger over his lips. “Morning, Papa. Did you need something?”

				Merrick sighed and smiled. He couldn’t stay angry at Wink. Liam understood the feeling. “Liam’s superiors are here asking to speak with him.” He shot them a telling look before the door closed. “And the wedding will be very, very soon. Understood?”

				“Yes, Papa.” Wink giggled as Liam buried his face in the pillow.

				He was happier than he’d ever been. Life among this family was never going to be dull.

				* * * * *
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