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        To save the Hatter, Alice must work with the one man she despises so much that she might still love him.

      

        

      
        Alice thought she’d turned over a new leaf. No more working for Jabberwocky. No more making deals with the ruthless Queen of Hearts. No more hanging around The Mushroom with tinkers, tarts, scoundrels, and thieves in London's criminal underbelly. But she’d been bonkers to dream.

      

        

      
        Hatter’s reckless behavior leads Alice back to the one person she never wanted to see again, Caterpillar. Pulled into Caterpillar's mad schemes, Alice must steal a very big diamond from a very royal lady. The heist is no problem for this Bandersnatch. But protecting her heart from the man she once loved? Impossible.
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            The Pocket Watch
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      “Curious.” I strained to look out the window of the carriage at the crowd thronging toward Hyde Park. A man on a Daedalus steam-powered buggy motored past. The well-dressed ladies in the back seat, their parasols shading them from the late afternoon sun, laughed wildly as they sped by. “Where are they all going?”

      “The Crystal Palace,” Lord Dodgson pronounced grandly. “The Great Exhibition opened this week. I was planning to have a look myself,” he said, snapping the paper he was trying to read in an effort to straighten it, a motion he’d made ten times already since we’d left Hungerford Market. It was starting to get on my nerves.

      “Her Majesty already opened the exhibit?” I asked, trying to hide the disappointment in my voice.

      Lord Dodgson laughed. “Don’t you keep up on the local gossip, Alice? The whole town is talking about the Crystal Palace’s opening. A whole building made of glass and filled with mechanical inventions and wonders from the world afar…what a sight. I heard the opening was grand. Crowded but grand.”

      I frowned. I’d thought the opening was next week. The park was located close to Lord Dodgson’s London home. I’d hoped to catch a glimpse of Queen Victoria but had missed my chance once again.

      Half hanging out the carriage window, I strained to get a look at the festivities. The revelers had cleared a path and stood to watch as a man led a clockwork horse, its steel and copper body glinting in the sunlight, into the park. I could just make out tents sitting in Hyde Park’s green space. “Then I guess that means the airship races have started,” I said. In fact, the Great Exhibition’s opening had been timed to the British Airship Qualifying races.

      “I didn’t fancy you a fan of the aether sports,” Lord Dodgson said.

      “I’m not. But I have a friend who adores them.”

      Adores, of course, was the wrong word. I tried to calm the uneasy feeling that rocked my stomach. It was Friday. If the races had opened on Monday, then Henry might already be in trouble. Had I seen him that morning? Had he gone to the shop? I tried to think back but couldn’t remember. Last race season he’d gambled away everything he owned down to the clothes on his back. Even his favorite top hat had gone to some bloody airship pirate. Race season always equaled trouble for my dear friend who couldn’t help but try to hedge his bets. His reasons for trying were honorable. His methods, however, were suspect.

      “I’m not for any of that nonsense either,” Lord Dodgson proclaimed. “Racing around the sky like we were meant to have wings. No, no. My carriage will do just fine. It gets us where we need to go, doesn’t it, Alice?”

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      Lord Dodgson laughed. “When you use formal address, you sound trite.”

      I grinned. “What an odd thing to say. Shouldn’t one try to adopt manners?”

      “Perhaps. But perhaps not when they are completely contradictory to that person’s general nature.”

      “But aren’t manners completely contradictory to all of mankind’s nature? If, in essence, we are little more than creatures who are brutish and sinful, then manners are merely a mask for the base matter that lives within us all. And if that’s the case, we’d be wise to drop them entirely, if we wanted to be more honest. Or should we all lie and adopt the best of manners, thus go around being false? At least we’d all be equally false.”

      Lord Dodgson laughed again then removed his monocle and looked at me. “Alice Lewis, you might be the brightest girl I’ve ever met.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment, mister,” I replied with a wink.

      “Now, there’s the scruffy guttersnipe I hired,” he said then snapped his paper once more. “Is there another way to take that comment as anything but a compliment?”

      “At least five. Possibly more.”

      “Alice,” he said, shaking his head. He looked back at his reading.

      Well, it was true. Did he mean to imply he’d met only a few women of intelligence, or that most women were unintelligent, or that he thought he would meet wittier girls in the future, or when he said I might be bright did that mean he was uncertain, and how did he define bright anyway? Was he referring to my hair? Or maybe my eyes? Or did he just mean he found me intelligent? Thinking about it gave me a headache, and I was already a mess of nerves worrying that Henry had already gambled away every shilling he had. Come to think of it, Bess said he hadn’t been by for dinner last night.

      The carriage rolled to a stop outside Lord Dodgson’s home. I smoothed my white apron and grabbed the packages sitting on the seat beside me.

      “Your Grace,” the footman said, opening the door.

      Lord Dodgson sighed heavily, folded his paper under his arm, and grabbed his cane. His bad knee would be aching after his walk through the market, but I guessed he wouldn’t complain. He’d had too much fun shopping for his niece’s birthday. The parcels I juggled were proof of that. I don’t think there was an item left at the market suitable for a girl around the age of six. What would other six-year-old girls receive for their birthday now that His Grace had purchased the lot? Of course, when I was six, I’d been at the workhouse laboring on a machine until I’d found different employment in the city. It’s amazing how quickly little fingers can learn to do very evil deeds. But young Charlotte Dodgson, the lord’s niece, would never have to worry about learning how to pick a pocket. A better life was reserved for her, and I didn’t begrudge her for it.

      “Your Grace,” the footman called, his voice full of alarm.

      A moment later, Lord Dodgson cried out in pain.

      I emerged from the carriage to see that he’d slipped on the cobblestone, landing on his bad knee.

      I dropped the packages, cringing when I heard the telltale clatter of broken glass, then rushed to help him up.

      “Steady him,” I told the footman. “Easy, Your Grace. We’ve got you.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Lord Dodgson muttered.

      “Manners, Your Grace,” I said as I gently lifted him.

      Despite himself, Lord Dodgson laughed. “Ow,” he said, then laughed again. “Ow…oh, Alice.”

      Steadying him, the footman and I helped our master stand up.

      A moment later, I heard feet rushing quickly down the cobblestone toward us. The sound of it set my nerves on edge, and my old instincts kicked in. The runner didn’t slow as the footsteps approached. I moved to grab the knife hidden out of sight under my apron, but my hands were all tied up with Lord Dodgson. If I let go, he would fall.

      “Watch yourself, boy. What? Hey,” the footman called.

      A boy with a mop of striking white hair, wearing an expensive but oversized waistcoat, slipped between us and was gone again in a flash.

      “My pocket watch! My grandfather’s pocket watch,” Lord Dodgson cried, clutching his vest where he always kept his pocket watch. “Stop that boy. He stole my pocket watch. Alice!”

      I glanced up the street to see the boy dangle the pocket watch teasingly before us.

      “Rabbit,” I hissed.

      “Your Grace…I need to—”

      “Go, Alice. Go.”

      The footman held tightly onto Lord Dodgson so I could let go. I turned and faced the boy. Rabbit, the little albino street rat, was grinning at me. Sneaky little pickpocket. What was he doing in my part of town? He’d grabbed the watch so deftly. Not bad. Some people said he was almost as good as I used to be.

      Almost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chasing Rabbits

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Rabbit,” I called.

      The boy grinned, stuffed the pocket watch inside his coat, then turned and raced off.

      “Dammit,” I whispered then dashed after him.

      My legs pumping hard, I pounded down the cobblestone street behind him. The boy dodged across the road, startling a horse who nearly threw his rider. If I lost Rabbit in the crowd, I’d end up having to search the entire city for him. Rabbit rushed toward the park. He moved quickly between the finely dressed gentlemen and ladies making their way toward the Crystal Palace for the exhibition.

      From somewhere in the distance, I heard the boom of a cannon. An airship race was starting. I frowned again. Henry better be at his shop. He’d promised me and Bess he was done with gambling. And he’d said he meant it. But making promises is easy when temptation is out of sight. And he’d made that promise when it wasn't racing season.

      I rushed through the crowd. Rabbit was fast. If it weren’t for the startled proclamations of “I say” or the tiny shrieks of fine ladies as Rabbit pushed past, I’d hardly know which way he’d gone.

      The walkway emptied out into the wide, green expanse of Hyde Park. The magnificent Crystal Palace, an ornate building made of glass and wrought iron, constructed just for the Great Exhibition, shimmered like a gem in the sunlight. I’d seen it under construction but hadn’t been that way since. I could see why it had earned its name. The beveled glass panes shimmered with tints of blue, pink, and yellow under the warm sunlight. Inside, I saw a dizzying display of oddities. Between me and the palace, the green space was filled with tents, vendors, revelers, and race aficionados.

      I glanced upward. The first of the airships, its brightly painted balloon holding the wooden gondola aloft, was speeding overhead.

      Ahead of me, I heard a shriek followed by the sound of glass shattering. I turned the corner to find a display of jars of orange marmalade shattered on the ground. The strong scent of orange peel perfumed the air. An angry-faced merchant shouted in the direction of Rabbit, shaking her fist.

      I raced after him.

      Rabbit rushed through another vendor tent, this one selling cupboards displaying finely painted china. I followed. The vendor was too busy yelling at Rabbit to curse me.

      “Two bulls passing through,” I said with a laugh at the shocked merchant who stared at us.

      I turned the corner to nearly trip over one of what looked like a hundred rocking chairs in time to see Rabbit race away from the vendors toward the food stalls and makeshift taverns.

      The crowd oohed and ahhed as the airships passed overhead. I heard the airship captains barking orders to their crews as the ships jockeyed for position.

      I chased Rabbit down tavern row. We were in the thick of my old world, my old life. Tarts lingered, half-dressed, outside sumptuously decorated tents. The strong scents of drink and opium smoke perfumed the air. The crowd became rough and rowdy. The fine ladies wouldn’t be found anywhere near here. Their gentleman, of course, darted into the opium tents, makeshift brothels, and wagering places. Typical.

      I turned the last corner and lost sight of Rabbit. But it didn’t matter. At the end of the row was a massive tent. The fabric door wagged. A guard stood at the door. I was in the right place. A mushroom was painted on the tent door.

      I tried to quell the terrible ache that rocked my stomach. I clenched my hands, took a deep breath, then almost turned to leave.

      “Anything the matter, Alice?” the guard finally asked.

      I turned my attention to him. “Frog? What happened to your eye?” I motioned to the eyepatch hiding one of his baby blues. Frog, as they’d called him due to his harsh voice—a blessing, actually, in that he’d survived a throat infection that had killed the rest of his family—grinned.

      “Rough job a few months back.”

      I nodded. “I’d say. Sorry to hear it. I’m after Rabbit. He stole something from me.”

      Without another word, Frog held open the flap to the tent and motioned for me to enter.

      Curious again.
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      My heart beat quickly. This was the last place I wanted to be. The tent was dark, lit only by flickering candles in colorful glass lamps from the Orient. The scents of opium and tobacco, and the tang of alcohol, filled the air. Thieves made deals in shadowed corners, tarts displayed their pert breasts to willing customers, and tinkers traded their deadly creations for illicitly-won coin. Almost nothing had changed in the year since I’d left. Except now Caterpillar was at the helm of one of London’s largest crime syndicates. And therein lay my biggest problem.

      I moved toward the shimmering golden curtain at the back of the tent. Rabbit was whispering in Caterpillar’s ear. He nodded then waved the boy away. Rabbit slipped between the bodyguards and went to the back.

      Caterpillar. Of course, that wasn’t his real name. I’d known and loved him as William. But he wasn’t William anymore. Now he was a peddler of opium and flesh. He was a crime lord, a dealer of dark deeds, and a man who’d broken my heart.

      I hated the scene, hated that I would have to go talk to him, and hated that his blue eyes were still quick and shining. His eyes were lined with dark charcoal, ears trimmed with dangling pearls. I hated that his hair still fell over his left brow in the most charming manner and that when he smirked, one eyebrow raised. I hated that it made my stomach twist. One of the tarts offered him a glass of wine and a small bowl of what looked like dried mushrooms. He took the wine but waved the fungi away.

      William drew me in. It was William who I’d loved, but it was Caterpillar who’d chosen this life over me. I needed to remember that, to keep my head on straight. I just needed the pocket watch. I’d get the pocket watch then leave.

      I approached the guards cautiously, stopping just short of the entryway.

      They looked from me to one another, unsure what to do.

      I stared at William who toked on a hookah pipe, blowing a ring of smoke in the air.

      The guards shifted uncomfortably.

      William, who’d been lounging on a chaise, sat up and looked out at me through the sheer fabric.

      He smirked then leaned forward. “Who are you?”

      His question silenced those around him. Everyone knew who I was.

      “When I woke up this morning, I was Alice.”

      He rose then moved closer. “But who are you now?”

      “That depends. Who are you? Which Alice is here depends on your answer.”

      He came to the curtain. “Well then, that makes it hard to say.”

      “I’m sure it does, given how good you are at betraying your true nature.” I was trying to keep a lid on my feelings but was failing miserably. As he drew closer, I smelled the sweet aromas of jasmine and sandalwood that always clung to him.

      “You’re one to talk. So, what does Alice from this morning want?”

      I frowned at him.

      “Don’t get too frustrated,” he replied then pulled the curtain open, beckoning me inside, “or the other Alice might peek out. Come.”

      I entered the semi-private enclosure. Inside, I spotted William’s chief bodyguard, the Knave. A tart lay naked, asleep in an opium stupor, on a chaise nearby.

      I nodded to the Knave.

      “Alice,” he said with a soft smile. I caught the lilt of his Irish accent in his voice. His real name, of course, was Jack. He’d been friends with William and me since we were young. As was the habit in the industry, Jack went by a pseudonym. If someone ratted you out, it was better that they had no idea what your real name might be. It’s a lot harder to track a man named Knave than it was Jack O’Toole or Caterpillar than it was to find William Charleston.

      “Have a seat, Alice from this morning,” William said.

      I sat on the chaise, gently pushing aside the legs of the intoxicated strumpet.

      “What brings you here?” he asked, rubbing a thoughtful finger across his chin. He’d grown a short, neatly-kept beard since I saw him last. It looked very handsome.

      “Rabbit stole a pocket watch from my employer. I want it back.”

      “What does that have to do with me?” William asked.

      “Cake?” one of William’s girls offered, holding out a tray on which sat a colorful selection of petit fours.

      I looked down at the small treats. I could smell the aroma of the frosting, nearly taste the sweet confections in a glance. I could see the game was truly afoot. They were my favorite. I raised an eyebrow at William who smiled.

      The stubborn part of me wanted to tell William, and the girl, to sod off. But the part of me who hadn’t tasted strawberry frosted, vanilla-sweetened, and raspberry-and crème-filled cake in months could say no such thing. I lifted a small cake and popped it into my mouth, feeling annoyed and enraptured all in the same moment. I closed my eyes, savoring the taste. They’d come from my favorite baker. William had remembered. Once more, angry and elated feelings swept over me.

      “Drink?” the girl then offered.

      I opened my eyes to see the girl was holding a bottle of absinthe.

      “Alice isn’t the type. Do you want some tea?” he asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Run off,” he told the serving girl, waving her away.

      The girl turned to go, but before she could leave, I reached out and grabbed just one more petit four: pistachio and chocolate. I popped it into my mouth.

      “I’m glad you like them,” William said, grinning at me.

      The warmth of his gaze made me angry. He didn’t have any right being this nice to me. “The pocket watch?” I asked after swallowing the last bite.

      “Alice from the morning is very business-oriented. Right, then. What of it?”

      “I hate it when you play coy. And you’re not very good at it. Rabbit entered this tent not a moment before me. I want that watch. Must I remind you that we have an understanding? You don’t tangle in my affairs, remember? It was agreed upon.”

      “You certainly are Alice from this morning,” he said with a frown. “Not that the outfit didn’t give it away. Crisp white apron you have there, Alice. But the blue maid’s dress brings out your eyes.”

      “We all wear costumes, don’t we, Caterpillar and his Knave?” I said, casting a glance at Jack. “Is he Jack or is he the Knave? Are you Caterpillar or are you William? Hard to tell what’s truth and what’s fiction, isn’t it?”

      William smirked then turned to Jack. “Find Rabbit.”

      “He shouldn’t be far. You waved him off just a moment ago,” I said.

      Chuckling under his breath, Jack left.

      “Why did you bring me here?” I asked.

      “Bring you here?” William replied.

      Now I was getting irritated. “Yes. Why did you bring me here?”

      “Chance brings you here.”

      “There is no such thing. Rabbit would never steal from me or mine unless you told him to.”

      “Really?”

      “William,” I replied, a warning in my voice.

      “Let’s just say that a pocket watch brought you here,” he said.

      “For what reason?”

      “Time, I suppose.”

      “Enough games. What do you want?” I hated feeling toyed with. Waffling between anger and heartache, I wanted to run away from the scene but couldn’t.

      “Ah, now there is Alice from before. I need that Alice’s help.”

      “That Alice doesn’t exist anymore. And why would she help you, all things considered?”

      “Because of all things considered.”

      I looked deeply into his blue eyes. “I don’t think that interests her anymore.”

      “Then there is nothing more for us to discuss.”

      “The pocket watch.”

      “Fine. I’ll have the boy return it, and you can be on your way.”

      That was it? Too easy. Why did he need my help? What kind of trouble was he in? “Fine.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll hear another case while we wait.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Of course not. You haven’t for a long time, have you?”

      I glanced up at him. I caught that old look in his eye, that heartbroken man who had once loved me—whom I had once loved—but he looked away.

      “And whose fault is that?”

      “Yes, of course, you’re right about that. It’s all on me, isn’t it?” he replied then turned away. “Robert, bring him in,” William called to one his guards.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “How goes the dusting, Alice? I heard you were out shopping with His Grace this morning. Must be scintillating work. Honest work, of course. Honest as they come, aren’t you, Alice?” he snapped.

      “What do you know about being honest or true?”

      He brushed off the question. “Of course, business is busy here, not that you’d be interested. With the Crystal Palace visitors, there is a lot to manage. Hard work. So much work, in fact, that you get the impression that someone had originally intended it to be managed by two people, not one. Of course, that probably doesn’t matter to you. And then there are the airship races. My coffers are filling every day. So many people just love to bid what they cannot afford.”

      My heart skipped a beat.

      “Ah, here we go,” William said. “Yet another gambler with empty pockets.”

      Two guards came in dragging a man between them. They dropped him on the floor. His top hat fell from his head and rolled to my feet.

      I gasped. “Henry.”

      “Alice?” Henry whispered, turning to look up at me. His face was bloody and broken. “What are you doing amongst these mad people?”

      “What am I doing here? What are you doing here?” I shot back.

      “He’s mad, of course. Why else would he be here?” William answered with a laugh. “We’re all mad here.”

      I glared at William then bent to pick up the hat.

      “Now, I’m afraid your hatter friend owes one of my associates a considerable amount of money. I was able to intervene, but, unfortunately, not before the good hatter got himself worked over. How much does he owe?” William asked, shooting a look to one of his henchmen.

      “More than he’s worth,” the man replied.

      Henry’s suit was torn, the sleeve ripped, the shirt open. One eye was red and puffy, blood leaking from his lip.

      “Henry, you didn’t,” I whispered.

      “He did. And I’m sure Alice from before remembers what’s done with gamblers who cannot pay,” William said.

      “Oh no. Not his fingers. His hands are his livelihood. He can repay the debt. His hats are in such demand that he has taken on an apprentice. He can pay the debt. I’ll pay as well.”

      “I’m so sorry, Alice. I was just trying to—” Henry began but William cut him off.

      “And how long will that take? Half a year, perhaps? My associate wants to take six fingers now. That’s the standard. We can do so and be done with the matter.”

      “William, don’t you dare,” I growled.

      “Alice, I’m so sorry. I wanted to raise enough money to take Bess to Bath. The winters are so hard on her. I had a tip on one of the racers—”

      I raised my hand to silence Henry then turned on William. “All right. What do you want?”

      “As I said, your help.”

      “No, Alice. Don’t. You’re done with that. Please. Not for me,” Henry said.

      “How touching. But none of your business,” William told Henry. He then turned to his guards. “Throw him out.”

      “Alice, whatever he wants, say no,” Henry pleaded.

      I handed Henry his hat then turned to William. “Fine. Let’s talk.”

      William smiled.

      “Alice, I’m so sorry. This is my fault. Alice?” Henry called as they dragged him away.

      “Nice chap, but he’s a miserable gambler,” William said.

      “Poor methods, but a noble reason. He’d do anything for Bess, not something you’d understand, of course. Now, what do you want?”

      “I have a problem. The situation has become…delicate. I need someone with your talents.”

      “I have many talents, as you mentioned. Shall I do your shopping for you? I’m also very adept at dusting, pressing clothes—”

      “You know what I mean,” he said, turning to pluck a date out of a bowl on the table sitting beside his chaise.

      “I don’t have those talents anymore.”

      “No?” he asked, his back turned to me. A second later, he turned and lobbed a dagger at me. The movement was quick, but something mean in me took over.

      I reached out and deftly caught the blade by the handle.

      I threw the knife to the ground.

      “Stop it,” I said.

      “Stop what?” he asked, his gaze steady. “Are you still carrying her?”

      “No,” I lied.

      “William came close to me and gently slid his hand under my apron to pull out the dagger hidden there. “I can still tell when you’re lying,” he said. “Of course you carry her. We never stray far from our center. I need your help, Alice. And not the Alice from this morning. You know who I need.”

      “And if I say no?” I was trembling and not with anger. I hadn’t been this close to him in months, hadn’t felt his touch in so long, and in that instant, I realized how terribly I missed him. The feeling confused and thrilled me.

      “Then the hatter loses a few fingers.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Yes, I am. We never stray far from our center. What’s the job?”

      “Nothing you can’t handle.” He leaned into my ear, his hot breath like a caress on my cheek, and whispered, “Welcome back, Bandersnatch.”
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      “Come,” William said, linking his arm in mine. He waved for the Knave to follow us. The sudden closeness felt very odd. Did all old loves feel such strange inklings when their flesh touched again? We made our way out of the tent and back into the fresh air. I was glad. The heavy scent of tobacco and opium polluted my lungs and burned my nose.

      Wordlessly, we walked between the tents and down the path toward the green space outside the Crystal Palace. William led us to a small arched bridge that crossed a stream. We stood at the rail, looking at the magnificent structure. At the moment, they were holding a parade. Circus animals—elephants, zebras, horses, and other beasts—were being led down the promenade and into the exhibition. It would have been a remarkable sight in and of itself, but the fact that all the creatures were made of metal and clockwork only hinted at the vast wonderland that awaited inside the exhibition.

      “Take the rest of the week off. Visit the Countess tonight. She has a few odds and ends for you. Meet me before nine tomorrow.”

      “Why?”

      “We’ll be taking in the wonders,” he said, motioning to the Great Exhibition.

      “Whatever for?”

      “Because we need to have a look.”

      “At?”

      “At the Koh-i-Noor.”

      I paused, thinking back to where I’d heard the name before. “The diamond? You mean one of Victoria’s crown jewels?”

      “It’s on display at the Crystal Palace. I fancied we’d take a look, see what kind of security is on the piece,” he said with a smile. But his expression was odd. That wasn’t an I’m about to make a fortune off this heist kind of grin.

      “And what interest do you have in one of Victoria’s baubles? That’s a mark with an enormous amount of risk attached.”

      “We all have higher aspirations,” he said, his voice full of false bravado. “Time to move on to bigger game.”

      “I can tell a raven from a writing desk,” I said sharply.

      William smirked. “I didn’t want to ask your help, but I need that diamond. And I need someone I can depend on to do the job.”

      “And why do you think I’m a good choice?”

      “Because if anyone can lift that diamond, it’s you. And I know that you’ll have my back if things go pear-shaped. Just like before.”

      The memory of my hands covered in blood flashed through my mind. Again, I recalled the dead man at my feet, his mouth open wide, his face frozen in the grimace of death. I closed my eyes hard, pushing the memory away. “I did that to save you. I did that because I loved you.”

      “Which is why I know you will help me again.”

      His words startled me. I opened my eyes and looked at him. A million words left unspoken flowed between us in that single glance. William looked away. I steeled my heart then stepped back. I turned to Jack who’d been standing a discreet distance away.

      “Do you have the pocket watch?”

      He glanced at William who nodded.

      Reaching into his coat, Jack pulled out Lord Dodgson’s watch and handed it to me.

      I slipped it into my pocket then turned back to William.

      “And where were you when I needed you?” I finally shot back. “Where were you this winter when Bess nearly died? In your big house, that’s where. It was Henry who looked after us. Where were you?”

      He opened his mouth to reply but didn’t say anything. Whatever answer he might have given, it wouldn’t have been enough.

      I glared at William. “I’ll help you…for Henry. Henry may be a mad fool, but he would do anything for my sister, risk anything, give up anything. That’s what love is. Something you know nothing about,” I said then turned and walked away.

      “Alice,” William called.

      I didn’t look back.

      “I saved your hatter. He still has his fingers because of me.”

      “It’s not enough,” I replied, walking away. My heart thundered as I moved back into the crowd. After all this time, he’d found a way to drag me back into the mess. Why now? Why did he really want that diamond? That wasn’t his style. He rarely risked so big. Something didn’t make sense, and before I fell any further into the hole Rabbit dug for me, I needed to figure out what was going on.
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            Six Impossible Things
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      Lord Dodgson stared down at the pocket watch, his eyes brimming with tears of appreciation.

      “Impossible. How did you manage it?” he asked with a shake of the head.

      “It was nothing, sir.”

      He shook his head. “I owe you something special for this, dear Alice,” he said, stroking his finger across the glass face of the watch. “What would you like?”

      I smiled. “Might I beg your patience to ask for the rest of the week off?”

      “The rest of the week off?”

      “Yes, Your Grace. With pay.”

      He laughed. “And with pay.”

      “It was your grandfather’s watch, wasn’t it, Your Grace?”

      Lord Dodgson smiled. “It was. All right. Of course. Time it is. That’s what matters most, right?” he asked with a laugh, looking at the watch.

      “Indeed.”

      “In fact, take the rest of the day off. Time is a gift best given at once.”

      And a gift that can’t be taken back, I considered, but did not say so. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

      He nodded and smiled at the pocket watch.

      Taking my cue to leave, I curtsied nicely then headed toward the door. Now I needed to get to Twickenham and back before dark. As it was, Bess was going to be upset once she got a look at Henry. I didn’t want her worrying about me too. There was only one way to get anywhere quickly. Sighing, reluctant to bump into yet another old friend, I turned and headed toward the airship towers.
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        * * *

      

      “Alice Lewis?” Winston asked as he adjusted the optical devices on his goggles to look at me more closely. “What are you doing here?”

      The wind blew harshly on the loading platform outside the small airship. Grabbing a handful of cloth, I held my skirt down. The ship’s balloon shifted overhead in the breeze. Metal clattered gently from somewhere amongst the ropes of the rigging. Winston leaned against the rail, his pipe dangling from his mouth as he considered me. He’d grown a long mustache since I saw him last. It trailed off his chin like a walrus’s tusks. Like me, Winston had left the life. Now he ran fares in his small airship. It was an honest life but not a rich one. Something I understood well.

      “I just need a quick lift.”

      “Do you?” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow. In its wake was a smear of grease.

      “Yes,” I replied with a grin.

      “As much as I love you, no one rides for free.”

      I nodded, dipped into my pocket, then tossed him two coins. “Just a quick trip. That should cover it.”

      “To where?”

      “Twickenham.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “Twickenham?”

      “Yes.”

      “To her?”

      “Is there anything else in Twickenham?”

      “Pub there serves a good kidney pie.”

      “I didn’t know there was such a thing.”

      “Such a thing?”

      “As good kidney pie.”

      Grinning, he asked, “You’re not back in the life are you, Alice?”

      “I hope not.”

      He raised a questioning eyebrow at me but didn’t ask anything more. “Rufus,” he called into the gear galley. “Wake up. Quick run up the river.”

      “Why’d you wake me? I was dreaming of that black-eyed girl at the tavern. She was just about to—“

      “Shut it. Lady passenger on board,” Winston called. “And an observant one at that.”

      Rufus, Winston’s gear galleyman, looked out. “Miss,” he said with a nod. His mop of hair, twisted into a massive pile of dreadlocks, bobbed along with him. He headed below. Soon, I heard gears grind as he readied the airship for departure.

      “Get comfortable,” Winston said, pointing to a bench. He climbed the ropes into the balloon basket and set the flame alight. A moment later he climbed back down and unmoored the vessel. It began to lift slowly, the heat in the balloon causing the ship to rise. At the back of the airship, the propeller began to turn as Winston took the wheel and guided the airship toward the Thames. I rose and joined him, looking over the rail of the ship at the river and city streets below which grew smaller as we lifted.

      “Now why would Alice Lewis be going to see the Countess?” Winston mused as he relit his pipe.

      I shook my head. “I wouldn’t have believed it myself if you’d asked me this morning. How many impossible things can happen each day?”

      Winston laughed. “At least six.”

      “At least.”

      “Have you seen him lately?”

      Him. There was only one person he could have been referring to. “No,” I lied.

      Winston grinned knowingly. “Suit yourself. And how is Bess doing?”

      “The winter was very hard, but we’re past it now.”

      “I was in love with your sister for at least a year.”

      I smiled. “I never knew that.”

      “You’re not the only one who’s good at keeping secrets,” he said with a wink.

      I stared out at the horizon as the airship glided upriver. The scent of the air blowing off the Thames filled my nose. At this height above the city, much of the foul smell died away. There was a softness to the air, and I could smell flowers and the freshness of late spring in the early May air. Each season had its own smells. Winter smelled of snow and chimney smoke, summer smelled of dust and sweat, and fall smelled of fallen leaves and the oncoming winter. But the scent of spring was always my favorite. Its sweet perfume roused my memories. Once more, I was fifteen years old, William seventeen, and we ran down the streets of London.
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        * * *

      

      “This way,” William called in a harsh whisper as we raced down Westminster Bridge toward the airship platforms. Overhead, the massive aether machines moved in and out of port. The chimes on Tinker’s Tower bonged out. It was eleven thirty.

      In the distance behind us, I could hear the constables’ whistles, but they were following the wrong trail. William’s crafty idea to throw a pack into the river had done its job. They thought we’d jumped.

      Grinning, I held the box against my chest as I raced behind William. The fog on the bridge was thick, but it was filled with that same sweet spring air. Lying just under the scent of the city was the smell of new grass and flowers, of melted snow and new leaves. I breathed in the misty air. Since it was late at night, there were only a few carriages and riders passing. The fog was too dense for them to make out with any clarity two teenagers racing away from the scene of a crime.

      “We’re going to make it,” William told me, grinning wildly.

      He grabbed my hand, and we rushed forward.

      When we reached the end of the bridge, I paused and put the box into my satchel. I pulled my blonde hair into a bun and pulled on my hooded cloak. William slipped on his cap, keeping it low on his brow, and we slowed to a casual pace as we moved toward the airship towers.

      The place was quiet save the few airship jockeys and their crews milling about their ships. I glanced upward. The towers were nearly ten stories in height. All manner of airships were docked overhead. I eyed the ensigns on the balloons, spotting the ship I was after.

      “There. The Aphrodite,” I whispered, pointing to a ship with a swan on it.

      As we approached the lift, a tower guard eyed us closely.

      “You booking passage?” the gruff old man asked.

      “No, sir,” William replied, putting on a false Scots accent. “Just have a message for one of the captains.”

      “Ship?”

      “The Aphrodite.”

      The guard raised an eyebrow but said nothing. He waved us into the lift. Entering behind us, he secured the doors then pulled a massive lever. The gears on the lift pulled us upward. When we reached the third level, he stopped.

      “Fifth berth,” he said.

      We exited. Without another word, the man worked the levers once more and lowered the lift back down.

      “Alice,” William whispered in my ear. “How did you ever figure out how to open the chest?”

      “It was a cryptix. The note we got from the buyer had a riddle in it. The answer to the riddle unlocked the cryptix.”

      “Riddle? What riddle?”

      “How can you tell a raven from a writing desk?”

      “What’s the answer?”

      I grinned at him. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “Only to you,” he replied with a laugh.

      We slowed as we approached the airship, stopping at the docking ramp. There was only one lantern burning on the ship. A woman was sitting in the shadows. She was smoking rolled tobacco. The red of the ember cast orange shadows across her face, but I couldn’t make out her features clearly.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “Are you the contac—”

      “I’m her. Let’s have it.”

      I pulled the box out of my pack.

      The airship captain lowered her cap, shadowing her face. In the dim light, I could see the cap had an unusual pendant on it, but I didn’t inspect it closer. Whoever she was, it was clear she didn’t want to be identified. She came to the side of the ship. Reaching out, she took the package from us. She opened the lid and examined the contents. Satisfied, she closed the lid then handed me a leather pouch.

      “For your boss,” she said then turned back. She climbed up the rope ladder to the balloon basket where she clicked on the burner. Without another word, she unmoored her ship and started steering it out of the dock.

      Wide-eyed, William watched her. He opened his mouth to question the mysterious figure, but I pinched his arm.

      “Remember your manners. Never question the customers. Just do your job,” I said then pulled him away before his curiosity got him in trouble.

      I slid the envelope into my bag and headed toward the steps. We headed downstairs. On the second platform, William and I stopped and looked out over the Thames. It was still foggy, the gas lamps casting soft orange blobs of light in the darkness.

      Overhead, the Aphrodite lifted out of port and flew north.

      “I love this city,” William whispered, staring out at the expanse. “One day, I’ll be rich enough to book us passage on any airship we please. I want to see the world. Let’s go to Barbados. Or to America. Or to the Orient. I want to see everything. I love the image of it. And you, Alice Lewis, I love you most of all,” he said, pulling me close.

      I met his eyes and reached out to touch his face. He cradled my hand in his, pressing his cheek into my touch.

      He sighed contentedly, then leaned in and kissed me softly. The sensation sent chills to my toes. The kiss was soft and sweet. I caught the familiar scent of jasmine-scented soap on his skin.

      When we were done, I leaned back. The kiss had made me dizzy. I saw black spots before my eyes.

      We both laughed softly.

      “I like your dream,” I said, leaning into him. I liked it more than he knew. While my employment kept a roof over mine and my sister’s head, I hated the life. The thieving, the dark deeds, didn’t agree with my spirit. I couldn’t wait for the day that I was released from the terrible bond that tied me to a life so unseeming.

      “I’m saving every coin I make. One day, I’ll be rich and powerful enough to take care of us both,” William whispered.

      “Why do we need to be rich and powerful?” I asked.

      “Who doesn’t want that?”

      I was puzzled by his question. “I just want to be content. Let’s move to Barbados. We’ll eat tropical fruits and lie on the beach. The warm weather will clear Bess’s lungs, and we’ll all be perfectly happy.”

      “Content is easy to come by. I want something more.”

      “Then I’ll buy you a monkey.”

      William laughed. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know, but I have to disagree. I think content is the most difficult thing to come by. To be content is to be in perfect bliss, to have everything just as you like it. Even if you are rich and powerful, there is no guarantee you will be content.”

      William wrapped his arms tight around me. “Wealth and power can buy comfort. Look at Jabberwocky. He is the picture of contentment.” Jabberwocky, our employer and mine and Bess’s semi-adoptive father, did have many luxuries. We lived in a grand house. We had nice clothing and things. But from what I could see, he was not a happy person. He was good to me and Bess, good to his own aging mother whom Bess looked after, and when he spent time with the Countess, I saw moments of brightness in his face. But aside from that, he looked far from content to me.

      I frowned. I wasn’t so sure.

      “I have something for you,” he said. “That, I hope, will bring you toward that perfect bliss you’re after, Alice Lewis.”

      “Something for me?”

      “I spent half the job worrying I was going to drop it,” he said with a laugh. “Or that if we got arrested, it would end up confiscated.”

      “Of course, don’t worry about actually getting arrested,” I said with a laugh. “You need to get your priorities straight, love.”

      “Love,” he replied, then reached out to touch my chin again. He then reached inside his vest. From therein, he pulled out a package. “I had her made for you.” He handed the package to me.

      I untied the bindings on the bundle and opened it to find a dagger inside. It had a long, slim blade. The pommel was made of ivory and carved like the white queen from a chess board. But even better, she also looked quite like Queen Victoria.

      “William,” I whispered.

      “All great thieves have a special blade.”

      “I love her. The queen…she looks a bit like Her Majesty.”

      “Such a nationalist,” William said with a grin. “You’d almost believe I had it made in Victoria’s image on purpose. It’s a curious gift for a lady, I know. But my lady is special. She’s my queen,” he said, reaching out to touch my lower lip.

      I moved the dagger aside then leaned in for a kiss once more.

      “Thank you. I love her. Curious things certainly make the best gifts.”

      William knew me well. I didn’t care for jewels or fancy baubles. I had no use for them. A dagger, however, was quite another matter. It was perfect. I slid the dagger back into the leather sheath then slipped her into the top of my boot. It took a minute to adjust to the feel of the blade, but she was secure there.

      I looked up at Tinker’s Tower. It was already twenty after twelve. “Jabberwocky will be expecting us. I hope he’ll be pleased.”

      “We did just loot a crate full of cargo meant for the British Museum on behalf of his mysterious client,” William said, looking upward once more in the direction which the Aphrodite had flown. “Alice, how can you tell a raven from a writing desk?”

      Giggling, I pulled him into a kiss once more.

      “That’s the best answer yet,” William whispered when I let him go. “Come on,” he said, taking my hand. We turned and headed back into the city.
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        * * *

      

      Winston rang a bell alerting the galleyman we’d arrived at our destination. I glanced at the small airship tower situated along the river not far from the small village of Twickenham. It was a rickety looking thing, but the port was surprisingly busy. Winston docked his ship just as another airship took off.

      I took a deep breath then readied myself. Despite everything, I was, as Winston had suggested, in the mess again.

      Winston looked me over, his expression pensive. “You want me to stay a bit? We can run you back.”

      I shook my head then set my hand on his shoulder. “Thank you, old friend. No. I’ll be all right.”

      “I hope so,” he said, nodding solemnly. “Be careful, Alice.”

      “Thank you.”

      He smiled. “Tell lovely Bess I said hello.”

      I grinned. “I will.”

      “She ever get married?”

      “Not yet. But she has a fellow.”

      “Decent chap or should I come calling?”

      I considered the question. “Decent to her. She loves him.”

      Winston laughed. “No luck with the Lewis girls. They’re always taken. Be well, Alice.”

      “You too,” I said, then headed down the platform. His remark puzzled me. While Bess was certainly on her way to the wedding altar, I was unattached. Well, at least I thought I was. By Winston’s assessment, it seemed that the whole world knew what I could barely allow myself to admit. My heart still belonged to William.
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      I walked from the airship towers to Strawberry Hill House, the little castle where the Countess lived. Lady Waldegrave was fashionable, fun, and very popular amongst the Liberal establishment. I doubted whether any of her high acquaintances, including the Prince and Princess of Wales, knew how colorful her interests actually were. Surely they must have suspected, but Lady Waldegrave, who had an appetite for exotic everything, always seemed to know how to make everyone feel comfortable in her presence.

      The little castle was surrounded by exquisite gardens and ground, on which you could find a small guest house and a defunct building housing a printing press, all surrounded by an elaborate wrought-iron fence. No one was at the gate when I arrived, so I entered on my own accord. The little gothic castle, built by the Countess’s late relative, was a hodgepodge of fashion and eccentricity. In fact, the Countess once mentioned that her late relative, Horace Walpole, had considered adding a moat before it proved too costly. As I walked down the narrow path toward the castle, I eyed the statuary in the garden. First, I encountered a rather large rooster carved from stone. It was taller than me. Around it, someone had placed painted stones of a vast array of colors. Then I noticed an arbor where roses and palm trees framed a large, shell-shaped bench. As I neared the house, ten stone goblin men lined the road, grimacing at me with angry faces.

      Once I was in sight of the front door, I heard the familiar voice of the Countess. She was cursing.

      “Wrench! I said wrench, dammit! You don’t know a hammer from a wrench?”

      “Sorry, My Lady.”

      When I approached the scene, I found a very distressed-looking serving girl standing at the side of a motorized vehicle. She struggled as she dug through a tool box, her brow furrowing with frustration.

      “Wrench,” the Countess demanded again. Her legs stuck out from under the vehicle.

      The girl, so lost in her frustrated digging, didn’t even notice me until I was beside her. I lifted the wrench, which had been sitting on the roof of the auto, smiled at the girl, then squatted down.

      “Your wrench, Countess.”

      From underneath the vehicle, the stream of mumbled profanities stopped.

      The Countess shimmied out from under the machine, pulled off her goggles, and looked at me.

      “Alice? By the pope’s knickers, I didn’t think he’d talk you into it.”

      “He didn’t. He blackmailed me.”

      The Countess laughed loudly then stood up, dusting off her backside. She removed her gloves and tossed them, and her goggles, into the toolbox.

      “Shoo,” she told the girl. “Go prepare tea for Alice and me.”

      “My Lady,” the girl said, dropping into a curtsey. Then she headed off, looking relieved to be released from mechanic duty.

      The Countess rolled her eyes. “Tell me again why you wouldn’t come work for me instead of Dodgson?”

      “Bess wanted to stay in London to be close to Henry. And I imagined that you’d keep company with people I’d rather not cross paths with.”

      “True. True. Both true. But here you are nonetheless,” she said as she straightened the scarf around her neck.

      I smiled at her. The Countess’s hair was a wild heap of brown and silver curls tamed haphazardly into a messy bun on her head. Wisps fell around her dark brown eyes which shimmered in the late afternoon sunlight. She had the charm of someone who’d been ravishingly beautiful in her youth and hadn’t forgotten it. Despite the fact that her white shirt was covered in what appeared to be oil and coal dust, she stopped a moment to tuck her shirt tail into her trousers before clapping her hands off for the final time.

      “What do you think?” she asked, setting her hand on the hood.

      I had seen several such autos in London. They never seemed, at least to me, to function as they ought to. Perpetually surrounded by clouds of steam or thick smoke, such tinkered machines often seemed slower than the horses they were trying to replace. The Countess’s vehicle boasted brass pipework and interesting clockwork gears just under the carriage.

      “Pretty,” I said.

      The Countess laughed then linked her arm in mine. “I know,” she said. “Half the time I’m covered in so much coal dust that I look like I rolled in pepper, but I love these machines. With each new iteration, they perform better. One day, they will out-perform locomotives and put an end to the carriage. This one is special. I was able to procure some unique blueprints from a Yankee in the trade. This machine is going to be fast,” she said, her eyes glimmering.

      I smiled at her. Her passion made her look like she was lit up from the inside. I tried to remember when I felt so excited, so happy, about anything. “I hope it goes as you wish.”

      The Countess turned me toward the house. As we crossed the drive, she whistled toward the garden. A moment later, a pot-bellied pig ran toward us.

      “You remember Baby, of course,” she said, stopping to scratch his ears. “Where have you been, my bad Baby?”

      I looked down at the pig who looked up at me expectantly.

      “Go on. Give him a scratch.”

      I pushed down the feeling of revulsion that wanted to take over and scratched the pink pig behind his ear. His skin was hard and thick, the white hairs on his head wiry.

      He snorted happily.

      “Go find some truffles,” she instructed Baby, scratching his ears once more before the pig trotted back toward the garden.

      Waving for me to follow her, the Countess led me inside.

      I’d only been inside Strawberry Hill House once before. Designed by the Countess’s eccentric relative to give the air of the dark and brooding, the castle had all manner of Gothic masonry, stained glass, and gilded touches. The Countess led me to the library. It was a sunny room. The bookshelves were elaborately designed with arched peaks of a gothic design. A cheery fireplace heated the room, taking away the chill. Above the fireplace was a painting of a girl in a red dress standing in a snowy forest.

      “Now, let me see,” the Countess said, opening one of several parchment cases that were lying on a table at the center of the room. The long table was covered with open books, papers, gears, and all manner of tinkered devices.

      I went to the bookshelf and eyed the spines. Most of the books had titles written in Latin or Greek, not that I could read Latin or Greek. I simply recognized the lettering.

      “Your relative was certainly a man of letters,” I commented.

      I pulled a book off the shelf and opened it. Inside, I found illustrations of arcane figures.

      “Old Horace? Oh yes. Lots of odd little tomes in there. He was quite interested in the occult.”

      “The occult?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. I slid the book back onto the shelf.

      “Ah yes, here we are,” the Countess said, pulling a long paper from a tube and spreading it across the desk, sending books and other contraptions rolling out of the way.

      I came to stand beside the countess and looked down at the schematic.

      “The Koh-i-Noor went on display on Monday,” the Countess said. “I saw it myself at Victoria’s opening. A rather unimpressive hunk of stone, if you ask me. I’ve never seen such a lackluster diamond. It’s kept in a cage,” she said, waving her hand across a blueprint of the display in which the diamond was housed.

      “It looks like a bird cage.”

      The Countess nodded. “At the whisper of a touch, however, it falls into this steel box below,” she said, dragging her fingertip across the design. “The pedestal is essentially a safe.”

      “How does it open?”

      “The guards have a key for the side panel. But the diamond is lowered into the safe by a hand crank. The internal mechanism is clockwork,” she said, pointing.

      “All in all, then, it’s just a safe.”

      “A highly sensitive and well-guarded one,” the Countess said then leaned back. She looked at me. “What was it they used to call you? I know they love their nicknames. What was that odd moniker Jabberwocky gave you?”

      “Bandersnatch.”

      “Ah, yes,” she said with a laugh. “A girl who could snatch a soul from the jaws of death. A Bandersnatch indeed.”

      “Speaking of snatching. How did you come across these?” I asked, waving my hand across the schematics sitting in front of me.

      “Oh, well, I do have my connections—for better or worse. Now, let’s have tea,” she said as she rolled the blueprint back up, slid it into the case, and handed it to me. Linking her arm in mine, she led me from the library to the drawing room.

      A few minutes later, a grumpy-looking maid with a severe scowl and a tight bun entered with a tray. She eyed my dress as she poured tea for the Countess and me.

      “We hiring new staff, Countess?” she asked. I’d swear I’d never heard a heavier cockney accent in all my life.

      “No, Rebecca, we are not. Mind your own business.”

      The woman frowned heavily and looked over my clothing.

      The Countess followed her gaze. “Rebecca, please go upstairs and retrieve the package on my bed. Have it loaded into the carriage,” she said then turned to me. “I expect you’ll be heading back soon? I’ll have my carriage take you.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      Looking annoyed, the serving woman left.

      The Countess settled into the oversized leather chair, dropping her feet over the arm as she sipped her tea.

      “So, what have you heard?” I asked.

      “About the job?”

      I nodded. “This is not like William. Something is off here.”

      She blew across her teacup. “There are rumors.”

      “Of?”

      “That he made a deal that went bad,” the Countess said. She turned and faced me, setting her cup down. “Why do you think he asked you, Alice? Why you, of all people?”

      “He needs someone very good.”

      “You’re good, there is no doubt, but do you think that’s the only reason?”

      I sipped my tea and didn’t look at her.

      “He trusts you, Alice. And he’s in trouble. The deal was with the Queen of Hearts.”

      I set my cup down and stared at her. I knew it. From the moment he uttered the name of the diamond, I had sensed the danger. Only the Queen of Hearts would have the audacity to steal from the crown. “What was the deal? Do you know what happened?”

      She shook her head. “All I’ve heard was that she hired him for a job and it went bad. She wanted blood but settled for a diamond.”

      “I don’t like this.”

      “I don’t know what the deal was, what she has over William, but if I were you, I’d find out.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t like the idea of stealing from Queen Victoria. It’s just…it’s just not patriotic. And more, if something goes wrong—”

      “You’ll pay the price for him, and Bess will pay the price for you.”

      I nodded.

      “I’m sorry he dragged you into this, Alice. You’ve been out of the job for a year, haven’t you? I was surprised when he told me he was going to ask your help.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      “Well, surprised and not surprised, to be honest. Men often make excuses to find their way back home,” she said with a soft smile. “Now, do you still have that knife of yours?”

      I paused a moment as I thought about her words, but set such thoughts aside for the moment. I moved my apron aside to show the hilt of the blade.

      The Countess held out her hand.

      I pulled the blade from my belt and laid it in her palm.

      “The White Queen, isn’t that what you call her?” she asked, looking at the carving.

      I nodded.

      “Fitting,” the Countess said. Then she did something unexpected. Muttering something just under her breath, she ran her index finger down the flat of the blade. Her words were too low to be understood and they were also in Latin. For a second, the blade flashed with glowing blue light. The appearance of words seemed to be etched on the blade, glowing in gold. A moment later, both the light and the words dissipated. I raised an eyebrow at the Countess.

      “There. That should do it.”

      “I thought you said Uncle Horace was the one interested in the occult.”

      “Well,” the Countess said with a smile. “It never hurts to pick up things here and there.” The Countess rose. It was time to go.

      Standing, I followed her lead.

      “If there is anything else I can do for you, please don’t hesitate to contact me. Be safe, Alice.”

      “Thank you.”

      She smiled. “It’s the least I can do. Your former employer was very dear to me, and I know you stayed loyal to the very end, whether you wanted to be or not. You were, in truth, like a daughter to him. And he, in truth, was someone very dear to me. In an odd way, that creates a bond between us, wouldn’t you say?”

      It was true that Lady Waldegrave and Jabberwocky had been lovers. While her words moved me, they also struck me with guilt. Jabberwocky had been like a father to me. And I had stayed true to him. Until he was gone. “He was like a father to me. I wish I could have been…have done more with his legacy. It’s just, the life wasn’t—”

      “No. It was never right for you. He couldn’t see it. Just because you could do the job didn’t mean you should. Not then. And not now,” she said, her expression serious. “I don’t like that you’re involved in this disaster. Please, be careful. Now let’s get you home to Bess before she worries herself sick,” she said, handing the blade back to me.

      I took the knife from her hand. When I gripped the dagger, it felt oddly cool. The Countess was an odd woman, who lived in an odd house, full of odd books, procured from her odd ancestor. And now, my blade too took on an oddness. And I knew, just from the touch, that my dagger was deadlier than ever.

      “I think I owe you a thank you.”

      She laughed. “You do. And you must repay me. Talk Bess and Henry into moving to Twickenham. Come work for me. I need someone with a quick mind. And you look dreadful in that stupid uniform.”

      I laughed.

      With that, the Countess led me back outside where a carriage waited. Sitting inside the carriage was a box.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      The Countess smiled. “A dress, a proper ladies’ dress. You cannot go the Great Exhibition dressed like that,” she said, frowning at my outfit once more.

      “I’m beginning to believe everyone hates this uniform,” I said, looking down at my white apron and blue gown. “And here I thought it was suited to me,” I said with a smile.

      The Countess grinned. “Good luck.”

      “Thank you for everything.”

      She nodded.

      Once I was settled inside the carriage, the Countess waved to the driver. Before we pulled away, however, she left me with one last piece of advice.

      “Alice,” the Countess called. “Watch your head.”
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      “Oh, thank goodness,” Bess exclaimed the moment I opened the door. She pulled me inside then took my face in her hands. “Alice, are you all right? I’ve been so worried. This has been an awful, awful day. Are you okay? Where have you been?” Her large blue eyes looked even wider in all the excitement. And her soft yellow curls, pale in color almost to white, hung in wild wisps about her face. The red blotches on her face told me she’d been crying.

      I looked around at the small flat my sister and I shared above the dressmaker’s shop. The place smelled of freshly baked bread. Henry was sitting in a chair by the window, a washcloth pressed against his cheek.

      “I…Lord Dodgson had me run a late errand to pick up a gift for his niece.”

      Bess sighed then pushed the door closed behind me. “I don’t know why he always asks you to do everything. Alice, look at Henry,” she said, setting her hands on her hips.

      I turned to Henry who, it seemed, wanted to look at anything other than me. He wouldn’t meet my eyes.

      “Henry,” I said carefully.

      “Beat up on the way home from work. And he didn’t even have a pence in his pocket to steal anyway. My poor sweet dear,” Bess said, leaving me to go to Henry. She took the cloth from his hand and touched it to his bruised cheek. She set a soft kiss on his forehead.

      Henry took her hand and kissed it gently, pressing the back of her hand to his cheek as he closed his eyes.

      “Sweet hatter,” she said, leaning in to pull him into an embrace, cradling his head against her stomach.

      The sight of it was so sweet, so full of love, that I looked away. I pretended to be distracted by Bess’s cat who wove through my feet, rubbing her head on my legs. My heart twisted.

      “Hello, Dinah,” I choked out, pressing my emotions down. I stooped to pet her.

      “Well,” Bess said as she pushed her wild curls behind her ears, “now that I have both of you at home, let’s eat. Oh, Alice, you really did give me a fright after what happened to Henry.”

      “I’m so sorry, Bess.” I set the packages the Countess had given me on my small cot then went to join Henry, who’d moved to our small kitchen table, while Bess ladled soup into our bowls.

      “Are you all right?” I asked Henry. A forlorn expression on his face, he looked up at me. His golden, hazel-colored eyes spoke volumes. I could see from his expression how truly sorry and ashamed he was. I didn’t have the heart to be angry with him.

      “I’ll recover. And you? Are you all right?”

      I nodded.

      “The world just gets worse and worse every day, I’d swear,” Bess said. “And I’d thought we’d left that life behind.”

      I shot a hard glance at Henry.

      Ashamed, he looked away.

      “Let’s talk about something cheerful. Alice, tell me about your day. Henry has had nothing but bad news. I won’t sleep the whole night unless I hear something to cheer my spirit,” Bess said as she set down the bowls in front of us.

      I tapped my spoon on the side of the bowl, then smiled at my sister. “I saw the Crystal Palace today.”

      “Oh! I heard some talk about it when I dropped off a vase at Mrs. Whitaker’s this morning.”

      “Bess? You went out?” Henry asked.

      “Just to drop off the vase.”

      “But the air was quite cool this morning. Please, let Alice and me deliver your work.”

      Bess waved her hand at him. “Henry—”

      “Bess, please stay inside until it’s truly warm,” Henry said.

      “Fine, fine,” Bess said dismissively then turned once more to me. “Tell me, what does it look like?”

      “I didn’t go in, but from what I could see, it looked like…like a world inside a raindrop.”

      Bess smiled wistfully as she sat back in her seat. “You have such a way with words, Alice. Such images,” she said then turned to Henry. “She used to tell me fabulous stories when we were children.”

      Henry smiled.

      “Nonsense tales,” I said with a grin.

      “Certainly the tale of the lobster ball, attended by snails, fish, and turtles, all lorded over by King Gryphon, was very fanciful. But what an imagination. I think many children would like to hear such stories.”

      “You flatter me.”

      “Just as much as you deserve. But no more than that. Wouldn’t want you getting an ego,” she said jokingly with a quick laugh, but when she did so, she began to cough. Soon it took over her. Her whole body rattled as she hacked. Henry rose quickly to grab her some water while I grabbed her syrup from the counter. Bess coughed hard into her handkerchief. When her coughs finally subsided, she took the cup from Henry and sipped it while I poured her a dose of the draft. I couldn’t help but notice as she set the handkerchief in her lap that there was blood on it.

      “The winter cough is still lingering,” she whispered between sips.

      Henry and I exchanged worried glances but said nothing.

      “Here,” I said, offering her a dose of the medicine which she took without hesitation.

      When I went to put the little amber bottle away, I eyed the liquid inside. Hadn’t the bottle been full last week? It was almost empty. I’d need to stop by the apothecary.

      “Do you want tea?” Henry asked her.

      Bess shook her head. “No, no, the soup will help. Sit, sit, both of you. Please. I’m all right. Don’t make a fuss. Now, Alice, tell us what else you saw.”

      “A parade of mechanical creatures. Elephants, horses, lions, all made of metal and clockwork,” I said with a smile. “Lord Dodgson is planning a visit this week. He mentioned that he might take me along,” I lied. There was no way I could visit such a place and not tell my sister about it. But I did not want to tell her I was planning to go with William. Nor did I want her to know I was not planning to be at work the rest of the week. I felt tremendously guilty.

      “How wonderful that would be,” Bess said wistfully. “He should take you. He drags you about everywhere else. Today at the shop they were talking about the Chinese vases on display at the exhibit. Mrs. Whittaker says we’re likely to get a million orders for them. If you go, try to bring me a pamphlet. I’ll hardly know what to paint without having a look myself.”

      “I will certainly try,” I told her, feeling wretched that I would see such beautiful things with ill-intent in my heart when a creature like my lovely sister could not afford the luxury of a ticket to visit the Crystal Palace.

      “Oh, and look at this,” Bess said, getting up from her seat. She went over to the drying stand where her china cups, platters, and vases all sat. “What do you think?” she asked, handing a delicate teacup to me. Painted thereon were images of large tropical flowers.

      “Beautiful,” I said, eyeing the ruby, brilliant pink, and sunset orange blossoms.

      “A woman brought in a book with paintings of the flowers that grow in Bermuda. Can you believe that? Her husband owns a plantation there or some such thing. She wants a full set decorated with these flowers.”

      I smiled. “Lovely work, Bess.”

      “She asked Mrs. Whittaker for me specifically. Isn’t that a pip?”

      “Your hands carry their sweetness,” Henry said.

      “As do yours, love,” she replied, tousling his hair. “And what did you make at the millinery today, dear Henry?”

      “A mess,” he replied, pulling off a hunk of bread which he handed to me.

      At that, I laughed.

      Bess smiled. “That is certain. Sometimes I think your flat is carpeted with ribbons, feathers, buttons, and silk. I don’t recall ever actually seeing the wood floor before. But tell me, did you make anything new?”

      Henry smiled, but I noticed that his cracked lip pained him. “This morning, before tea, three sisters came to see me to ask for new hats. They wanted their monograms sewn onto the front.”

      Bess laughed. “Indeed?”

      “They’re triplets. They look alike, all three of them. Their names were Elsie, Lacie, and Tillie. They wanted the monograms so their mother could tell them apart.”

      Bess grinned. “What a terrible mother she must be if she cannot differentiate between her own daughters.”

      “Well, they do all look the same.”

      “But to their mother, if she knows them well, then they should not. Do you remember those twins, Devon and David?” Bess asked me. “The ones at the mill. The boys did look the same, but once you knew their nature, they were no more alike than Alice and me.”

      “Perhaps their mother is not as bright as you,” I suggested.

      Bess winked at me.

      “I wrote up their order, but then it came to the issue of payment.”

      “What was the matter?” Bess asked.

      “They wanted to pay me in molasses.”

      “Molasses?” Bess asked, looking puzzled. She broke into laughter which made Henry and me both smile. “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” Henry answered, “I was about to ask that very question when one of them got the idea then that instead of hats they should order clothing from the dollmaker for their pet dormouse. So, off they went.

      “Molasses?” Bess asked again with a laugh.

      “Indeed. What a mad world, isn’t it?” he said, looking up at me, his eyes full of apology.

      I lifted my mug. “Indeed it is. Shall we have a toast then?”

      “A toast?” Bess asked.

      “To mad things?” I offered.

      Bess nodded. “Indeed, to mad things!”

      “To mad things!”
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      As was his custom, Henry lingered after dinner for a while. As his flat was right across from ours, there was no need to rush off. And, of course, he wanted to spend as much time with Bess as possible. Once it got very late, however, he bid us farewell.

      I tried not to listen as Bess and Henry said their goodbyes at the door. The soft sound of their kisses met my ears. Sliding the Countess’s packages aside, I lay down on my cot and stared at the wall.

      I hadn’t trusted my heart to anyone since William. I had loved, and it had cost me dearly. When I left the life, I’d gone into service with Lord Dodgson and moved me and Bess into the flat to escape. That was how Henry and Bess had met. I was glad we’d gone, that Bess was away from it all, and that fortune had blessed her with love in such a serendipitous fashion, but it had come at a price.

      The Countess was right. Jabberwocky had loved Bess and me like we were his own daughters. We were supposed to inherit his big house. And I was supposed to be his successor, to run the business, with William at my side, after Jabberwocky was gone. The problem was that I had no interest in the job. It wasn’t as if Jabberwocky’s deeds were bloody. Consorting with airship pirates to make quick coin at gaming or selling opium wasn’t the same as the bloody business with which the Queen of Hearts meddled. But I didn’t want the life. And it was consorting with monsters like the Queen of Hearts that made me want to get away.

      To say I’d never forget the first time I met her would be an understatement. Sometimes we encounter such scenes that they sear themselves into your memory. Such as it was the first time I encountered the Queen of Hearts. It had started as a simple job, but I should have known from Jabberwocky’s manner that it would be anything but.
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        * * *

      

      “Go to The Mushroom,” Jabberwocky had told me. He ran his hand over his hair, which had now paled from blond to white. It was combed in smooth rows. “Meet William. I have a package that needs to be delivered,” he’d said, but he hadn’t met my eye.

      “Package?” I asked, fingering the small treasures on Jabberwocky’s desk: clay statues Bess had made for him, a framed miniature of his wife who’d died young in childbirth, and a poem I’d once written for him that he’d framed.

      “A girl. Anna. She’s being transferred.”

      “To whom?” I asked, surprised that I’d been brought in to handle a matter involving one of the brothel girls. Jabberwocky usually kept me as far as possible from the trade.

      “To the Queen of Hearts,” Jabberwocky had said, passing me a slip of paper. “My carriage will take you to meet them. Go now.”

      I stared at him, noting very plainly how he was looking at everything except me. His brow was furrowed, and he tapped his pen nervously. It was very clear that he didn’t want me to ask questions.

      “Yes…yes, sir,” I said then headed toward the door.

      “Alice?” he called just before I left.

      “Yes?”

      “The Queen of Hearts’s guards will check you for weapons. Take something they can’t find.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      With that, I headed upstairs and quickly changed. It was early morning. Bess was still asleep. No doubt she’d have a long day ahead of her looking after Madame Mock, Jabberwocky’s mother to whom Bess was a companion. Slipping on a pair of brown leather pants and a white shirt, I then pulled on a halter leather corset that was reinforced with tempered metal that could withstand a puncture. Over that, I pulled on a dark blue jacket with a bustle at the back. I left the White Queen behind, substituting her for a flat dagger that I called Button given its deceptive pommel. I slipped it into a discreet fold in the corset. I pulled on my leather boots. Inside were small lock pick pins and flat blades that were handy in a pinch. Lastly, I pulled my hair into a bun. I slipped the smallest of blades, disguised as a hairpin with a dragonfly top, into my mass of hair.

      Jabberwocky’s expression told me this wasn’t a usual job. Rumors abounded about the Queen of Hearts. Some claimed she was in league with the devil. Others said she trafficked with assassins. There was no certainty about what her trade was, but I knew that even scoundrels like Jabberwocky generally steered clear of her. That was a good enough reason for me to stay away.

      I headed outside and climbed into the carriage. The driver took me from Jabberwocky’s house to The Mushroom. The pub, of course, was a front for the crime syndicate Jabberwocky ran. William was waiting outside with Anna.

      “Alice,” William said, opening the door and motioning for Anna to step inside.

      I nodded to him then eyed the girl over. She was wearing a straw hat and a bright yellow dress. “Good morning,” she said happily.

      I smiled at her but knew my expression betrayed my apprehension. Anna, who didn’t know me well, thought little of it. William, on the other hand, nodded to me. His expression was dark as well.

      William and Anna got into the carriage, and we headed out.

      “Do you know anything about my new employer?” Anna asked me.

      “Not much,” I replied.

      Anna nodded. “The city smells horrible,” she said, crinkling up her nose. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it.”

      “You’re new to London?”

      She nodded. “I came here looking for…work.”

      I nodded.

      “At certain times of the year, the fog holds the smog from the factories and the waste dumped into the river,” William replied absently.

      “Did you grow up here?” Anna asked William.

      “Yes.”

      “And your family? Are they still here as well?”

      He shook his head. “Jabberwocky is my only family. I was orphaned as a boy.”

      “Your father is very good to everyone,” she said then, turning to me.

      “My father?”

      “Mister Jabberwocky.”

      William smirked.

      “Thank you,” I said, not wanting to bother to explain to her that Jabberwocky was no more my father than William’s. Bess and I just had the fortune of being in the right place at the right time which had landed us in Jabberwocky’s circle.

      The carriage took us just outside of London to the Queen of Hearts’s magnificent grounds at Darkfen Abbey. The driver spoke in low tones to the guards at the gate. Wordlessly, they inspected the carriage then sent us toward the house.

      The road wound through a dense forest. The tall trees, heavy with new leaves, cast a canopy over us. The air chilled, the sun blocked. The grounds may have once been beautiful, but were now unkempt. Bramble and thorny vines choked the forest floor. There was the scent of mud and algae in the air.

      The medieval abbey sat on a small rise. Its roof, like jagged fingers, reached into the sky. It was made of dark stone, and much of the original stained glass appeared to be intact. The ruby, sapphire, and golden colors of the glass twinkled in the sunlight. Angry gargoyles glared down at us like stony watchmen, sticking their forked tongues out at us in warning.

      I heard Anna suck in a breath, but she said nothing.

      When we reached the front door, a man wearing dark robes and a black silk turban decorated with sparkling gems waited for us. He had a long black beard and mustache. He reminded me of one of the spice peddlers that often flew in from Malta. He wore a massive curved blade at his side.

      “Weapons? he asked the moment we stepped out of the carriage.

      “We were instructed to leave them behind,” I replied.

      The guard motioned to me anyway. Clearly, he didn’t take me at my word.

      Lifting my arms, I let him pat me down. I saw William grit his teeth as the man’s arms moved quickly around my breasts.

      He nodded then turned to William, who reluctantly assented.

      The man raised an eyebrow at Anna, giving her a quick once-over, then turned back toward the front door, motioning for us to follow him.

      Once inside the abbey, the door firmly closed behind us, and everything grew dim. The stained glass above the front door cast colored light on the floor. Aside from that, only a few lamps were lit and the windows were shuttered. It was dark, dank, and cool inside. The furnishings were sparse but rich. Exquisite paintings, tapestries, and statuaries filled the dark halls.

      We passed a maid dusting. I hardly paid her any mind, save to notice how very pale she looked, when she turned and looked at me. Her eyes were not made of flesh and blood but clockworks and optics. Strange wires protruded from her temples—from inside her very head—and back inside her ears. The mechanisms inside those strange golden eyes seemed to focus. She regarded me, then with a sharp jolt, she turned back to her work. A mechanical click sounded from her as she moved. I tried not to stare but couldn’t look away. She was neither machine nor human.

      “This way,” the man said, scowling at me.

      “Did you see that?” I whispered to William.

      He nodded. “I don’t like this.”

      “Me either,” I said but pushed my shoulders back, steeling my nerve. It almost worked but then Anna slipped her soft hand into mine. It was icy cold. She looked at me, her blue eyes wide with fear.

      I squeezed her hand, trying to reassure her, but the confidence I felt—and tried to pass to her—was a lie. Something was very wrong here.

      The man led us down a dark hallway and then another. There was a strange smell in the air, a sort of mix of lemon and decay. It made my gorge rise. At last, we reached a heavy old door at the end of a dark hallway.

      The guard knocked on the door.

      “Yes? What do you want?” a harsh female voice demanded.

      The man motioned for us to stay put then went inside.

      I passed William a concerned glance.

      “We do the job, then we leave, just like always,” he whispered so Anna could not hear.

      I nodded.

      “Fine, fine. Let’s see, then. Send them in,” the rough female voice shouted on the other side of the door.

      The man returned and motioned for us to enter.

      Even before the view unfolded before us, the smell of death wafted toward us. It was a strange scent. I could smell bodies, and feces, and decay, and also, quite in contrast, the scent of lemon and the heady smell of burnt sage.

      The room bespoke itself. Mangled bodies hung on racks, in cages, and a heap of headless corpses lay in one pile. Every corpse seemed to be missing its head. But they hadn’t gone far. Some sat in jars filled with unidentifiable liquids. Others sat on a workbench, being fastened with the same clockwork devices I had seen on the maid. Piles of pulpy red sinew and gears and tools lay on the table in a confused jumble.

      Anna suppressed a squeal and stepped back toward the door. The man in the turban took her by the arm.

      And then my eyes fell on her.

      The Queen of Hearts wore a long dark red dress covered with a black leather apron. She stood at a long table cleaning a series of instruments, each looking more deadly and pain-inducing than the last. She had very pale skin. It was so white that I had to look twice to determine it was not cream giving her such a white pallor. Her skin was smooth and without any blemish. She looked like she’d been carved out of porcelain. Her eyes were so dark brown they almost appeared black. She stood looking at us as she set the last instrument down and then, with a wet cloth, she wiped off the last of the blood that stained her arms from her elbows to her fingertips.

      “I hope you aren’t the girl Jabberwocky sent. No offense, but you’re not my type, darling,” she said to me.

      I opened my mouth to speak when William said, “This is Anna.” He motioned to her.

      Anna had turned whiter than the Queen herself. She looked like she was about to faint. Her eyes bulged as she stared at the mangled bodies.

      The Queen of Hearts set down her cloth and crossed the room to look at Anna, pulling off her apron as she did so. The Queen disgusted me and intrigued me all at once. I glanced around the room at the leavings of her…experiments. What the poor souls had suffered here was beyond my comprehension. Despite the revulsion I felt, I couldn’t help but realize that the Queen was probably the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.

      She looked Anna over. “Why, you look positively petrified. Come, girl, this fate isn’t for you,” she said, casting her hand toward the pile of corpses and row of heads. “Provided Jabberwocky has kept up his end of the bargain.”

      I set my hand on my corset just near Button, the slim blade I’d hidden there.

      The Queen of Hearts reached out and gently felt Anna’s breasts. “Are you a virgin?” she whispered.

      Anna looked startled. “Yes. Yes, ma’am.”

      “Why are you in London?”

      “My family needs money. I came to Mister Jabberwocky’s brothel looking for work. I know I have a pretty face. I hoped I could fetch a good price.”

      “Keen on getting something between your legs?”

      “No, ma’am. I just…my family is in a sorry condition. We are six daughters. I just…it was a last resort.”

      “Check her,” she told the man in the turban who nodded then took Anna by the arm and led her into an adjoining chamber.

      I didn’t dare meet Anna’s eye. I didn’t want to see the request for help that I knew would be there. I didn’t trust myself not to intervene when everything inside me was screaming at me to save this girl from whatever fate had in store for her.

      Unsure what to do, I bit the inside of my cheek and kept my eyes trained on the floor. The Queen of Hearts went back to the table and fingered through her instruments. She hummed as she worked. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched her inspect the instruments then set them back down.

      “No gawking and no questions. I like the two of you,” the Queen of Hearts said finally.

      When I looked up again, I saw that she was studying us both closely.

      “What’s your name?” she asked me.

      “Alice.”

      “Alice,” she mused. “Oh, I see. Bandersnatch, correct?” she asked, lifting an eyebrow.

      “Yes.”

      She grinned. “And you?” she asked, turning to William.

      “They call me Caterpillar.”

      “Jabberwocky’s opium peddler? I understand you had a fresh shipment come in on the Burning Rook yesterday. Be a good boy and have some sent over for my personal use.”

      William nodded, but I could tell by the expression on his face that he wanted nothing further to do with her.

      The man returned several moments later with Anna who looked decidedly disheveled, her cheeks red.

      “Well?” the Queen of Hearts asked.

      The man nodded. “She is intact.”

      The Queen of Hearts crossed the room and took Anna by the arm.

      “Now, one more check, my dear,” the Queen of Hearts told Anna then sat her down in a chair at the end of the row of instruments. The girl’s face was alive with fear. It was all I could do to keep myself from grabbing Anna and rushing out of there. I reminded myself over and over again that Anna had chosen to sell herself. She had chosen this life. She had come by her own free will. Who was I to intervene?

      The Queen of Hearts took Anna’s arm and gently extended it. “Don’t be afraid. This last test will ensure that you’ll be of use to me. If not, I’ll send you back with these two. If so, you’ll be paid handsomely for your…goods, and no meat will ever pass between those legs,” she said, and then patted the girl on her cheek. “At least until the bloom fades.”

      She then pulled a tight leather strap around Anna’s forearm. The girl winced with pain, but I could see she was trying to be brave.

      The Queen lifted a syringe with an attached tube from the table. She motioned for her man to help. He picked up a silver bowl and held it, aiming the tube toward the bowl.

      Moving carefully, the Queen inspected Anna’s arm then smiled at her. “This will prick a little, but less than a cock,” she said with a laugh then stuck the girl’s arm.

      Anna winced. A moment later, rich red blood flowed down the tube and into the bowl. Anna’s blood emptied into the vessel. I stared, aghast, at the sight. Anna squinted her eyes and didn’t look. Beside me, William was breathing hard. A moment later, the Queen carefully removed the syringe.

      “Very good,” she said, patting Anna on the head. She nodded to her man who then set about bandaging Anna’s arm.

      The Queen took the bowl to the drink tray. She lifted a crystal goblet and poured the blood inside. Taking the glass with her, she sat in an ornate chair. She smiled wickedly at Anna who was staring at her.

      “Cheers,” she said, lifting the goblet in toast. She sipped the blood, closing her eyes as she relished the taste.

      Anna bit her lip as she suppressed a scream, and two giant tears rolled down her cheeks.

      William moved protectively toward me, his hand brushing my lower back.

      “Delicious,” the Queen whispered then took a second drink, this time draining the goblet. When she was done, she set the glass aside. Fresh blood stained her lips. “Farm fresh,” she said with a laugh then rose. She went to the end of the table and picked up an envelope, which she handed to me.

      “Tell Jabberwocky that if he ever comes across any similar products, he always has a buyer.” She smiled, her teeth and mouth stained with blood.

      I took the package, turned, and headed toward the door. I didn’t dare meet Anna’s eyes. I didn’t dare. I couldn’t. I knew what fear and plea for help I would find there. I couldn’t permit myself to see it. I couldn’t leave her there like that, but I had to. It was wrong to leave her there, but I had to. I was leaving her to unimagined torments, but I had to. Because that was what the job required. Because that was what Jabberwocky asked me to do. I pushed the door open and headed down the hallway.

      From the room behind me, I heard the Queen of Hearts’s laughter. “What’s wrong, Bandersnatch? Don’t you want to stay for an aperitif?” she called.

      A moment later, William caught up with me.

      “Did you know?” I whispered.

      “No. I take it you didn’t either.”

      I shook my head.

      “She…she drank Anna’s blood,” William whispered.

      “Sanguinarian. That’s what it’s called. It’s a form of black magic.” I felt like I was going to be sick. “I will never deal with that woman again. We betrayed that poor girl. We were stupid, reckless thugs. God knows what horrors we just left her to.”

      Moving quickly, we headed back out into the light. I was never more grateful to see the sky in all my life. Once we were inside the safety of the carriage once more, William pulled me close to him and kissed the top of my head.

      My whole body was shaking. “I’ll never forgive myself,” I whispered.

      I looked at William. He’d gone pale. “When Jabberwocky is gone, everything will be different. We’ll do business differently.”

      “Be honorable thieves.”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that a promise?”

      “Yes. I would never do something like that. Whatever the deal was, it wasn’t worth it. That poor girl…”

      “Honorable thieves,” I whispered, pressing my head against his chest.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry you had to see that. I’ll speak to Jabberwocky. Never, ever again,” he whispered, touching my cheek.

      I sighed deeply, feeling the terrible weights of guilt and anger struggling inside me. Lifting a box, picking a lock, or swiping a document was one thing. But trading in blood? Jabberwocky had never asked anything like that of me before, and in that moment, I swore it would be the last time.

      I didn’t know how wrong I was.
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        * * *

      

      Bess closed the door. Sighing, she leaned against it, turning to look at me. “He worries me,” she said.

      I squinted my eyes hard, pushing the memories away. “Just bad luck. He’s fortunate he’s not hurt worse.”

      “You’re right,” Bess said as she went to clear the dishes.

      “Don’t worry about those. I’ll get them,” I told her.

      “Nonsense. You’ve been working all day. Dinah, how about some scraps?” she called. I heard her scraping out our bowls.

      I took a deep breath and brushed the tears from my cheeks. I got up. Wordlessly, I took the bowls from Bess’s hands and put them in the washbasin. She turned and finished clearing off the table. Taking a cloth, I worked the dirty bowls with the soap, its sharp lemon scent nearly gagging me.

      “Lord Dodgson’s niece and her family will be coming in from the country to celebrate her birthday. I’m afraid I’ll have some very odd hours in the coming days. Please don’t worry yourself. If I’m out late and you get scared, promise me you’ll ask Henry to stay here with you.”

      “Alice, you know I can’t do that. It’s indecent.”

      With my back turned to her, Bess didn’t see me roll my eyes. “I don’t know why the two of you don’t just go ahead and get married.”

      When Bess didn’t reply, I turned around and looked at her. To my astonishment, a tear was trailing down her check.

      “Bessy?”

      “You’re right,” she said sadly. “He always tells me he’s trying to save up some money first. Do you think…Alice, do you think he doesn’t ask because he knows I’m very ill? Do you think he doesn’t ask because he thinks I’m just going to die anyway?”

      “Bess!”

      “I’m serious.”

      I set the bowl down and turned and embraced my sister. “No. That’s not the case. Henry loves you. He loves you more than anything. He would do anything for you.”

      “Except marry me.”

      “He will. He wants to do what’s best for you.”

      She smiled half-heartedly. “It’s not like I need a fancy wedding. I just want him…and maybe a little holiday.”

      “A trip to Bath to take in the waters? They have good doctors there. I’m sure someone could give us a suggestion for you, Bessy. Between me and Henry, I’m sure we could raise the money.”

      “Perhaps if I paint some Chinese vases.”

      “There you go. Let’s make a plan. We’ll start saving now. By next winter, we’ll have you and Henry married, and we’ll all go to Bath to take in the waters.”

      This time, Bess smiled for real. “I love that idea.”

      “Then we’ll inform Henry of the plan tomorrow.”

      “Inform Henry? That he has to marry me?” Bess asked with a laugh.

      I smiled. “Indeed, and at your wedding, you will wear the best hat London has ever seen.”

      Bess laughed. “Alice, you’re mad indeed.”

      “I certainly hope so. All the best people are.”
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            Pierced Red Things
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      I left early the next morning while Bess still slept, taking with me the blueprints and the dress box the Countess had given me. Stepping out onto the streets of London, I spotted a lamplighter passing through snubbing out the last of the flames as the sun began to break over the horizon. The cobblestone streets were clouded with fog. The haze made everything thick and blue.

      I slipped down one side street after another, my hand clenched around the White Queen, as I finally made my way to Caterpillar’s house. At least, it was his house now. As I stared up at the third-floor window, my mind rushed back in time. How long had it been since I’d first set eyes on the place?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bess and I were nine and ten when we found ourselves standing before Jabberwocky’s massive home for the first time.

      “Is this the place? This big house?” Bess whispered in my ear, her hand gripping mine tightly.

      “This is the address,” I said, looking down at a scrap of paper in my hand.

      Mustering up my nerve, I went to the door and knocked. I remembered the sound of it, how it seemed like my knock had echoed through an empty space. A few moments later, a man in a dark suit answered the door.

      “Yes?”

      “Mister Northman told us to come to this address,” I said, handing the paper to him.

      “Mister Northman?”

      “Yes. A man asked Mister Northman to send us here.”

      The doorman nodded. “Very well. Come in,” he said. I held Bess’s chilly and damp hand. We stepped inside the cavernous place. The foyer of the house was dark save a few candles that had been lit in the circular chandelier that hung overhead. The place seemed like it had been washed in gray. Everything felt muted, lifeless. “Wait here,” the man said. Taking a candelabra with him, he headed upstairs.

      “Alice, we should run away from this place. This is a bad place,” Bess had whispered.

      “Run where? Back to the workhouse?”

      Bess shifted nervously. I stiffened my nerve as we waited. We stood still, like we were frozen in place, as we waited. We stood there so long that my feet grew sore. At last, Mister Mock, whom we would later come to know as Jabberwocky, appeared on the steps.

      “Well, if it isn’t the little sisters. Alice and…what was it again?”

      “Bess, Your Grace,” my sister said with a curtsey.

      The man laughed. “Alice and Bess. Very good. Most people call me Jabberwocky,” he said.

      “That’s a very odd name,” I said before I could stop the words from tumbling out of my mouth. I slapped my hands on my lips but it was too late.

      He laughed then bent down to look at us. “Yes, it is,” he replied generously. Even then his hair was already turning silver, but it still held a blonde hue. His face was not unkind, but it had a hawkish look. His skin was mottled with liver spots and deep lines ran across his forehead. “Now, do you know why you’re here?” he asked. “What did Mister Northman tell you?”

      “Nothing,” I replied, lowering my hands, “except that our contract was bought out by the tall man who’d come through the factory the week before.”

      “The tall man,” he said with a laugh. “Do you remember seeing me?”

      We both shook our heads.

      “I saw you,” he said, pointing to me, “unsticking that gear before the machine crushed your friend’s hand.”

      I thought back. The week before, Davin had nearly lost his fingers when a machine malfunctioned. I’d seen the loose part amongst the working gears and had knocked it into place before the wheel could take his fingers.

      I smiled abashedly.

      “No bragging? I like that. I asked Mister Northman about you. He told me that you have a gentle sister. Turns out that I had a job for a pair of girls just like you, and Mister Northman owed me a favor, so here we are. Miss Alice,” he said, eyeing me skeptically. “I want to give you a test.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He grinned. “Come with me,” he said, motioning for us to follow him. He led us through the hallways to the back of the house. Each hallway, each door, seemed to lead to another. Every room seemed to be painted in the same odd blue-gray color. The place felt like a tomb.

      A moment later, however, he pushed open a door to reveal a small garden at the back of the house.

      “Oh, how lovely,” Bess exclaimed.

      “Isn’t it? And my apple tree is just as full as can be. Do you like apples, girls?”

      We both nodded.

      “Very well. Let’s see if Alice can win you one,” he said. From inside his belt, he pulled out a dagger. He handed the blade to me. “Not five minutes after you saved your friend, I saw you peg a rat with a rock from three meters away. You have very quick hands, Alice, and Mister Northman tells me you also have a quick mind. Now, how can you do with apples? Do you think you can hit that one all the way at the top of the tree?

      “Yes, sir. Apples are much easier. They wriggle less than rats.”

      Mister Mock laughed. “Let’s see then.”

      I took a step forward and aimed. I knew that no matter what, my mark had to be perfect. My future, I felt, depended on it.

      I lobbed the dagger.

      There was a crunch, and a bright red apple fell from the tree, skewered by the dagger.

      “Well done,” Mister Mock said, clapping his hands together.

      He retrieved the apple and his dagger. He cut the apple in half and gave half to me and half to Bess.

      “Very good,” he said, wiping the blade clean. “You’ll need a bit of training up, and you and your sister will have to stay here—can’t have you living with the boys—but I think those big blue eyes and quick little fingers will serve me well. Do you understand me, Alice? Do you know what job I have for you?”

      I looked at him. Bess, who was chewing her apple happily, suddenly stopped and stared at Mister Mock.

      “I do, but my sister cannot do such work.”

      He smiled at Bess then reached out and gently patted her head. “Look there,” he said, pointing to an upstairs window.

      To my surprise, there was an elderly woman sitting at the window. She was rail thin and looked to be a hundred years old, but she smiled kindly and waved to us. “My mother is very old and needs a companion, Miss Bess. She’s quite ill. She hardly knows her own name and doesn’t recognize anyone from one day to the next. I need someone with a giving heart to look after her. Mister Northman said you can read?”

      She nodded. “Oh, yes. And I’m very patient.”

      Mister Mock nodded. “No doubt you are. My dear mother used to love to paint. Perhaps you can tempt her to it again. So, girls, what do you say? Do you suppose we could make a deal?”

      “Shall we try it?” Bess whispered to me.

      I looked back at Mister Mock. I was only ten, but I knew what life he was offering me. I’d work the streets, picking pockets and lifting goods. It wasn’t honest work—it wasn’t even safe work—but it would mean a comfortable life for Bess. My sister had nearly died the winter before in the cold bunkhouse. She was too gentle to wrangle machines and chase rats out of her food bowl. If we had stayed with Mister Northman, my sister might have died. Our parents were dead. I hardly even remembered them anymore. We had no one else. I didn’t want to be a pickpocket, but for Bess, I could do anything. We’d have a room in a fine house, my sister reading books to an old woman, sitting beside the fireplace all winter long. There wasn’t anything in the world I wouldn’t do to win that kind of life for my sister.

      “Bess will work in the house. Always. You promise?” I asked Mister Mock.

      He smiled. “Yes.”

      “Then we agree.”

      “Very good. Come along then. Let’s get you settled.”

      I looked up at Madame Mock. She smiled nicely once more. Bess waved happily to her. I hoped beyond all reason that things would work out and that the price would not be too great.
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        * * *

      

      I stared up at the window of the third-floor bedroom. Knocking on the front door felt entirely too obvious. I turned and headed down the nearby alley until I reached the back garden wall. Securing the blueprints on the strap across my back, I tossed the dress box over, then gripping the stones, I pulled myself up.

      I dropped into the garden of Jabberwocky’s—formerly my own—house. Everything was as it had been. Setting the box against the trunk of the old apple tree, I grabbed a branch and climbed up. The limbs stretched to the ledge. Moving carefully, I slipped off the branch and onto a ledge along the building. I eyed the decorative flagstones jutting from the side of the house. Getting a tight grip, I scaled the wall to the third-floor ledge. I shimmied to the window. I peered inside to find William still asleep. Balancing carefully, I pulled my knife then slipped it along the window frame, maneuvering open the lock. Moving carefully, I pushed the window open and slid inside.

      William sighed and rolled over but didn’t wake.

      A small fire burned in the fireplace of Mister Mock’s old bedroom. The room was warm and comfortable. William had changed the furnishings and linens, leaving the sense of the familiar and the new all at once. The room was sparse save his desk. Moving quietly, I sat down at the desk and began looking through the papers. He was corresponding with an airship pirate, moving opium from the Orient into London. He’d had some dealings with an apothecary in Cheapside leaving an itemized bill behind. The desk was littered with the expected items and a lot of literature on the Crystal Palace. The only piece of information that did catch my eye was a dispatch from a merchant in Virginia talking about inventory that was scheduled to be delivered via the airship Siren on April twentieth, two weeks earlier. Something about the way it was written, the vagueness of description, felt suspect. I looked through the rest of the papers but there was nothing of importance.

      Rising slowly, I moved silently to the bedside and looked down at William.

      How sweet he looked as he slept. His lashes were so long, but they’d always been like that. I remembered those lashes on the little boy version of him, the little boy who’d fallen instantly in love with me.

      I stared at his lips, remembering the feel of them against mine.

      Pain rocked my heart.

      Had he really left me for nothing more than this life? This house? This wealth? Was I so easily cast aside?

      But guilt nagged at me. In reality, who had done the casting? Wasn’t I just as much to blame?

      I sat down on the side of the bed, not bothering to be gentle, then stroked the lock of hair that fell just over his ear back into place.

      “Your security is terrible. I could have murdered you five times by now,” I said gently.

      He startled awake, gasping as he opened his eyes.

      “Alice?” he whispered. Without thinking, he reached out and took my hand. The sweetness of it, the look of warmth in his eyes, caught me off guard. “Alice.”

      It wasn’t the reaction I’d expected. I’d expected he’d brandish the dagger under his pillow to prove me wrong, or make some smart comment, or get up and move away angrily. Instead, the look on his face was much different.

      “I…I let myself in. Through the window,” I said.

      He didn’t even crack a smile. “I dreamt, you know, of waking up to your face in this house, in this room. I dreamt of waking up to your touch. Alice,” he said. He lifted his hand and touched my cheek, his fingers trailing gently down to touch my lips.

      “Yes, well, we’re at an impasse on that, aren’t we,” I said, rising. I had to get away from him or I was most certainly going to kiss him.

      “Please, let’s talk about it,” William said, sitting up.

      “What’s there to talk about?”

      “It’s not too late for you to change your mind. You wouldn’t have to come back into the life. You and Bess can move back here. This is your home. I hate that you’re living in that hovel above the dress shop. I hate that Bess is too poor to marry that hatter. It’s not too late, Alice. We can just do it over again.”

      I went to the fireplace. Was he right? Could I come back? Could we do it over again? How many times had I regretted my decision? How many times had I felt the pang in my heart that I, not William, was at fault?

      William rose and joined me, wrapping his arm around my waist, pulling me close. “Alice. Please. You know I never stopped loving you. And you never stopped loving me. Come home to me.”

      “Why are you doing this job for the Queen of Hearts?”

      “What?”

      “The job. The job that has a very high probability of getting one or both of us shot or put in the stocks. Why? Why did you take the deal? What went wrong between you and her?”

      “I…it’s complicated.”

      “I’m reasonably intelligent. Try me.”

      “Alice,” he said, but he said no more. I realized that no answer was coming.

      I pulled away. “You see. This is why. This is why I won’t come back. Nothing but darkness surrounds this life.” I turned and looked at him. “Get dressed,” I said then turned and headed toward the door.

      “Where are you…are you leav—”

      “Of course not. Dark deals or no, I’m not going to leave you to hang for whatever it is you’ve done. I’m going downstairs to see if Maggie will cook me some breakfast,” I said then slammed the door behind me.

      Too close.

      Too close that time.

      Too close to saying yes.
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      “If you say it again, I’ll stab you,” I said as I struggled to adjust the formal gown. The bulging bustle of fabric on my backside made my lower back itch, and my corset was too tight. A proper lady’s gown indeed, but I wondered how anyone who dressed in proper fashion got anything done. I touched the brim of my tiny top hat. It, along with my parasol, were the only pieces of the outfit I actually liked. Of course, the parasol had a feature that allowed me to slip the White Queen into the shaft to serve as a handle. Leave it to the Countess to think of that.

      “All I said was that you look lovely. I hardly think that’s a stabbing offense.”

      “Shows what you know,” I replied as I eyed him sidelong. He had changed into a fine suit and wore a black top hat. I both hated and loved being there with him. My conflicting emotions made me cranky.

      “Tickets,” said a man standing just outside the door of the Crystal Palace.

      “Good morning,” William said politely and handed the man our tickets.

      The man stamped the date on the tickets then handed them back. Nodding, he motioned for us to enter.

      Taking me gently by the arm, as a gentleman ought to do, William escorted me inside.

      While the Crystal Palace’s ornate structure, made of glass and iron, towering several stories high was a sight to behold from the outside, nothing quite prepared me for the marvels inside.

      As we entered, a cacophony of sounds reached our ears. The sweet melodies coming from a stand of self-playing harps, the screech of monkeys, the hum of machines, and the sounds of hundreds of voices rolled to our ears all at once.

      The structure had been built around the tall ash trees that had stood in the park. They still stood standing tall in the middle of the structure. Fountains lined the center promenade. The crowd gasped and stepped back as a group from Africa passed on their way toward their display, lions on leashes walking in front of them. Not far behind them, a man wearing a straw hat jogged past pulling a rickshaw, two laughing—and elegantly dressed—ladies inside.

      I gasped as a man flew overhead on wings made of lightweight material. To my great surprise, he flapped his wings, the metal of the clockwork bones and joints revealed when the sun overhead struck him just right.

      William chuckled. “Shall we take it all in?”

      Barely able to breathe, I nodded.

      “Now, there is my Alice,” he said softly. “Her curious eyes open wide.”

      I smiled. “It’s a wonderland.”

      In that moment, I could hardly feel angry at him. He had tricked me to bring me back into his circle and was being completely obtuse on why he was in this predicament in the first place, but I loved being there with him.

      “Ladies and gentleman, ladies and gentleman, come see these wonderful clockwork delights,” a gentleman called from the German exhibit. He was standing in front of a curtain.

      William and I stopped to look.

      “How many of you have ever loved a dear pet and lost one? A dog, madame? Perhaps a scrappy little alley cat, sir? What if you could own a pet that never died? What if you could own a pet that would always be there for you, save time when it came for a patch or two? Behold,” the man called, and pulled the curtain away, revealing an odd little zoo. Inside a display of cases were all manner of creatures, and all of them made of metal.

      The crowd gasped.

      “The clockwork menagerie,” the man said. “Fine German craftsmanship. Each creature made to order by our tinkers,” he said then pulled a clockwork cat—a fine looking machine made of striped metal to make the animal appear as if he were a tabby cat—from the display. He set the cat on a show platform.

      “The cat has been designed with optics to navigate your home and behave just like a living creature. Simply press this lever to activate your feline,” the man said, pressing the lever. The cat’s eyes opened wide. They were the color of aquamarine gems. It stood and twitched its mechanical tail, then sat once again and began licking a metal paw with an equally metal tongue.

      “Does it meow?” a child called, her mother and father looking on.

      “Only if you like,” the man said. “Just wind the small crank here, and your kitten will cry for his…oil!”

      Everyone laughed.

      The man worked the crank and a moment later, the clockwork cat let out a loud meow. He picked the creature up, holding it just like a cat, and walked in front of the crowd so everyone could see and touch it.

      “It even purrs. Madame, would you be so kind as to give him a scratch behind the ears?” he said to me.

      I looked from the cat to William then back to the cat again.

      Reaching out, I stroked my hand across the metal ear of the cat. A purring sound erupted from the little creature and then, a moment later, the clockwork feline smiled, revealing a row of wide, square teeth.

      I laughed. “He’s smiling like he just had a bowl of Cheshire cream.”

      The crowd gathered around me chuckled.

      We took in the presentation then turned back to the main thoroughfare.

      “Look,” William said, pointing to the massive stone sphinxes that stood at the entrance of the Egyptian exhibit. We headed inside to discover all manner of fine artifacts on display: papyrus scrolls, an ornate sarcophagus, and lapis lazuli jewels.

      In my childhood dreams, I’d imagined myself a treasure hunter. I envisioned myself exploring the pyramids in Egypt, a crumbling map in hand. I envisioned myself outsmarting ancient curses on chests of pirate treasure or unlocking the secrets of the lost Atlantis. But such adventures could only be had in my imagination. In reality, Bess and I had been left to the workhouse after our parents had died of a wasting disease. Jabberwocky had saved us from certain poverty, but at what cost?

      As I walked beside William, taking in the delights, I thought about my path. William was right. It had been my choice to leave. I didn’t want the life. I didn’t want to do the job anymore. But he too had chosen. He’d picked the life over me. Yet I could go back. It wasn’t too late.

      I shook my head. I didn’t dare think about it anymore. After all, this was a job, not a date. I scanned the area around us. There were four guards at the main entrance, two at each of the six side entrances, and one of Victoria’s men in each display in addition to whatever security the international groups had brought with them. I looked the guards over in the Egyptian exhibit. They eyed the visitors, looking for pickpockets. The admission price, however, kept the common street ruffians away. Yet their eyes were keen. No one would get past them alive.

      We left the Egyptian exhibit and carried on with our tour. The Great Exhibition took up two floors with a third, half floor, above. Several windows were cranked open overhead to let the heat out. The tops of the trees inside the building nearly reached the windows.

      “There is a line to see the diamond, but it disperses at lunch time. We’ll go then,” William whispered in my ear.

      “So, does that mean you won’t be buying me lunch? I am, after all, putting my life on the line for you. Doesn’t that earn me at least a ploughman’s platter?”

      William laughed. “Afterward. I promise.”

      Next, we took in the Chinese display, marveling at the lanterns, paintings, and myriad of painted vases. As we passed, I picked up all the pamphlets they had available showing the artwork.

      “For Bess?” William asked.

      “Yes. Several of her customers have remarked on the vases. She wanted to try her hand at them.”

      “Replicas will catch her a fortune. She should come see them herself.”

      “I’m sure she can render the images from these well enough,” I said, looking down at the papers. In truth, the cost of entrance into the exhibit was well beyond what we could afford. On top of that, Bess could not walk to the exhibition. She’d need a carriage, and unless we found someone with one to spare on her behalf, there was no way for her to get there without risking her health.

      William frowned, guessing at what I had left unspoken. In his expression, I saw his frustration. “You’re so stubborn, Alice,” he scolded me then under his breath. “Wouldn’t life with me, back at home at the manor, with some means at your disposal, be a better life for you both?”

      “Here I am, finely dressed and seeing wonders I could never afford on my own, but I’m about to commit a crime against the crown. The trade-off hardly seems worth it.”

      “Alice—”

      “If something happens to me, you will be responsible for taking care of Bess. You remember that.”

      “I promise I will protect you, nothing will—”

      From somewhere in the building, a massive clock chimed, drowning out his words. I sighed with relief. Whatever it was he was planning to say, I didn’t want to hear it.

      I glanced up at a nearby clock. It was the lunch hour.

      “Shall we?” I said, looking in the direction of the British display.

      William nodded and said nothing more.

      We joined the main thoroughfare once more. Each country had beautiful displays tucked into alcoves along each side with other interesting displays along the center of the walkway. There was a colorful display of glassworks in the Austrian exhibit, Turkish textiles and rugs, and models of ships and silks from India. We bypassed the American display where an airship had been docked at the center of the exhibit. A presentation was underway showcasing the use of helium. As well, the display of Colt revolvers was getting a lot of attention. Eventually, we reached the queue for the Koh-i-Noor. The diamond, just as the Countess’s schematics had revealed, was sitting in what looked more or less like a bird cage on a pedestal. I eyed the crowd. There were less than twenty people in line in front of us. Two guards kept watch on the diamond. The gem was sitting on a red pillow.

      “It’s very large, but it doesn’t have any sparkle,” a lady in a fine dress complained to her husband as they walked away from the exhibit.

      “That’s because it’s cursed,” her husband replied.

      My brow furrowed. “The diamond is cursed?” I asked William.

      He nodded. “The diamond is bloody. It was a gift to Victoria from her admirers in India.”

      “So, you mean, we stole it,” I said under my breath.

      He nodded.

      I frowned. How typical. But somehow the notion made me feel a little better. If the diamond had been stolen in the first place, if it didn’t really belong to Her Majesty, then maybe that made all this better. Maybe.

      As we moved forward, I eyed the layout of the space. The diamond had its own alcove off of the main thoroughfare. It was open on two sides. There was nothing else on display in order to accommodate the large crowd.

      One of the guards yawned sleepily and pulled out his pocket watch.

      The wooden podium—which I remembered from the schematic was really a safe—was strong enough to hold the weight of the heavy metal cage. As we drew close, I saw a steel box under the pillow on which the diamond sat. Under that was a levered panel to drop the box, diamond, and pillow inside, into the pedestal.

      “Madame? Sir?” the exhibitioner called, motioning for us to come forward.

      William and I came to stand in front of the diamond. It was large enough to take up the entire palm of my hand, but it was oddly cut. The shape was a strange sort of oval. As the passing lady had said, it didn’t shimmer at all.

      “A bit lackluster,” William said.

      The exhibitor barely batted an eyelash. It was apparent he’d heard the comment a hundred times already.

      I leaned forward to look more closely. Then, pretending to swoon a little, I exclaimed loudly then tripped against the display. I reached out and grabbed the bars as if to steady myself. I threw some of my weight against the display. It didn’t move. The diamond never budged.

      “Madame,” the exhibitor exclaimed, reaching out for me.

      William, pretending to be distracted, waited a moment before he noticed my distress. “My dear,” he called, reaching out for me.

      To my surprise, both guards—who had but a moment ago looked half-asleep—and the exhibitor arrived at once.

      “Oh,” I exclaimed with a gasp. “Oh, gentlemen! Oh my! I’m so very sorry. I suddenly saw black spots before my eyes and swooned.”

      The exhibitor breathed a sigh of relief. Nothing had moved. The diamond had not shuddered a bit.

      “I’m so very sorry,” I said, batting my big blue eyes at them.

      The guards regarded me closely, looked at one another, and with a nod, returned to their posts.

      “Oh, I’m so very sorry,” I said, looking from the exhibitor to the guards. “How terribly embarrassing.”

      “Are you all right, pet? What happened, love?” William asked, fanning my face.

      The exhibitor smiled generously. “It’s a long line. And it’s quite hot in here, isn’t it? No damage was done. Perhaps your wife needs a bit to eat,” the man said to William.

      As he spoke, I scanned around. Several gentlemen, all in similar black suits, had suddenly come very near the display. They exchanged glances with the guards then disappeared, presumably back into the crowd.

      William smiled at the man. “Excellent idea, my friend.”

      “There are many food tents outside. But everyone is raving about Alexis Soyer’s Symposium of All Nations at the Gore House just across the street. Hot meals. Food from all nations,” the exhibitor suggested. “I’ve heard it’s very good. Or you can get a ginger beer, a pickle, and a stale bun down that way,” the man added with a wink.

      William laughed. “Thank you, sir,” he told the man then took my arm. “Come along, my dear.”

      At that, we headed away from the display.

      “Well?” William whispered once we were a safe distance away.

      “The pedestal seemed to be welded to the ground. The bars are solid steel. Nothing shook. Nothing moved. It’s sturdy. It’s a safe, just as the schematic showed.”

      “Guards are lax,” William commented.

      “The ones we saw. There are guards mingling amongst the crowd. But they are all wearing the same black suits. There,” I said, motioning casually toward a display of French jewels. “The man carrying the sketchbook. And there,” I said, tilting my chin toward another display of lamps.

      “I see,” William said. “What now?”

      “We need to see what’s done with the diamond at the close of day.”

      “Then let’s have some lunch and return for a second look.”

      “Pickles, bread, and ginger beer?” I asked with a grin.

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure what Alice in the red dress would prefer, but my Alice was always ready to drink a ginger beer.”

      Unable to stop myself, I grinned at him. “And what about you?”

      “I want Alice in the red dress to have everything she deserves. Come, let’s try Soyer’s Symposium. We’ll eat Chinese food. I’ve heard they eat with sticks.”

      “Chopsticks.”

      “Chopsticks. Shall we try?”

      “And ruin my fine red dress?”

      We both laughed then headed outside, away from the vendor tents, and toward the Gore House.

      The sun was shimmering brightly. It was a fine day. I held onto William, soaking in his warmth, remembering the curve of his arm.

      “I missed you,” William said softly. “And you must admit, you missed me too.”

      “Yes. I’ve missed you too.”

      “Alice, won’t you consider—”

      “What does the Queen of Hearts have over you? Why are you doing this?”

      “There was a job. I…I botched it. I owe her.”

      “Too easy an answer. Botched it how?”

      “It’s compli—”

      “Yes, it’s complicated, you’ve mentioned that. William, I’ve known you since you were ten years old. Nothing about you is this complicated, at least, not so complicated that you cannot tell me. Who knows you better than I do?”

      William sighed. “No one. But Alice, I…I just can’t.”

      “Until you tell me the truth, then we are at an impasse.”

      “Alice, I’m trying. You don’t even know how hard I am trying here. I am doing everything—”

      Just then, however, I felt a shadow fall in too close behind us. I pulled the White Queen out of the parasol handle and turned.

      William broke off midsentence.

      Behind me, I found Jack and Rabbit.

      “Alice,” Jack said with a smile, lifting both hands in the air and stopping cold.

      Rabbit, his mop of white hair glimmering in the sunshine, smiled up at me, a mischievous look on his face. It was then I noticed that he was eating a pickle inside a bun. Now, how had he managed that if they were for sale inside the exhibition? He was still wearing the oversized, expensive-looking, waistcoat.

      “What is it?” William asked.

      “You’re needed,” Jack told him.

      “Now?”

      “Yes.”

      “But I was just going to take Alice to—“

      “The crew of the Siren is here. There is some…trouble.”

      William paused. I could see the crush of conflicted feelings wash over him as his expression changed. He needed to go. It was obvious. But I could see that he also realized the timing could not have been worse. “Alice, I—”

      I wanted to understand. I really wanted to be sympathetic, but the moment had felt so good. I wanted to go on living it. In truth, I had missed him desperately. And I was very certain that I was about to get to the truth. But once more, Jabberwocky’s ghost was back to haunt us. I couldn’t stand it. “Just go,” I said coldly.

      William dug into his pocket and pushed a coin purse at me. “Please get some lunch. Spend it all. Buy anything you want. I need to attend to this matter, but I’ll be back. Meet me at six o’clock? The exhibition closes at seven. I’ll meet you inside?”

      I slipped my blade back into the parasol handle, popped the parasol open, and turned back toward the Great Exhibition building.

      “Alice,” William called to me.

      “Fine,” I replied.

      As I walked off, I heard Jack’s voice.

      “Sorry. It’s just the captain stabbed two people already. Rabbit, run off and tell them we’re coming.”

      I frowned and kept going. Well, William was right. He had shown me what life would be like if I went back to him.

      Disappointing.
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            Fool Me Once
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      Back inside the exhibit, I sat sipping a ginger beer and watching the diamond most of the afternoon. My analysis of the security was right. On first blush, the guards had seemed sparse and rather lax. That was, of course, a false assumption. There were many—many—security officers in black suits canvassing the place. I nibbled at my stale bread, the crumbly mess spoiling my fancy red dress, and tried to focus on the diamond. Instead, my mind drifted off to consider how everything had gone so terribly wrong. And whenever I posed that question to myself, a single night came to mind.
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        * * *

      

      The job was supposed to be a simple one.

      “Here is the address,” Jabberwocky had said, handing a slip of paper to me. He nodded to William. “Just the two of you. The banker left for Cambridge this morning. According to the maid, the safe is on the second floor behind a painting of Queen Victoria. Go now.”

      “And what are we looking for?” William asked.

      “Documents.”

      “Surely he’ll have many papers on hand. How will we know which documents?” I asked.

      “Just take all the papers you find in the safe. Leave anything of wealth. Just bring any papers,” Jabberwocky answered.

      I frowned. It was unlike him to be so vague. But after that bloody business with Anna and the Queen of Hearts, I had begun to suspect Jabberwocky’s grasp was beginning to slip. Deals were going bad all around town. A new crew was starting to encroach on Jabberwocky’s territory, and he seemed reluctant to do anything to stop it. William had been patching the holes in the business and keeping things afloat. Jabberwocky seemed…distracted. I eyed him closely. Madame Mock, Jabberwocky’s mother, has degraded terribly in her final years. At the end, she knew no one, called Bess by her late sister’s name, and repeatedly asked for her mother. Jabberwocky seemed increasingly disorganized and distracted. I worried for him.

      William nodded then turned to go. He only paused when he saw I wasn’t coming.

      “If the papers are not in the safe, we’ll need to search the office. Sir, you know you can trust us. What are we looking for?”

      Jabberwocky frowned then said, “The papers will contain the name Anastasia Otranto.”

      “Who is Anastasia Otranto?” I asked.

      “That’s all you need to know. See to it.”

      “Yes, sir,” William said from behind me.

      “Yes, sir,” I echoed.

      Jabberwocky mumbled under his breath but never looked up at me.

      I frowned and joined William.

      “Nothing we can’t handle,” William said confidently as we headed out into the streets of London.

      The sun was setting and there was a chill in the air. It was late fall. Winter was coming. Already the cough in Bess’s chest had started to rattle. I frowned and tried not to think of it. I pulled my coat tighter around me.

      “You want to take a carriage?” William asked.

      I shook my head. “Let’s walk. I want to think. I don’t like this. We don’t know anything. This is sloppy.”

      “Ransom’s crew tried to take over another block today. Jabberwocky…I told him but he didn’t answer. Instead, he asked me to have some marmalade sent to his office. That was all. Jack and I are meeting with Ransom tomorrow. This job…something seems odd. Anastasia—whatever the name was—who is she?”

      “I don’t know.”

      William sighed heavily. He kept clenching and unclenching his jaw. What were we going to do? If Jabberwocky was slipping, it meant huge problems for all of us.

      William and I worked our way across town until we came to the banker’s small townhouse. It was already dark, and the lamplighter had not yet arrived at this end of the street. The houses all along the row seemed empty, including the residence in question. We walked confidently to the front door. Doing so would put any passersby at ease. If we acted like we were supposed to be there, they would assume we were. I pulled out slim lock pick tools from the top of my boot and worked the lock. A moment later, the door opened, and we headed inside.

      We paused a moment, closing the door quietly behind us. We stood still in the darkness, listening for any sounds of trouble.

      The little house was quiet save the ticking of a clock. Nothing and no one was stirring.

      William pulled out a pistol and a dagger, and we headed upstairs. William checked each room to ensure it was empty. We made our way to the second-floor office. The small space had a large desk littered with papers. The walls were lined with bookcases filled with leather tomes and other oddities.

      I pulled the heavy drapes closed then lit a candle that was sitting on a desk.

      There was a substantial amount of coin stacked there, but I didn’t touch it. I scanned around the room until I spotted a painting of Queen Victoria.

      I motioned to William, and we headed toward the painting. It was attached to the wall but opened on a lever.

      “Sorry, Your Majesty. Don’t look,” I told the image in the painting then pulled the lever.

      The painting flapped open to reveal a safe built into the wall. I pulled a desk chair closer to the wall and climbed up so I could put my ear on the lock. I leaned in and began to slowly turn the tumbler. My ears pricked up, and I listened intently as the mechanism rolled as I turned the dial. It took some doing, but a few moments later, we both heard the telltale click as the safe unlocked.

      “Got it,” I whispered.

      William lifted the candle so I could have a better look inside.

      Therein were numerous jewelry cases, gold watches, and stacks of coins. I moved them aside and pulled out a leather envelope. William held the candle while I untied the fasteners. I pulled out the papers from inside. I quickly noted a deed and a birth certificate with the name Anastasia Otranto thereon as well as some papers from the Bank of Scotland.

      “Thieves,” a voice said from the office door.

      William and I looked up to see a small man standing there. He was holding a lamp in one hand and a pistol in the other. From his dress, it was apparent he was the banker who was supposed to be in Cambridge.

      I shoved the papers back into the envelope.

      “Go,” I whispered to William.

      I jumped from the chair as William turned and flung open the window.

      “Stop or I’ll shoot,” the man said.

      I cast a glance back. He was aiming his pistol at William.

      “No need to get excited. You won’t find anything valuable missing,” I said.

      William turned slowly.

      “What? What are you talking about? What do you have there?” the banker asked. His glanced at the envelope. His eyes went wide. “Put those down,” he told me harshly, but his body belied the confidence he tried to exude. His hand was shaking, his finger squeezing the trigger too tightly. Just a tremor more, and we’d have a serious problem. He kept the gun on William, who was advancing slowly on him.

      “Just stay calm,” William told him, putting on a false Irish accent. “No one needs to get hurt. Put that gun down.”

      “Stop. Stop right where you are or I’ll shoot you both,” the banker told William.

      Moving slowly, William pointed to the pistol in his own hand. “I seriously doubt you’re a faster shot than me. Why don’t you set that gun down?”

      The banker looked at me. He was pale and trembling. “Put those papers down and go or I’ll shoot him.”

      “Let’s just take it easy,” William said, stepping closer toward the banker.

      “I said stop,” the man exclaimed.

      William advanced quickly.

      The man took a step back and fired.

      William gasped as the shot grazed his shoulder.

      A second later, the banker aimed again.

      I had no time to think.

      Dropping the pouch, I pulled the White Queen from my belt and threw her.

      My aim was true. The dagger slammed into the man’s face, puncturing his eye.

      His hold on the gun went soft, and the pistol fell to the floor. The man stood upright for a moment, a look of shock frozen on his face. Blood dripped from his eye. Then, he slumped to the ground.

      William and I stood perfectly still.

      The gunshot would be enough to raise an alarm. We needed to get out of there.

      Collecting myself, I grabbed the file folder and rushed across the room. The banker lay dead on the floor. Blood pooled around his head. I reached down to pull out the dagger. She came loose with a spray of blood that covered my hands and forearms. “I…I killed him,” I whispered.

      “Alice. Alice, I’m shot,” William said.

      “He’s dead. I’ve killed a man.”

      “You did it to save me. You saved my life, Alice.”

      “But...he’s dead.” My stomach quaked so hard I almost vomited. I turned to look at William. He was holding his shoulder. Blood oozed from between his fingers. “William,” I whispered aghast, shocked to see him bleeding.

      “We’ve got to go. Now. You have the papers?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then let’s go,” William said.

      Pulling myself together, I nodded. We rushed back to the window. Not taking a moment to even consider it, we both leaped to the street below. I felt a sharp pain in my ankle as I landed, but the call for the constables was already audible in the wind.

      “This way,” William said.

      Gritting my teeth, I ran behind him. We ducked down alleyway after alleyway. We raced quickly through the darkness. My heart pounded hard in my chest and over and over again I heard the voice inside my head screeching, you’ve killed a man, you’ve killed an innocent man. After we were half the city away, we stopped a moment in a darkened alcove. Wordlessly, William pulled off his coat. His shirt was drenched in blood. He was bleeding profusely, and his face had gone ashen. In the moonlight, I looked over the wound. I pulled a scarf from around my neck and wrapped it around his shoulder.

      “Come on,” he said, then we headed back into the darkness until we reached the small flat where William lived.

      My heart thundered in my chest. I was a pickpocket. Nothing more. I wasn’t a killer. But still, my hands were covered in blood. I had killed a man. And for what? For a handful of papers?

      When we entered the flat, William motioned for me to follow him to the kitchen. There he pulled off his shirt and grabbed a pitcher of water. He motioned for me to put my hands over the basin. “You’ll need to inspect my wound, to make sure the bullet just grazed me, but you need to clean your hands first.”

      He pulled some astringent off the shelf and splashed it all over my hands and forearms then poured water thereon. Grabbing the soap, I scrubbed my arms and hands until I felt like my own skin was going to come off.

      “Alice, I think that’s enough,” William said, gently setting his hands on mine.

      “I killed a man,” I whispered, turning to look at him. I hadn’t realized it then, but tears were streaming down my face.

      William wiped my tears away with his thumb. “You did it to save me.”

      “I just…I couldn’t let him kill you. I love you,” I whispered.

      “Our job always comes with risk,” William said as he sat down. Wincing, he began to unwind the scarf from around his shoulder. “Risk of getting caught. Risk of getting jailed. Risk of a deal going bad and finding yourself on the wrong end of a fist. Risk of getting stabbed or shot. Risk of getting killed.” He dropped the bloody scarf on the floor. “We choose between a free life, this life, or servitude in a factory or at some bloody job shoveling shit.”

      “And in this moment,” I said as I gently poured water onto his wounded shoulder, “this is preferable?”

      “Can’t stand the smell of horse shit,” William said with a grin as he mopped sweat off his brow.

      In spite of myself, I laughed. I cleaned the blood away from his wound as best I could then washed the wound again. After that, touching as gently as I could, I inspected the injury. “No bullet. It just grazed your shoulder.”

      “There,” William said, pointing to a tin of salve on a shelf nearby.

      Understanding his meaning, I grabbed the tin, applying the sticky substance to the wound, then grabbed one of William’s clean shirts sitting nearby.

      I raised an eyebrow, tilting my head in apology, then ripped the shirt. Carefully, I bandaged his shoulder. As I worked, the scene replayed over and over again in my head. What had happened? How had everything gone so wrong? I didn’t know anything about the man save he was, in fact, a banker. He was a banker who had papers Jabberwocky needed. Just who was Anastasia Otranto anyway?

      “Alice?” William said finally.

      “I just,” I said then sat down in the chair near him. “William, I…”

      “I know,” he whispered. I realized then that he was sweating profusely and his skin had turned milk white. “Alice,” he whispered weakly.

      “You’ve lost too much blood. I need to put you to bed,” I said.

      Lifting him gently, putting his good arm around my shoulder, I helped him to bed.

      For as much time as William and I spent together, I had never stepped more than two feet into his living quarters before. They were sparse but neatly kept. He had a stack of books sitting at the end of his bed. And tied to the banister on his bed was a dried rose. I remembered then that it was a rose I’d given to him just that past summer. I smiled when I saw it.

      “I need to send a messenger,” I said. “I need to let Jabberwocky know we got the documents, but there were complications. And I need to send a note to Bess, to let her know she shouldn’t expect me until tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “I can’t leave you alone. I’ll need to watch you in case you need a surgeon.”

      William looked carefully at me but didn’t comment. “Second-floor flat, west end. There is a boy there.”

      I grabbed some paper off William’s table and quickly composed two notes then headed out. In the flat on the second floor, I found a room full of children and one exasperated looking mother. She made a half-hearted attempt to smooth her hair and straightened her apron when she saw me.

      “William needs a messenger,” I told the woman. “He told me—”

      “Charles,” the woman called toward the rowdy gaggle.

      One of the older boys came forward. He nodded to me. “William needs these messages delivered. Two addresses,” I said, handing the boy the papers.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said. The boy took the notes, pulled on his coat, and headed out. I watched him go. When I looked back, I noticed the mother was standing with her hand outstretched.

      I set a pile of coins in her palm then went back upstairs.

      When I arrived, William was mostly asleep. I set my hand on his forehead. No fever. In fact, he felt chilled. I pulled another blanket over him.

      “Alice,” he whispered.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t leave you alone.”

      “It hurts. I have powder by the sink. In a green bottle. A spoonful in a glass of water.”

      I rose and went to make the concoction. I found the bottle with the sharp-smelling herbal powder. I mixed it with some water then took it back to him.

      “Where did you get this?” I asked.

      “A witch,” he said with a laugh as he struggled to sit up.

      “Of course,” I replied, smirking.

      “I’m serious,” he said with a grin. Taking a drink, he handed the cup back to me. I helped him settle back into bed. I sat down beside him, brushing the hair away from his eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Alice,” he whispered. “You’re too good for this life, too smart. Definitely too good for me.”

      “You’re sorry? You’re the one who got shot. Jabberwocky is the one who should be sorry. And I’m no one special. I’m not better than you. I’m nothing more than a guttersnipe, just like you.”

      “A smart one, and a beautiful one,” he replied, taking my hand into his. “And you’re my someone special.”

      “William,” I whispered, warmed by his words. But even so, the image of the dead man flashed through my mind once more. My stomach shook.

      William looked closely at me. “I know. I know you. Things will be different now. Your soul cannot abide it,” he whispered.

      Moving carefully, I lay down beside him, setting my head on his chest. I pulled the White Queen out of my belt and let her drop to the floor. She rolled out of reach.

      “I love you, Alice,” William whispered into my ear.

      I closed my eyes and listened to the beating of his heart. “I love you too.”

      A few hours later, there was a knock on the door.

      I rose quietly and went to the door. The boy I’d sent with the messages was standing there.

      “Sorry I took so long, miss. Ran into some…problems,” he said, pointing to his red and puffy eye.

      “On no! Are you all right?”

      “Oh, sure. The other boy ran home crying to his mother,” the kid said with a laugh, but then he turned serious. “Something odd going on, miss. There was no one at The Mushroom. Not even the guards. And at the house, well, there was a pretty lady there with curly blonde hair. The woman you sent the other message to. She said you and Master William need to come right away. She looked like she’d been crying.”

      My heart froze.

      Bess.

      “William?” I called back.

      “I heard. I’m getting up.”

      “Thank you. And sorry about the eye.”

      The boy grinned, nodded, then ran off.

      “Help me dress?” William called after I shut the door.

      “Let me check the bandage first.” I gently looked over the wound. “It’s not bleeding anymore, but we’ll need to change this wrapping soon.”

      “After,” he said.

      I nodded then pulled a fresh shirt from his wardrobe.

      My emotions tumbled over themselves. Something was wrong. Bess was crying. A man was dead. And I’d spent the past hours lying in William’s bed. I didn’t think it was possible for a person to feel fear, rage, despair, anxiety, and deep love all in one moment. It was a dreadful sensation.

      I grabbed the parcel with the stolen papers, slipped it inside my jacket, then helped William button his coat.

      “We won’t say anything,” William said, motioning to his shoulder, “until we see what’s going on.”

      I nodded. If something had gone wrong with the job, if Jabberwocky had been arrested, William’s wound would give him away.

      We headed back outside. It was very early morning. The sun was just about to tip over the horizon. The sky had an odd haze of light yellow and gray. Anxiety racked my stomach. Something was terribly wrong. The feeling, married to my despair over what I had done, made my heart hurt.

      “I’ll never forgive myself,” William said as we walked. I could tell by the look on his face that he was about to attempt to lighten the mood. I took the bait.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I lay beside you half the night and didn’t even try for a kiss.”

      “You don’t have to try,” I said, leaning in to give him a peck on the cheek.

      William grinned. “Well, it wasn’t exactly a kiss that came to mind,” he said. His eyes met mine. William and I had been friends since we were children. Somewhere along the way, we’d fallen in love. But the transition had been smooth. As of yet, we’d never quite crossed the line into a more physical relationship. It wasn’t that I didn’t want him. It was just that the timing had never felt quite right.

      “Well, the next time you get shot, make sure you take a chance,” I said, leaning in to kiss him on the lips. I lingered there for several moments, kissing him gently, tasting his sweet lips. The lingering taste of the tart herbal concoction spiced his kiss.

      After the moment passed, William took my hand. “Next time. For certain,” he whispered, kissing the top of my head. He took my hand and we made our way back. When we exited the alley that led to the big house, we were surprised to see a number of carriages parked outside. Two of Jabberwocky’s guards stood outside the door.

      We approached cautiously.

      I cast a glance at the windows. Guards milled around everywhere, but in the third-floor window, I spotted Bess.

      She must have raced downstairs because, by the time we reached the front door, she was there. She flung the door wide open.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” she exclaimed.

      The guards nodded to William and me as we passed.

      Once the door was closed, I set my hands on Bess’s arms and looked into her eyes. “What’s happened?”

      Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Jabberwocky is dead.”

      “Dead?” William whispered. “How? Who?”

      “No one. Well, doesn’t look suspicious. Late last night I noticed his lamp was still lit. You know I usually check on him. I thought maybe he’d fallen asleep with it on. I found him on the floor. Oh, Alice, he’s dead,” she wailed then wrapped her arms around my neck, burying her face in my neck. She wept softly. “We’re finally free,” she whispered so only I could hear.

      “Alice,” a voice called from behind me then.

      I turned to see Jack exit the parlor, closing the wooden doors behind him. For just a moment, I spotted several other people collected inside. All were heavy hitters in Jabberwocky’s establishment.

      “We were waiting for you and William,” Jack said.

      I looked deep into William’s eyes. I shook my head.

      William stared at me.

      “Alice…” Jack said, reading between the lines. “The others were waiting for you, in particular.”

      As Jabberwocky had wanted, they would turn to me next.

      No.

      I couldn’t.

      I wouldn’t.

      “Give us a minute,” I told Jack. He nodded and went back inside.

      “Alice?” Bess whispered.

      I turned to William. “I can’t, especially not after tonight.”

      “That was Jabberwocky’s mistake. It won’t be like that going forward. You’ll make new and better choices.”

      “Yes,” I said, then took Bess’s hand. “I’m choosing to not go through that door.”

      “Alice,” William whispered. “Don’t do anything rash.”

      “I’m not. And you shouldn’t either. Bess and I have money saved. I know you do too. We could strike out on our own, the three of us. We’re all free now. All three of us. We owe no one anything. Jabberwocky saved all three of us, taught us, protected us, and turned us into his creatures. But we don’t have to live this life anymore,” I said, turning toward my sister who was looking at me with hope in her eyes.

      “Alice, are you mad?” William whispered. “You stand to inherit everything. His house. His wealth—“

      “His problems.”

      “We’ll turn the business around. Make something different out of it.”

      “And how will that go with those gathered in there, those with an investment in what Jabberwocky created? There will be even greater bloodshed. Now is the time. Now we must decide. If we walk through that door, more lives will be in our hands, more souls like Anna. Have you forgotten?”

      “I haven’t. You’re right. It will take some time to change things, but we can change things. It doesn’t have to be forever. Just for a time until we fashion our affairs the way we want them.”

      I turned and looked at Bess. While Jabberwocky had been good to us, we’d both lived in a sort of lull, a strange indentured servitude. And now, we could be free.

      “Have they taken his body away yet?” I asked Bess.

      She shook her head. “No, but they’ll be here soon.”

      I turned back to William. I pulled the packet of papers from inside my coat and handed it to him. “I won’t go in there.”

      “Alice, you aren’t leaving me any choice,” William replied.

      I shook my head. “I’m giving you every choice. Come upstairs with us and say goodbye, then we begin anew.”

      “And do what?”

      I shrugged. “Craft watches? Start a school? Go into shipping? Anything but that,” I said, pointing toward the door.

      I could see the struggle on William’s face. “Right, you’re right,” he finally said with a nod. “Jabberwocky was like a father to me, but you’re right. I just…I can’t let his affairs end in disarray. I’ll set things to right, and then we’ll do just as you suggest. We’ll create a new world. A new life,” he said, smiling brightly.

      And in that moment, his eyes were so full of love and life that I believed every word he said.

      Until it turned out to be a lie.
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        * * *

      

      I looked into my empty mug of ginger ale.

      “Miss?” a man said then, shaking my shoulder. “Miss? Terribly sorry, but the exhibition is closing for the day.” I looked up to see one of the security guards standing there.

      I cast a glance up at the clock. It was already seven o’clock. He hadn’t come. Just another lie.

      “Oh my! I guess I lost track of time,” I said with a smile. “Is it too late to see the Koh-i-Noor?” I asked, rising.

      The guard looked toward the exhibit. “Afraid they’re tucking her in for the night.”

      I followed his glance, then watched as a guard worked a heavy lever that lowered the closed steel box, in which I presumed the diamond resided, into the display case.

      “Alas, I waited all day for the line to go down. I can’t stand so long on account of my health,” I lied. “Don’t tell, but I’m afraid I dozed off,” I said with a whisper, trying to look as delicate as I could possibly muster, but mostly I was trying to bide my time.

      Once the steel case was lowered into safe, a heavy metal lid slid over it. I could hear the sound of locks rolling into place. Once the diamond was secure, the guard dropped a heavy velvet drape over the display cage.

      “Lunch time. Everyone scatters for something to eat. Try then,” the man advised.

      I nodded. “Thank you. Again, my apologies. Terribly embarrassing,” I said then turned and headed toward the exit.

      There was no sign of William anywhere.

      It was then that I made up my mind. I’d have nothing more to do with stealing Victoria’s gem until I had some answers. And since William wasn’t talking, I’d have to find them myself.
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            Beware of Airship Pirates
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      I slid into a seat in the corner of Rose’s Hopper, a popular spot for airship jockeys, and waited. It had only cost me a few of the coins William had given me for an expensive lunch to buy the nod I needed from the barmaid when the crew of the Siren entered. They looked like just another motley crew of pirates. But their attire—cavalry boots and cowboy hats—bespoke their origin even before they opened their mouths. The captain was American. Some of his crew had accents common to the southern states. They were a rough crew, all of them wearing fresh bruises. They drank quickly and talked loud. Typical Yanks. I rolled my eyes, dropped a coin on the table, and exited. I went to one of the benches below the airship platforms and sat amongst the crowd of travelers gathered there. And then, I waited.

      It was just after dark when the Siren’s crew exited the pub and headed toward the tower lift. The captain was still inside drinking. I kept one eye on the tavern and another on the ships overhead. Not half an hour later, the burner on the Siren, a mermaid ensign on her balloon, came to life. The airship’s balloon filled with orange light.

      I rose and headed slowly toward the lift, spinning my parasol as I walked.

      A few minutes later, the airship captain exited the tavern and headed toward the platform. I matched my step so I’d be able to ride up with him.

      As he neared the lift, the tower guards eyed him warily and said nothing. They usually conducted passengers upward. This one, however, they let pass by.

      “Miss. Next lift. We’ll take you up,” one of the guards called when they saw me.

      I ignored him and walked forward.

      “Miss,” the guard called again. It was clear that he was watching out for the welfare of a poor lady about to trap herself in the lift with an airship pirate.

      I gave the man a quick, knowing glance then inclined my head.

      Understanding, he turned away. I entered the lift behind the inebriated pirate.

      “Hey, where did you come from?” he asked, scowling at me.

      “Sussex,” I replied, pulling the lift door closed behind us.

      Confused, he looked at me like I was mad.

      “Well, are you going to take us up or not?” I asked.

      “English girls,” he said with a laugh then worked the levers.

      The large gears overhead turned. We headed upward.

      “English girls. What about us?”

      The man turned and looked at me. He had dark hair that stuck to his forehead. He reeked of alcohol and sweat. His white shirt was stained at the armpits. His cowboy hat sat low on his forehead. He grinned at me. “Nice parasol.”

      “Do you like it? It has a special feature. Shall I show you?”

      He rolled his eyes.

      Moving quickly, I pulled the White Queen from the parasol’s handle and set it on his throat.

      “Nice, isn’t it? I’m not sure all English girls have a parasol like this one, but you might want to be careful in the future, just in case. Now, be a good lad, and stop the lift.”

      He looked at me side-eyed. His expression was low and mean.

      “I know you’re considering tossing me off the lift. Reasonable idea but a bit extreme. You’ve nothing to fear from this English girl. I just have a couple of questions then I’ll be on my way.”

      “And why should I tell you anything?” he growled, but he slowed the lift to a stop anyway.

      “Well, there is the dagger. And mainly because it won’t cost you anything to answer.”

      “Who sent you?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      “No one. I sent myself.”

      “Why?”

      “I already told you. Just have a quick question then we’ll part ways.”

      “I saw you in the tavern. If you wanted to talk, why didn’t you just buy me a drink?” he asked with a smirk.

      “Too crowded, and I’m not much of a drinker.”

      “Well, now you’ve piqued my interest. Lower the dagger. I won’t toss you over today,” he replied. I could tell from the look in his eyes that he was telling the truth.

      I lowered the White Queen. “I want to know what cargo you carried on the twentieth of April.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me then smirked. Rummy pirate, that smirk was more charming than it should have been. “It was for an associate.”

      “I know it was for Caterpillar. I just want to know what kind of cargo it was.”

      “You’re asking the wrong question,” he replied with a grin.

      “I am?”

      “The last person who put a blade to my neck wanted to know where that cargo went, not what it was.”

      It was my turn to raise an eyebrow at him. “And where did that cargo go?”

      “I didn’t answer him. Why should I answer you?”

      “Because I’m sure I’m much prettier. And because I’ll say please.”

      “You are much prettier, so I’ll play along. But I’ll only answer one question. Push the subject further, and I’m afraid we’ll have to come to a disagreement, no matter how pretty you are.”

      I considered my options. “All right. Where did the cargo go?”

      “Well, I didn’t haul it. But word gets around. From what I hear, it went back where it came from.”

      “Which was?”

      “That’s two questions.”

      “Well, your answer was less than specific.”

      He laughed. “Fine. San Francisco.”

      “Who transported it there?”

      “Now that, clearly, is the second question.”

      “Yes. You’re right.”

      “Someone who doesn’t work cheap but works fast and quiet.”

      I frowned. “Why did Caterpillar return it?”

      “That’s three questions,” the airship captain replied then leaned back, folded his arms, and looked closely at me. “You’re right, you sure are prettier than that grumpy gent with the silk turban.”

      I grinned then slid the White Queen back into the handle of the parasol. I pushed open the door to the lift. We were between platforms three and four.

      I turned to the pirate. “Thank you,” I said, curtseying politely.

      The pirate tipped his hat to me. “Ma’am.”

      Without waiting further, I jumped from the lift to the third-floor platform and headed back downstairs. I didn’t look back to see if the pirate had his pistol on me or not. Something told me I’d given him something better than another victim to shoot…another tall tale to share at the pub. I opened the parasol and worked my way back downstairs.

      So, the Queen of Hearts had wanted something, something William had procured then returned? Very odd. No wonder she was furious. That kind of woman always gets what she wants. And that kind of woman was the most dangerous.

      Now I just had to figure out what the cargo had been.
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        * * *

      

      I headed away from the airship towers toward home. It was already dark. As I made my way home along the cobblestone London streets, I twirled my parasol in my hand. The sun had set, so there was no need for the parasol, but it was still fun to twist it around and around as I played everything over in my mind.

      Already I could see a way to take the diamond. I would need to visit the exhibition at night and get some supplies, but it could be done. I could do it, but should I? Why was William bargaining with the Queen of Hearts? Bargaining and then changing his mind.

      I turned down a side street where I knew boys looking for work were known to linger. The group of grubby little guttersnipes stood huddled under a streetlamp. They eyed me curiously as I made my way toward them.

      “You lost, lady?” one of them asked as I approached.

      I grinned. “No. I need someone to run a message.”

      They looked at one another and then back at me and my fine red gown.

      “Do you?” the eldest of them asked, eyeing me over.

      “Yes,” I said with a sigh. The shakedown was, of course, inevitable. “Don’t get ideas. Appearances are often deceiving. Now, before I have to stab one of you to make my point, who can run to Twickenham?”

      The boys laughed.

      “Me,” one of them said. “I know the barge master. I’ll get a lift.”

      I pulled a small notepad from the reticule dangling from my wrist and wrote a quick note, sealing it inside a small envelope.

      “Lady Frances Waldegrave, Strawberry Hill House.”

      “The Countess?” the boy asked, his eyes wide. Apparently, her reputation preceded her.

      I nodded then handed the boy some coins and the note. He stuck them in his pocket, nodded to me, then turned and headed in the direction of the river.

      “Good night, lads,” I said.

      “The Countess?” I heard one of the boys whisper to the others.

      “You idiots. Don’t you know who that was?” another asked.

      “Who? The lady in red?”

      “Yes, you dolt. That was Alice.”

      “Alice?”

      “Alice…the Bandersnatch.”

      The other boys were struck silent.

      Grinning, I turned the corner and headed home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            A Mad Tea Party
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      “Alice! You’re late again,” Bess said the minute I opened the door. “And what are you wearing?”

      “Lord Dodgson gave it to me. He didn’t want me to go to the Great Exhibition looking like a servant. It’s just a loan.”

      “Oh! Did you go? You must tell me everything. First, go knock on Henry’s door. Tell him it’s time for supper.”

      I headed across the hallway and rapped lightly on the door.

      Henry opened the door a crack.

      “It’s time to eat,” I said flatly.

      “What are you wearing?”

      I frowned at him then turned to go back.

      “Alice, please come inside a minute.”

      I sighed then turned back. Today was turning out to be exhausting.

      Henry opened the door and led me inside. His flat was a jumble of ribbons, fabric, buttons, bows, and all manner of sewing paraphernalia. But that was nothing new. When he wasn’t busy getting himself in trouble, Henry was a prolific hatter, and his works were stunning. He closed the door behind me.

      “Pretty,” I said, picking up a hat that was decorated with peacock feathers.

      “I don’t know what to say. You haven’t told Bess anything?” The lines around his eyes wrinkled with worry.

      “No, because it appears you learned your lesson this time.”

      “Not about me, about you and Caterpillar.”

      “I’m just working a job.”

      “That I got you into. Alice, I’m so sor—”

      “Don’t be. He used you to drag me back into his world.”

      “Alice, you need to be careful.”

      I waved my hand dismissively. “I’m always careful.”

      “I’m talking about with Caterpillar.”

      I looked Henry in the eyes. He was like a brother to me. He was the first friend we made after we’d left Jabberwocky’s house. It had been love at first sight between him and Bess. But he didn’t know William. That was one problem. The other problem was that while he didn’t know William, he did know that I carried a broken heart and that William was the cause.

      I sat down. On the table in front of me was an enormous top hat upon which Henry had situated a teapot. I lifted it. It took some effort, but I was able to balance it on my head.

      “Who in their right mind orders a hat like this?” I said.

      Henry laughed. “You answered your own riddle. Who in their right mind? It’s for a tea party for a ladies’ group. They’ve ordered six of them.”

      I laughed out loud.

      “Alice…are you still in love with that man?”

      “No. I mean, I don’t know.”

      Henry shook his head. “The things I’ve heard about him…”

      “That’s the life, not the man. The man is one thing. Caterpillar is quite another.”

      “There is not one without the other.”

      “There is. But he has to choose. And he did. He chose that life.”

      “Then what are you doing back in the middle of it? For me? If it’s just for me, then—”

      “No. For him.”

      “Why?”

      “Because…” Because I don’t want anything to happen to him. Because I still have hope we can be together. Because…I still love him.

      Henry sighed, picked up another of the teapot hats and put it on, then sat down beside me. He patted my hand. “I know, Alice. I know.”

      “You know, you’re entirely right. This is all your fault,” I said with a joking smile. “Your mistake is forcing me to face my past, forcing me to finally examine my buried feelings. It’s all rather heart-wrenching. It’s almost enough to make me hate you.”

      Henry smiled softly. “Very sorry.”

      “Don’t gamble again,” I warned him. “Next you’ll have me dealing with my parents’ death. Don’t you know it’s easier to repress such feelings? Ignore them. Bury them. It’s the best way, don’t you know?”

      “I do. Why do you think I gamble?”

      I laughed, but then turned serious. I took Henry’s hand in mine. “Be done with it. Please. We’ll find another way.”

      He nodded. “I am.”

      “You said that last time.”

      “I know. But the only person I was hurting last time was me. Now, I see, there is more to my life than just me.”

      “So you promise?”

      “Yes.”

      “Has Bess seen these hats yet?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      I leaned over then and picked up a third hat. This one featured a stack of teacups at the top. “Let’s go,” I said, taking the extra hat with me.

      Laughing, Henry and I headed across the hallway. The moment we walked inside, Bess burst into laughter.

      It was the best sound I’d heard all day.
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      I woke up the next morning to a knock on the door. I opened my eyes sleepily. Bess was already at the door.

      “Yes?” I heard her whisper.

      There was a muffled reply.

      Sleepily, I sat up.

      A boy stepped into the room and set a large crate down on the door. He tipped his hat to Bess, put an envelope in her hands, then left.

      “What is it?” I asked drowsily.

      “I don’t know,” Bess replied, pushing her curls away from her face. “It’s for you.”

      I rose and took the envelope from her hand. Inside were two tickets for the Great Exhibition and a note:

      Tickets for Bess and Henry. She should see the wonders for herself. Carriage will arrive at 9.

      I’m sorry I missed you yesterday. Meet me at eleven at the big house?

      W.

      I paused, unsure if I should lie or not, then handed the tickets to Bess.

      “What are these?” she asked.

      “Tickets for the Great Exhibition. For you and Henry.”

      Bess gasped.

      “A carriage will be here at nine to take you.”

      Without thinking, Bess turned and opened the door, rushing across the hall to Henry’s flat.

      Dinah wove through my feet then paused to investigate the box, sniffing it daintily.

      I bent down to take a look.

      There was a tab on the lid that read, pull me.

      Motioning for Dinah to move back, I pulled the tab. The lid clapped open then all four sides of the box fell away.

      Lying inside was the clockwork cat from the German exhibit.

      Dinah meowed at it.

      Reaching out, I turned the lever, activating the mechanical creature.

      Its wide aquamarine-colored eyes popped open and it rose. It looked around the room then turned and faced me. Once more, it gave me that wide toothy grin.

      I laughed.

      “Oh! Oh, my. What is that?” Bess exclaimed, her eyes full of wonder.

      She sat down on the floor to look at it more closely, Henry following into the flat behind her.

      “Our new cat, of course,” I replied, reaching out to stroke the back of its ear.

      When it started purring, Bess laughed out loud. The cat turned and smiled at her. “Just look at that smile,” Bess exclaimed.

      Dinah meowed questioningly at it.

      “Where did you get it?” Bess asked.

      I cast Henry a passing glance, but the expression on his face told me he’d already riddled it out.

      “An old friend.”

      “Which old friend?”

      “That is a conversation for another time.”

      “Alice,” Bess said, with a soft warning in her voice.

      “Later, Bess. I promise.”

      Bess rose and stood beside me. She pushed a stray hair behind my ear then smiled, patting me gently on the cheek. “Okay, Alice. When you’re ready. Now, what are we going to name this new creature of yours?”

      The cat turned to look at me. “Cheshire…we’ll call him Chess for short.”

      “Chess,” Bess said. “Well, what do you think, Dinah?”

      Our little calico, her yellow eyes wide, meowed once more then stepped toward the clockwork cat and rubbed her head under its chin.

      To our surprise, both cats started purring.

      We laughed.

      “What time is it?” I asked.

      “Nearly eight,” Henry replied, pulling out his pocket watch.

      “The carriage to take you to the Great Exhibition will be here by nine. Can you go?” I asked Henry.

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I just need to deliver the tea party hats first.”

      “Oh dear, Alice,” Bess exclaimed. “I’m so excited. You must thank your friend. But whatever am I going to wear?”

      “Take the red dress.”

      “The one Lord Dodgson lent you?”

      I nodded.

      “But what if I spill something on it? I can’t risk ruining it.”

      “It will be fine.”

      “But what if,” Bess said then paused. “What if I get one of my nose bleeds?”

      I wrapped my arm around my sister. “Take a handkerchief and don’t worry. Today is going to be a beautiful day, and you are going to see the wonders of the world.”

      At that, Chess meowed.
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      It felt strange to knock on the door of the house I’d considered my home most of my life. But there I was, just before eleven, standing in front of Jabberwocky’s big house wondering why I was outside and William was inside. But then, of course, I knew the answer. It was my fault, my choice. I’d put myself there.

      I knocked.

      A few moments later, Mister Sloan, Jabberwocky’s butler, opened the door. “Alice,” he said with a smile. “Come, my dear. William told us to expect you. He’s in the library.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It’s good to see you. Maggie said you were by the other morning. Sorry I missed you. How is Miss Bess?” He tried to hide his worry when he asked about my sister, but it was plain on his face all the same.

      “She’s doing very well,” I said.

      “Ever-pleasant girl, your sister,” he said with a nod. “Now, let me tell Maggie you’re here. She’s been cooking ever since William said you were coming.” The look on his face revealed something unexpected: hope.

      I smiled, nodded, and then went to the library. There, I found William looking over some papers. I wasn’t able to get a good look, but I’d sworn I’d seen the word Aphrodite.

      “And what do we have there?” I asked.

      He shook his head, folded up the paper, and set it aside. “Nothing,” he said then turned and opened a chest sitting on his desk. From inside he pulled out a glass bottle and set it on the table.

      “What’s that?”

      “Powder. We mix this with a spritz of water and it creates a powerful acid that can melt just about anything. Of course, if we breathe it in we’ll be dead in a matter of minutes. If we touch it, it will melt our hands off. So, suffice to say, handle with care,” he said then set the powder back in the box and closed the lid. “Did Bess receive the tickets?” he asked, turning his back to me as he fussed around with the contents on his desk. Was he shielding himself from my reaction?

      “Yes. Thank you. She was very excited. It was thoughtful of you to include a ticket for Henry as well. I’m sure he’ll be a much better companion to her with all his fingers intact.”

      “His debt is forgiven. I saw to it. He doesn’t have anything to fear.”

      “Why did you do that?”

      He turned and looked at me. “Why wouldn’t I? Did Bess know who sent the tickets?”

      “She suspected.”

      “And what did she say?”

      I remember Bess’s pitying glance. If anyone knew my true heart well, it was my sister. And worse, it was William. I smiled then shrugged.

      He grinned. “Did my gift arrive intact?”

      “It did. Do I dare ask how you procured it?”

      “I’m offended. I purchased it, of course. I thought you’d approve more that way.”

      “I do. But why does that matter?”

      “It matters that you approved. It matters that you liked it. Do you?”

      I swallowed hard. “I do. Thank you. I named him Chess.”

      William smiled. A moment later, there was a knock on the door. Maggie stuck her head inside. “Would you like your lunch in the dining room, sir?” she asked, pausing just a moment to smile brightly at me.

      “Can you bring it here? You won’t be able to eavesdrop as well, but Alice and I have work to do.”

      She frowned at him. “I never…Well, I’ll just bring the serving cart, then. Hello, Alice.”

      I grinned at her. “Hello, Maggie.”

      “Now,” William said, dropping onto a couch near the front window. “What do you think? Night job?”

      I sat down beside William. The sun shimmered in through the window. The light and dark flecks of blue in his eyes sparkled. He seemed so easy, so delighted to have me there. It felt so comfortable between us. In that moment, I did something I probably shouldn’t have, but I did it all the same.

      I took William’s hand in mine. “What’s happening here?” I whispered.

      “What do you—”

      “Not between you and the Queen of Hearts or the business or anything else. Why am I here? What is this all about?”

      William leaned forward and took my other hand in his. “This past year has been hell for me. I can’t live without you. Life is just…it’s nothing. There is no point to any of this. I know you can’t come back. I’m trying to make good on the promise I made the day Jabberwocky died. I’m trying to tie up all the loose ends, and then I want to be done with it.”

      “What?”

      “I’m going to pass the business to Jack. I’m trying to get out. I have been all this time. It was just such a disaster. Jabberwocky was in over his head, much more than we knew. There were so many problems to clean up. You wouldn’t come back. I couldn’t just leave. The man was like a father to me. But I’m close now. This job…”

      My heart pounded in my chest. “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

      “I thought I could finish it. I nearly had the matter settled. Jabberwocky was indebted to the Queen, and I needed to clear that debt. Until that was done, there was no way I could leave. I had a plan, but it fell apart. The diamond is the last key to my freedom.”

      I shook my head. “The Queen of Hearts is a maniac. You’ve seen with your own eyes what she really is. Don’t tell me you can just forg—”

      “Never,” William whispered. “But I have no choice. To get back to you, I must pass through her. And I would do anything to get back to you.”

      “William,” I whispered. I closed my eyes. Understanding, then pain, racked me. So much of this was my fault. I had left William to deal with this on his own and had judged him for it. It was just after all we’d seen, I couldn’t imagine staying a moment longer in the life than I had, dealing with creatures like the Queen of Hearts.

      William and I had seen what the Queen of Hearts did to Anna. What we’d seen in that room was nothing. I’d last seen her just days before the job with the banker. I’d never forget the night Jabberwocky had woken me well past midnight with a job that had rocked me to my soul.
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        * * *

      

      “Alice,” Jabberwocky whispered so not to wake Bess. He rocked my shoulder softly. “Alice, wake up.”

      “Sir?”

      “William is downstairs. I need the two of you to go, now, and take a package to the Queen of Hearts.”

      “What? Now?”

      I looked at Jabberwocky. He looked ashen. He’d been sleeping less and less these days. Something was terribly wrong here. “Get dressed,” he whispered then left.

      Moving quickly, I pulled on a pair of black pants and a shirt. This time, I equipped every weapon I owned, keeping the White Queen on hand. I quietly slipped out of the room only to hear William and Jabberwocky on the third-floor landing above me.

      “Alice,” Jabberwocky called.

      He looked down the stairwell and motioned for me to come upstairs.

      When I reached them, I looked briefly at William only to discover that he was as confused as me.

      Jabberwocky motioned for us to follow him up the narrow stairwell that led to the roof of the house.

      Once we reached the roof, both William and I were surprised to see an airship hovering above the house. Airships were prohibited from coming low into residential neighborhoods. The airship had its lantern off. I eyed the balloon. In the dark of night, it glowed a dim orange color. The insignia looked like Medusa. I didn’t know the ship or its captain, but the whole thing just felt wrong. A rope ladder wagged in the breeze.

      “The ship’s captain will take you to the Queen’s manor. She’s expecting you. Deliver the package and come back immediately.”

      “Excuse me for saying so, but the last time we—” I began, but Jabberwocky cut me off.

      “Do your job, girl, or you and your sister will be on the street. Get that package delivered and take what she gives you. I don’t care what you see,” he replied sharply.

      In all my years of living and working for Jabberwocky, he’d only ever been kind to me and Bess. I was shocked.

      “Yes, sir,” William said then headed up the ladder.

      I stood staring at the man who’d practically raised me.

      “Mister Mock,” I said softly. “You’re in trouble. What can I—”

      “Deliver the package,” he said, his tone softening. “Just…just deliver the package.”

      He said then turned and headed back inside.

      I climbed up the ladder behind William and slipped aboard the airship.

      Without a word, one of the crew pulled up the ladder and the captain, who looked like he’d prefer if I didn’t notice him, turned the airship toward the Queen’s manor.

      “Bloody hell,” William whispered.

      “I was asleep. How in the world did you get here?”

      William shook his head. “Messenger woke me up, told me to come at once. I arrived the same time the airship got here.”

      “Do you know what the package is?”

      William shook his head.

      We stood at the side of the ship and watched as the streets of London slipped past us as the airship made its way to the Queen’s abbey. William took my hand. His fingers were cold. He stood clenching and unclenching his jaw. I eyed the crew. None of them were making eye contact.

      We arrived just a short while later, the gothic gables of the Queen’s abbey taking shape on the horizon in the moonlight. The captain maneuvered the ship above a grassy spot on the grounds. Moving deftly and quietly, the ship lowered as far to the ground as she could without damaging the rudder.

      “Get out here,” one of the crew members told us as he tossed a rope ladder over the side of the ship. “We’ll lower the box.”

      Without another word, William and I climbed down the ladder. We stood in the grassy space to the side of the Queen’s abbey. From inside, I saw the flash of lamplight. I felt the strange sensation that we were being watched. A moment later, I heard an odd clicking sound. I heard the clank of metal coming from the garden. A moment later, three sets of red lights appeared in the darkness.

      “William,” I whispered then pulled my blade.

      I looked overhead. The crew had opened the galley and were lowering a box to the ground. One of the crew members stood on top the crate, guiding it gently to the ground.

      William had pulled his pistol and stepped between me and the strange lights. There was so much wrong here I didn’t know where to look. I heard the manor door open. Overhead, the crew of the airship held pistols on the red lights, the manor, and us.

      A moment later, under the glow of the moonlight, I saw the glint of metal. Three very large automatons emerged from the garden. The red lights had been their optics. They were moving toward us. One couldn’t help but notice the maces, swords, and axes they carried.

      “Halt,” a voice called.

      I turned to see the Queen’s henchman—the man in the black turban we’d met on our last visit to the Queen with Anna—moving toward us.

      The automatons stopped at once.

      Once the box was lowered to the ground, the crewman unharnessed the box, lashed the harness around himself, then waved to his crew. I heard a winch click on, and the rope quickly retracted.

      “Carry this inside,” the henchman instructed the metal men.

      The automatons, while their movements were very awkward, moved forward and lifted the box. They marched slowly toward the front door.

      I nodded to William, and we followed along behind.

      “Jabberwocky has sent his favorite pets,” the man in the turban said as he walked beside us toward the house. “Do you know what’s in the box?’ he asked with a smirk.

      “We don’t care. Your Queen has something for us. We’ll have it and be gone,” William said grimly.

      “Your transport left you behind,” he said, waving a hand overhead.

      Overhead, the airship lifted quickly as her balloon filled with hot air. It glowed like a lantern against the night’s sky. The ship turned and headed back toward the city. Fabulous.

      “Nice night for a stroll,” William replied with a false smile.

      The henchman smirked then motioned for us to follow him inside. The massive creatures carried the box with ease to the second floor. There we followed them down a long hallway. Some of the doors on this floor were open. Men and women, most of them drowsy, many of them naked, lay on beds or the floor. Some were drinking or smoking opium. Others seemed to be lost in a stupid slumber.

      I had decided it was better if I kept my curious eyes to myself when I noticed a familiar face. Sitting glassy-eyed at the end of a bed, staring into an empty fireplace, was Anna. At least, I thought it was Anna.

      Unable to stop myself, I went to the door. “Anna?” I called.

      The girl didn’t look up. It was her, but it wasn’t her. She was so very thin. Her cheekbones and shoulders protruded like they wanted to burst from the paper-thin skin that held them in.

      “Anna?

      “This way,” the Queen’s henchman said.

      “Alice,” William whispered.

      I stared at the girl. There were cuts all over her forearms and on her neck. “Anna?”

      William grabbed my arm. “Come on,” he whispered then pulled me away.

      Anna turned and looked at me. Her big blue eyes had gone dim. A half-dead thing looked back at me. She stared at me for a moment then looked back at the empty fireplace.

      “This way, pets,” the man with the turban called sharply.

      “What happened to that girl?” I demanded.

      “The Bandersnatch should not ask questions,” the man replied then turned to the automatons. “Stop,” he called to them.

      The machines stopped with a jarring halt that rattled the box.

      For a moment, I swore I heard a groan come from inside.

      I cast a glance at William.

      “Stay here,” the man said then entered a room with a set of double doors.

      From inside, I heard the Queen of Hearts’s shrill voice. A moment later, the man opened the door.

      I was surprised to see the Countess exit.

      She eyed the box, then William and me. She gave us both a knowing look then headed down the hallway. I turned to watch her go.

      The henchman motioned for the machines to enter. “Put it there,” the man said, pointing to a spot on the rug in front of the fireplace. “Then return to your posts.”

      Their heavy footsteps clomping, the machines stomped awkwardly into the room.

      William and I watched as the automatons set the box down with a thump. This time, I clearly heard a groan.

      “Keep it down or I’ll have your head,” the Queen called.

      The machines turned and left the room, William and I moving out of the way of their red-eyed stare. I wasn’t certain how the optics worked. I knew they had limited visibility and limited cognition, but they were able to make their way without any problem. Their heartless manner frightened me. So much brute strength with no soul seemed a terrible thing to me.

      “As usual, Jabberwocky’s timing is miserable. I suppose Bandersnatch and Caterpillar are here?”

      “Yes, madame,” the henchman answered.

      “I wasn’t asking you,” she replied sharply, her voice filled with annoyance. “Don’t stand in the doorway, Jabberwocky’s favorites. Come in. I’m almost done.”

      Done? Done with what?

      Reluctant to move, and more than curious as to why the Countess had been there, I entered the Queen of Hearts’s boudoir. The room had a large medieval style canopy bed with velvet drapes. There was a round table, many chairs and chaises, and elaborate wardrobes. The walls were lined with tapestries that depicted images I didn’t at once recognize. The heroes and settings looked foreign. Mongolian, perhaps? Persian? I wasn’t sure. I eyed the room, looking for a clue as to why the Countess had been there. I found it in the form of an old book sitting on the table. There was nothing written on the spine, and the book had the ragged appearance of a journal. What was the Countess doing mixing with the Queen? What hold did she have on everyone?

      As we moved further into the room, my eyes also sought out the Queen. Around the corner from the elaborate bed was a fireplace. Sitting in front of it was a copper wash basin. Long white legs dangled over the sides of the basin. William stopped as soon as he spotted her.

      The Queen laughed.

      “Caterpillar, you spend your entire day with tarts’ breasts dangling in your face. Afraid to see a proper lady bathing? Or are you afraid that your Bandersnatch will see the lust on your face when you take in my beauty? I don’t know how you do it, Alice. I’d be so jealous I’d have to murder every tart who pushed her tiny tits in my lover’s face, whether she took his eye or not, just out of the principle of it.”

      I looked at William. Neither of us knew how to respond.

      “No reply? Very well, then. Bandersnatch, be a dear and fetch my robe from the chair.”

      Shaking my head, frustrated with the entire situation, I rounded the end of the bed. I tried to avert my eyes, simply grabbing the robe and getting only close enough to hand it off, but I couldn’t help but catch a glimpse of the Queen. But more than that, I caught a glimpse of her bath.

      I stopped and stared.

      “What is it, Bandersnatch?” the Queen asked with a laugh. “Want to join me?”

      The copper washbasin wasn’t copper at all. It was glass. The reddish orange sheen had come from the liquid inside. She was bathing in blood.

      The Queen laughed.

      “You’ve gone positively pale. Hearts, you see,” she said, then I heard a splash.

      Against my better judgment, I looked. The Queen grinned at me as she sat in her bath of blood holding a human heart in her hand.

      “Why do you think they call me the Queen of Hearts?” she asked with a laugh.

      I stared at the heart.

      “Look at my face,” she whispered.

      I couldn’t take my eyes away. Bobbing on the surface of the bath water were at least a dozen human hearts.

      “Look at me,” she demanded, her voice shrill.

      I looked from the bath to her. I inhaled sharply. She looked like a girl no older than sixteen. She was even more beautiful, more radiant, than she’d been the first time I’d seen her.

      The Queen laughed. “Now, give me my robe.”

      I held it out to her.

      The Queen of Hearts rose. Blood dripped down her body. Her skin was as pale as milk, but her body was beautifully formed, almost like she’d been carved out of marble.

      “Aren’t I beautiful?” she whispered.

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “Well!” she demanded.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “The most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen?”

      I thought over her question. A flash of my mother’s yellow hair, the color of sunflowers, falling in ringlets and the sound of her laughter tumbled through my mind. An image of Bess followed it. No. She wasn’t the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, but I thought it best not to say so. “Yes.”

      “Humph,” she replied, recognizing that I had lied. She slipped on her robe. As she belted the robe, she headed toward the table where the old journal was sitting. I couldn’t help but notice that she left bloody footprints in her wake.

      “Now, let me see,” she said as she eyed over the table. “Ah yes,” she said, picking up a small case which she then took to William who, I noticed, was doing everything he could to not look at her. “Here you are, Caterpillar. Now, let’s see what you think. Am I the most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen?” she asked him. She winked at me then unbelted her robe and let it drop to the floor.

      William looked at me, his face twisting with anguish. Steeling my heart, I nodded to him.

      He looked at her. “You are very beautiful. You look…different.”

      “Yes. I do look a bit fresher, don’t I? Quite a neat trick the Countess worked out for me. She’s very good about things like that. But you didn’t answer my question, Caterpillar. Am I the most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen?”

      William smiled at her. “You are beautiful. But no.”

      “No?” she asked. She ran her hands sensually over her breasts. “Are you certain?”

      “You are beautiful, but no.”

      The Queen sighed then turned to me. “It’s better to be feared than loved anyway. Bandersnatch, seems you have a loyal man. Now you know,” she said then grinned at me.

      She picked up her robe and slid it back on. “That’s what your boss wanted,” she said, motioning to the small case she’d handed to William. “See them out,” she added, motioning to henchman who opened the door.

      He motioned for us to follow him.

      More than happy to get out of there, I headed toward the door.

      “My—Your Highness, if you don’t mind, I wanted to ask about Anna. Are you…are you done with her?” I looked back to see William staring at the Queen.

      “Anna?” the Queen replied, looking confused for a moment. “Oh yes, Miss Farm Fresh. I’m afraid she’s quite dried up.”

      “If you’ve no use for her, maybe—”

      “Take her. Consider it a bonus,” she replied then sat down on the box the automatons had delivered. She rapped on the lid. “Comfy, love?” she called with a laugh.

      William turned and nodded to me. We quickly headed out the door before the Queen could change her mind. I raced down the hallway to the room where I’d seen Anna. She lay on the floor.

      I knelt down. “Anna?” I reached out and turned her face toward me.

      Her eyes were wide open, frozen in the grimace of death.

      “Too late,” I whispered.

      “Anna?” William said, kneeling beside me. He lifted her hand, feeling her wrist for any sign of life. He shook his head.

      “Do you still want her?” the Queen’s henchman asked, a sick joking tone in his voice.

      William rose, glared at the man, then we turned and left, both our hearts sick with guilt.

      As we walked back to London that night, I’d sworn it was the last time I would ever deal with the Queen of Hearts.

      Apparently, I was wrong.
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        * * *

      

      The sunlight shimmered through the window onto William’s dark hair. Tints of blue, gold, and copper shimmered in the sunlight.

      I stared at him.

      “Alice, I’m going to get out. I’m ending it. All of it. I can’t live without you. I’ve saved as much as I can. You can’t—won’t—come back, and I don’t blame you. So, I’m coming to you, as I promised. I just need to clean up this last problem.” He reached out and touched my cheek. After a moment’s thought, he leaned toward me.

      I didn’t pull back. I couldn’t. Every piece of me had wanted this moment since the day I’d left.

      He pulled me into a deep kiss. I smelled the scent of jasmine on his skin, the salty sweet taste of his mouth, the feel of his beard on my chin. And most of all, I felt the soul of the man I had never stopped loving. I kissed him deeply, falling into his embrace.

      I had missed him terribly.

      After several moments had passed, he pulled back then set his forehead against mine.

      “I love you, Alice,” he whispered. “I never stopped loving you.”

      “I love you too,” I replied. “Now, let’s steal that bloody diamond.”
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            A Girl’s Best Friend
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      Later that evening, William and I returned to Hyde Park. Merchant tents selling memorabilia and cheap replicas of the wonders inside were closed for the night. The taverns and betting places, including The Mushroom’s temporary tented home on the green, were still alive with noise and action. William and I left The Mushroom and headed to the green space between the Crystal Palace and the vendors. We settled onto a park bench far enough away from the exhibition to avoid provoking attention but close enough for a good look. Constables cased the place, shooing off onlookers trying to peer within. Inside the actual exhibition, which was now closed, guards patrolled the halls.

      Lifting a spyglass, I scanned the building. “There. On the exterior of the building. Just near the German exhibit. There is a ladder that reaches from the second to the third floor.” I handed the spyglass to William.

      He gazed at the ladder. “There are steel support beams. They look wide enough to move across if we’re careful and keep our steps light. That section will be shadowed in the dark of night.”

      “We can’t break the glass to get in. It will make too much noise.”

      William nodded. “Did you notice that the ceiling panels above the trees were cranked open to let the heat out?” He panned the spyglass toward the trees. “The tree limbs bend toward the open panels, but they’re too slim to support any weight.”

      “Climb down the trees?” I asked, considering. “Might make too much noise. We need to slip down a rope. Quick and silent. Problem is, once we get the diamond, how do we get back out quickly? As soon as they realize the diamond is missing, they’ll turn that place inside out,” I said.

      “Climb back up?”

      I frowned. “Too high, and I’m too slow.”

      “We could try the trees on the way out.”

      “They’ll think to search there if they’re any good.”

      William raised an eyebrow at me. “When have they ever been any good?”

      I chuckled then considered the problem. “They will only get alarmed if they know the diamond is missing. What if we don’t melt the bars? What if we swipe the diamond and replace it with a fake? The diamond is so lackluster. A simple hunk of cut glass would mimic it easily.”

      William rubbed his finger across his chin. “We’d need access to the safe. The guard’s key opens it, but that safe came from Buckingham. No way to get a copy.”

      “Who needs a copy? We just need to lift the real key from the guard. We’ll come in at night, grab the diamond, swap it out with a fake, and then toss the key—”

      “But getting out of the exhibit is the problem either way,” William said.

      “What if we stay the night? We do the job near dawn. The guards will be tired by then. That will be to our advantage. We could swipe the diamond then hide in one of the exhibits.”

      “Crawl inside a sarcophagus?” William asked with a grin.

      “There are a million places to hide. When they open in the morning, we’d leave amongst the crowd,” I suggested.

      “Stay at the scene of the crime? I’m not sure—”

      “What crime? Until the guard discovers his key is missing, there’s nothing to worry about. We leave the key there, make it look like the guard dropped it. No one will be the wiser.”

      “Except we need to lift the key off the guard.”

      “Send Rabbit. His fingers are quick.”

      William nodded thoughtfully. “That could work.”

      “That could work.”

      “So, I need to track the guard who carries the key,” William said.

      “And I need a fake diamond.”

      “Take your pick,” William said, motioning to the vendor tents behind us where the replicas were sold.

      I stared at the building. It was a job just like any other job William and I had ever worked. But the risk here was very high. “If we get caught, we’ll be sent to the Tower.”

      “The Queen of Hearts…there is no other way.”

      “I could talk to her, try to work out a deal.”

      “No,” William said, shaking his head. “She’s a sick woman. Don’t go near her. I made a mistake. I didn’t mean to, but it’s done. Don’t get any ideas in your mind, Alice. Stay away from her.”

      I frowned. “All right.”

      In the distance, the clock on Tinker’s Tower sounded. It was already eleven o’clock.

      “I need to go. I’ve already given Bess too much to worry about this week.”

      “I’ll have the key by dusk tomorrow.”

      We both rose. It was a moonless night. Only the lights from the exhibition cast their shadowed glow on us.

      “We can do this,” William whispered. “Hell, if anything goes wrong, we’ll just shoot our way out. It’s a building made of glass, after all.”

      I laughed. “We can do this. It’s just a snatch and run. Nothing new.”

      William chuckled then tapped me lightly on my nose. “Bandit.”

      I winked at him.

      He leaned in and kissed me softly, first on the lips and then on the cheek. “Goodnight.”

      “Goodnight,” I whispered, setting my hand on his cheek. I turned and headed back toward the city. The plan would work. It wasn’t without risk, of course, but no job ever was. It may have been awhile since I’d stolen anything, but the job was part of me—for better or worse. Jabberwocky had trained his little apprentice very well.

      But still, we were robbing our rightful Queen to pass over a treasure to a madwoman. Why? It was high time I found out.
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            What the Knave Knew
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      The hustle would still be the same. The Knave would begin making the rounds at around ten, stopping by all the opium dens and pubs, playing a few hands of cards to line his own pockets before collecting William’s cut. He’d finish his rounds by one o’clock then head home. He’d keep the money with him then drop it off at The Mushroom in the morning.

      I left the lawn of the Crystal Palace and moved down the foggy cobblestone streets, seeking to stay unseen. I had no business skulking around in the dark. My life wasn’t supposed to be like this anymore. I’d spent most of the last year pretending I didn’t love William, but it was a lie. More than anything, I wanted to be with him. I just didn’t want this…this mess, this blood. I would do anything to help William earn his freedom. Because the truth was, I’d taken mine without regard to how it would impact him. And I was sorry for it. But saving William meant I needed to know what I was saving him from. I’d ended last night harassing airship pirates. Tonight I was stalking thugs.

      The Knave’s flat on Fleet Street was about as well-protected as a henhouse in a fox farm. With a quick twist and jiggle, I unlocked the door and let myself inside. Locking the door behind me, I headed into his sparse kitchen. I dug through his cupboard until I found some tea then set a kettle to boil. Working with the light of a single candle in the kitchen, I set out two teacups and some strawberry pastries I’d found in a bakery box and then waited. It was around one thirty when I heard the lock jiggle. I sat still and waited, listening to the sound of his footfalls.

      Seeing the candlelight burning, I heard Jack’s footsteps stop. A moment later, I heard the click of a revolver. Pistol extended, he turned the corner.

      “Tea?” I asked.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. I nearly shot you, Alice.”

      I rose and poured us both a cup of tea.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Waiting for you.”

      “Why?”

      “Just thought we’d have a little chat.”

      Jack dropped into the chair then looked over the table. “I was saving those tarts for breakfast.”

      “Well, it is morning,” I said.

      He shook his head then laughed.

      “Sugar?”

      “No. I’m tired, Alice. What is it?”

      “Why is William indebted to the Queen of Hearts?”

      “He botched a deal.”

      “I know that. What I don’t know is why?” I rose and prepared the teacups, setting a cup in front of Jack.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “So I’ve been told,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      Jack picked up his teacup, blew across the hot liquid, then took a sip. “If he doesn’t want you to know, there must be a reason.”

      “Perhaps. But it can’t be a very good one. Jack, please. We’ve been friends since we were children. William is in trouble. I want to help him. I just need to know what happened.”

      “Why does it matter?”

      “It matters.”

      “Do you still love him?”

      “Would I be here if I didn’t?”

      Jack laughed. “You and William are like the sun and the moon, chasing and following one another in an endless loop. He still loves you as much as he did the day you left. And you wouldn’t be here if you didn’t love him.”

      “Indeed. So stop prattling.”

      Jack slid a plate with one of the pastries on it toward him. He lifted his fork and took a bite. “The Queen of Hearts wanted some unusual merchandise,” he said between bites. “William procured it for her. Now, mind you, he didn’t know what he was procuring. William was the go-between. We passed letters, made the arrangements, traded money. But when the merchandise arrived in London. Well, William couldn’t go through with it. And I didn’t blame him.”

      “Why? What was the product?”

      Jack wouldn’t meet my eye.

      “You’re avoiding my question. What was the merchandise?”

      Jack exhaled deeply. “Girls.”

      “Girls?”

      “Young girls. They were just kids. I don’t know where they came from. The captain of the Medusa brought them in,” Jack said then shook his head. “I saw them myself. It was…it was awful. William took one look at those girls and everything was over. I don’t know where those girls went. William called in a favor with an airship jockey Jabberwocky used to work with. Lady captain. Pilots the Aphrodite. She took those girls out of London. I don’t know where they went, but I do know they didn’t go to the Queen of Hearts. That was the deal that went bad. That’s why he’s on the hook with the Queen.”

      I didn’t understand. Certainly, the Queen’s perversions were growing even sicker, but there was something more at play here. I rose and set my hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Thank you.”

      Jack shook his head. “This is bloody business. She’s going to have his head if he doesn’t come up with either those girls or that diamond.”

      “Do you know why?”

      Jack shook his head. “No. But the Countess is somehow involved. I blame Jabberwocky. William was trying to clean up the last of his obligations.”

      I frowned. Now, why would the Countess be involved? But then I remembered the night I’d seen the Queen of Hearts in her wretched bath. The Countess had been there. Had I been wrong to trust her? She and Jabberwocky had been lovers. I knew her ever since I was a child. She’d always treated Bess and me in the most loving of ways. Something was just wrong here. “Then it’s time to end it. For all our sakes.”

      Jack nodded. “Thanks for the tea,” he said, lifting his cup. “Not a bad thing having a woman waiting at home for you. You know—” he said, a mischievous glint in his eyes.

      I smirked and shook my head. I headed to the door. “Good night, Jack.”

      “’Night, Alice,” he said with a smile.

      I closed the door to Jack’s flat then headed outside. Before I exited back onto the street, I stopped and leaned against the wall. I squinted my eyes shut. Flashes of the Queen in all her bloody glory appeared before my eyes. Young girls? Why had she wanted young girls? Many dark answers came to mind. I was proud of William that he had done what was right, but at what cost to him?

      Even if we did get the diamond, then what?

      The Queen of Hearts, in all her madness, would carry on. Shouldn’t she be stopped? If she was seeking young girls, with sanguine or other reasons in mind, then someone should intervene—permanently.

      I could snatch the diamond. That had never been a concern. But maybe that wasn’t the best solution. Maybe there was another way out of this.

      I could kill the Queen of Hearts.
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      I entered the flat quietly so as not to wake Bess. I was surprised to see her sitting at our small kitchen table. She was painting a teacup by the light of a single candle.

      She didn’t say a word when I entered, just smiled at me then set down the cup she’d been painting. She rose and went to the fireplace from which she retrieved a bowl that had been sitting by the fire. She uncovered it, revealing the steaming hot stew inside then set it on the table. She laid out a spoon then poured me an ale. She motioned for me to sit.

      “How was it? The Crystal Palace?” I asked carefully.

      She smiled serenely then turned the teacup so I could see what she had been painting. “Look,” she said, motioning to her drying rack where a dozen other small vases, cups, and plates were sitting. They had been painted with brilliant blue and white flowers, just like the Chinese vases. “I’ve been painting since we returned. I couldn’t get the images out of my mind.”

      “The visit wasn’t too taxing?”

      “Oh no. Not at all. Henry took great care to make sure I rested frequently. It was truly a wonderland. Never in my wildest dreams could I imagine such a place. I loved the hand-painted silks from Japan. Did you see them?”

      I shook my head then sipped the ale.

      Bess sighed happily as she looked over her handiwork. “They’re turning out nicely, I think.”

      “Truly lovely. Bess, I’m sorry if you—”

      I began but Bess raised her hand to stop me. “Henry…he told me everything. He told me about the trouble he got himself into and how you got him out of it.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her. “Then why do you look so happy?”

      She laughed. “The question is, why do you look so happy?” She set her teacup down and dropped her paintbrush into a jar of water. “You haven’t been happy since the day we left. We are free, and our life has been honest, but at what cost? These last three days, I’ve seen a light inside of you that I haven’t seen in a very long time. And it’s not the job. You’ve finally remembered.”

      “Remembered what?”

      “That you love William.”

      “I…I thought I was over him.”

      Bess laughed. “You don’t just get over the love of your life.”

      “He’s trying to get out. He has one last problem to solve, and then we can make a new future, all of us,” I told her. My words came out sounding more like an excuse than I meant them too.

      Bess shrugged lightly. “Whatever needs to be done, that’s what will be done,” she said then picked up her brush once more.

      A moment later, I felt something rub against my shin. I looked down expecting to find Dinah, but it was the clockwork cat looking up at me expectantly.

      “Designed to beg for scraps, are you? No nuts, bolts, or oil here, I’m afraid,” I said, patting my Cheshire cat on his metal head.

      The cat meowed then crossed the room. It jumped up onto my small cot, turning until it found a comfortable position, then lay down. It looked out at me with its wide aquamarine-colored eyes then smiled.

      Bess laughed. “How’s the stew? I tried to keep it warm for you.”

      “It’s perfect.”

      “You know, I’ve missed William,” she said. “Tell him I want him to come by. I want to thank him for the tickets.”

      I smiled at her. “I’ll tell him tomorrow.”

      Bess raised an eyebrow at me. “Tomorrow? Very good. I hope it all goes as you wish.”

      I smiled but didn’t reply.

      That made two of us.
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      The next morning, I rose early and got dressed while Bess slept. She coughed a few times in her sleep. Her breaths carried a sharp wheeze I didn’t like. I lifted the amber bottle of syrup on the counter to discover there was barely a dose left. I would need to go to the apothecary before I did anything else.

      I slipped on a pair of tan trousers, a dark blue shirt, and a leather corset. I slid the White Queen into my boot, pulled on my coat, then headed outside.

      The morning air was crisp. A steam-powered machine rolled down the cobblestone street, causing everyone to move aside. A massive cloud billowed around it.

      The apothecary’s shop was at the end of the lane. Through the window, I could see Mister Arnold was already hard at work. I pushed the door open to the little shop. A tiny bell overhead jangled. The tangy scents of the medicines assailed my nose. The walls of the apothecary were lined with glass jars filled with a variety of herbs. White porcelain containers held powders and other oddities.

      “Good morning, Alice,” Mister Arnold said. He was a slight man, the majority of his weight coming from the mass of curly white ringlets on his head. He was staring down at the table in front of him. The optics he wore magnified his vision. His eyes looked ten times their size.

      “What are you looking at?” I asked.

      “A dried extract of lemon. It’s proving useful in the treatment of scurvy,” he said then pulled off the optics. “How is Bess?”

      “Cough is still rattling. She needs more syrup.”

      Mister Arnold nodded then went to his cupboards. “I have something new I want your sister to try. It’s a salve. I met a very bright apothecary from Scotland a few weeks back. He told me it’s effective for patients like your sister. She should rub the salve on her chest at night. It should ease her breathing.”

      I opened my coin purse and looked inside. An impromptu airship ride to Twickenham had pushed my weekly budget to its limit. When I looked inside, I saw that if Bess and I wanted to eat this week, an additional purchase of medicine was out of the question. “I’m afraid it will have to wait until my next payment.”

      Mister Arnold nodded sympathetically. “Let’s do this. We’ll just try it this week, an experiment on my part, and if her condition improves, we’ll work out a payment schedule.”

      Mister Arnold had always been very kind to Bess and me. There was something about Bess’ nature that always brought out the best in people. Even when we’d lived in the workhouse, Bess’s sweetness had earned her the affection of Mister Townsend who didn’t push her as hard as the others given her fragile condition. That sweetness lingered wherever my sister went.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Just let me know how it works. This time of year is terrible for people with hay fever and a rattle like your sister has.”

      “I will. Thank you so much.”

      Mister Arnold slipped the syrup and a small jar of salve into a bag. He jotted down some instructions on a piece of paper and added that as well. He handed the bag to me. “Not in uniform today?”

      “No, my employer went to the countryside. I have the rest of the week off.”

      “Get some rest then, my dear. You look tired. I believe you work too hard, Miss Lewis.”

      “We all do what we must. Thank you again,” I said, motioning to the bag, then headed outside.

      Bag in hand, I headed down the street in the direction of Henry’s millinery shop.

      Despite the blessings bestowed upon us through the kindness of others, at times I hated how poor Bess and I had become. Of course, we’d been born into a poor life. Even when our parents were alive, our life had been that of paupers. I remembered very little now. The four of us had lived above a perfumer’s shop in South Hampton. I remembered watching the well-dressed ladies and gentlemen filing in and out of the boutique, purchasing single bottles that cost more than, I would guess, what my parents made in a month. When a fierce winter sickness had passed through one year when I was about seven, Bess six, both our parents had perished. Bess was left with a rattle that never left her chest. Only I had escaped the ailment unscathed. With no better recourse available to two orphans, we’d ended up at Mister Townsend’s workhouse. But fate had seen a different course for us. We were there barely two years before chance threw Mister Mock—Jabberwocky—into our path.

      As I walked toward Henry’s shop, I realized that, in truth, my current poverty was entirely my own fault. I did have a life of comfort. Under Jabberwocky’s care, Bess and I had lived well. But we’d left that life of our own accord. My reasons for leaving were good. I was no killer. I could not live with the blood on my hands, and I never wanted to risk it again. But had I really needed to leave? Did I really have to banish Bess and me to a poor but honest life? I was unsure. I’d tried not to think about how it all had ended. But now, with William in my life once more, everything I had given up smacked me in the face. I had given up more than just a life of crime. Bess was right. I had given up my true love. The memory of our last day at Jabberwocky’s house, and my fight with William, was still fresh in my memory.
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        * * *

      

      “Alice,” William said once more, “please reconsider.” He was standing in the doorway of my room in Jabberwocky’s house as I packed up the last of my clothes.

      Everything had unfolded so quickly. William had stepped into Jabberwocky’s place without any obstacles. Once it was clear to the others I would not take over, it was only natural that William would do the job. Jabberwocky was dead. My hands were still stained with blood that only I could see. Every time I closed my eyes, the image of the banker’s face, mouth open wide, eyes bulging, came to mind. When I paired such images with the Queen of Hearts’s bloody bath, the endless array of naked tarts I had to look at every time I entered The Mushroom, the airship pirates and crooked dealers, I just didn’t want it. Just because a grown man had taught a little girl to steal, and because she’d been good at it, didn’t mean it was a life for which she’d been destined.

      “Why don’t you reconsider,” I replied. “Leave with us. Let Jack or someone else do the job. We don’t have to live like this.”

      “Alice, you’re being rash. This is your home. Even if you don’t want work, at least stay here. You wouldn’t have to do another job again. You can be done with it.”

      “And do what to earn my keep?” I asked angrily as I shoved a pair of trousers into my bag.

      “Nothing. Marry me, Alice. Stay here. Be my wife.”

      I turned and looked at him, my eyes wide. “I can’t quite tell, are you proposing to me or yelling at me?”

      “Both,” he said, then smiled softly. He crossed the room and took my hands. “Don’t go. I love you.”

      “I love you too. I just…I can’t get past what happened with the banker.”

      “Nothing like that will ever touch you again. You won’t see it. Won’t be part of it.”

      “But you will. And it will come home with you every day.”

      “What would you have me do, become a groom, a tailor? Jabberwocky trained me for this life. I don’t know how to do anything else.”

      “There are people who can help us.”

      “Like the Countess? I understand she is looking for a position for you.”

      “She can help you too.”

      “Shall I go from being master of this house to being some rich man’s butler?”

      “From a life as a thief and killer to that of an honest man.”

      “I’ve never killed anyone.”

      “Isn’t that convenient.”

      “I don’t mean it like that.”

      “This is not a life I ever wanted.”

      “Then you are saying no.”

      “To staying here? To staying in the life? I am saying no.”

      “And what are you saying to me? What is your answer for me?” he whispered, then brushed my hair away from my face. “Alice Lewis, I’ve been in love with you from the moment I set eyes on you. Marry me.”

      “Leave with me.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Then my answer has to be no.”

      “But Alice—”

      “I love you, William. I love you more than anything. I love you enough that I killed to protect you. You will never find anyone who cares for you as I do. But I can’t stay in this life. I made a promise to Bess long ago that when Jabberwocky was gone, we’d leave. She cannot handle all this darkness. We must get away. Please come with us. We could travel. See the world. Isn’t that something you have always wanted? You, not what Jabberwocky made you into, something you wanted? We could go somewhere warm where Bess’s health will improve. What about Barbados? Or maybe Tahiti? Let’s leave this place and start somewhere new.”

      “People are depending on me now. I can’t just let everything Jabberwocky worked so hard for fall into pieces.”

      “Then settle his affairs and join me. Settle his affairs and be done with it.”

      “I…I don’t know.”

      I closed the case and took it by the handle. “My carriage is downstairs. I’m going. If you choose this life, choose it all the way. I don’t want any part of it. Do you understand? If you choose this life, you choose it in total. Don’t bother me or mine until you have something worth saying.”

      “‘I love you’ is not enough? ‘Be my wife’ is not enough?”

      I looked him deeply in the eyes. “I love you too,” I whispered then leaned in and kissed him. I let my lips linger long on his. I caught his scent and the sweet taste of vanilla on his lips, and then I stepped back. “When you’re ready to choose me, and only me, you’ll be able to find me. Until then, I have to say goodbye.”

      I turned and left William standing there.

      And I didn’t look back.
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        * * *

      

      I stopped in the middle of the street and wiped away the tear slipping down my cheek. I had been foolish and rash. At the time, I wasn’t thinking clearly. I could have helped William settle Jabberwocky’s affairs and gotten us both out. The banker’s death had split me down the middle. Followed by the scene with the Queen of Hearts and Jabberwocky’s death, and I hadn’t been thinking straight. The horrible realization racked me. I had been wrong. All this time, I was the one who was wrong. I’d left a man who’d loved me enough to marry me. And I still loved him. I had done wrong by him when I’d left. Now I had a chance to make it right. No matter what, I would get him out of this debt to the Queen of Hearts.

      I slowed as I reached Henry’s shop. The front window boasted a beautiful display of hats. I paused a moment to gaze at them—after I managed to find a spot amongst the women already gathered there. There was a gorgeous pink and green silk top hat trimmed with flowers. What made the hat unique, however, was the clockwork butterfly whose copper wings wagged gently as it floated all around the hat, fluttering from flower to flower. If you looked hard enough, you could see it was attached to the hat with the thinnest piece of wire. Another top hat depicted a skyline view of London. A little metal airship, a replica of the famous airship Stargazer, piloted by the renowned airship racer Lily Stargazer, made its trek around the circumference of the hat over and over again. There was also a hat that featured a replica of the Tinker’s Tower. The face had a working clock. I looked beyond the clever creations and saw Henry at his workbench inside. I went in.

      “Alice?” Henry said, standing. His brow furrowed with worry. “Is everything all right?”

      I nodded. “I have an errand to run. I stopped by the apothecary. Would you mind taking this to Bess when you go for lunch?” I asked, holding out the bag.

      “Of course. She’s out of medicine already?”

      I nodded.

      A troubled expression crossed Henry’s face, but he didn’t say anything. There was no need. Worrying about Bess was a state in which Henry and I both lived.

      “So, were the tea service hats well received?” I asked, sitting down across from Henry.

      He laughed. “Oh yes. And the chief conspirator, Mrs. Wolston, ordered something new in celebration of the Grand Exhibition,” he said then pulled a hat off a box sitting nearby.

      I laughed out loud when I saw it. The base of the hat was made with white silk, but the top of the hat was made to resemble the same arched beams and glass of the Crystal Palace.

      “I’m still working on the faux glass insets. We’ll use spun sugar for the glass.”

      “It won’t melt?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll just have to warn her not to get her hair too close. She won’t want it to stick.”

      I laughed.

      “Around the brim, I’m trimming it with the delights of the exhibition. Look,” he said, lifting a small wooden boat with a paper sail, an exact replica from the India display. Beside it, he set a miniature Colt, the pistol that had been on display in the American exhibit.

      “Does it work?” I asked, picking up the tiny gun.

      “Well, I’m no gunsmith, but I do appreciate realism,” he replied. He motioned toward a hatbox nearby.

      Taking aim, I squeezed the tiny trigger with the tip of my fingernail. The little gun made a louder bang than I expected.

      I laughed.

      “I’m working on a clockwork cat today,” he said, pointing to a small box of metal bits sitting on the table. “Your Chess is my model. I’ll create his likeness with watch parts. Your miniature feline will be ticking in no time.

      “Alice, I have something I must confess,” Henry said, his voice turning serious.

      I was looking into the box from which Henry had pulled the hat. Inside I saw miniature versions of taxidermied elephants, samurai suits, a tiny Chinese vase—on which I saw Bess’s handiwork—a miniature velocipede, but then one item caught my eye. I reached into the box and pulled out an exact replica of the Koh-i-Noor. Steadying it on the palm of my hand, I studied it in the light of the lamp sitting on the table.

      “Alice? Did you hear me?” Henry asked.

      “Yes. Henry, where did you get this?”

      “Did you see the real thing? Muddy hunk of diamond, wasn’t it?” Henry said as he fingered through the clockwork parts. “I couldn’t sleep last night, so I spent the whole night trying to get the cut on the replica perfect,” he said, motioning to a pamphlet on the diamond he must have gotten from the exhibition. The pamphlet showed the exact proportions of the diamond. “I was going to use a crystal to give it more sparkle, but the real stone is too dim. So, I went with dim for the realism. My grandfather—did you know he was a jewelry maker?—had an old stone someone had given to him in payment. Not a diamond, not a crystal, not even a topaz, just some odd gem attached to a hunk of limestone. My grandfather never did anything to it. Since neither my father nor I followed him into the trade, that old rock has just been sitting in a box all this time. Turns out, it was perfect. Large enough, and dull enough, to make a perfect replica. But Alice, I really must tell you—”

      “Yes, I know. You told Bess. Henry,” I gasped. I wrapped my hand tightly around the gem and squeezed my eyes shut.

      “Alice, what is it?”

      I opened my eyes and stared at him. “Are you sure it’s a perfect match? You're absolutely certain?”

      “Yes. Same weight. Same cut. Same lifeless sparkle.”

      “Can I have it?”

      “Have it? Why?”

      I opened my mouth twice, trying to find a way to explain. Henry stared at me. The more at a loss for words I was, the more the blood began to drain from his face.

      “Alice,” he whispered, aghast, “what have I gotten you into?”

      I shook my head. “Not me. William. I need this stone. Are you sure it’s exact? Are you sure no one could tell the difference? A gem expert? A jeweler? Are you certain?”

      Henry stared at me, his eyes wide. “Alice?”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Yes, I’m certain. I apprenticed under my grandfather. I know everything there is to know about gems. I just didn’t like working with metals. Silk was always easier on the hands. It’s exact.”

      Leaning across the table, I wrapped my arms around Henry and hugged him hard.

      “Alice?”

      “I’m sorry. I have to have it. I have to. And you must never tell anyone anything about it.”

      “All right. But Alice—”

      “You promise?”

      “Yes.”

      “This makes us even,” I said, pinching his cheek playfully.

      He smiled nervously. “I don’t know what you’re into, Alice. But I have a feeling I just saved you from a big mistake.”

      “I hope so. I need to go now,” I said, gathering myself together.

      “Be careful.”

      He was right. It was a good fake. A perfect fake. But it was still a fake, which meant there was risk involved, for everyone.

      I looked back at Henry. “When you make the new replica for the hat, don’t be perfect. Make sure the cut isn’t right and that the gem sparkles too much.”

      “Why?”

      “To ensure that no one ever suspects you can do better.”

      Understanding, Henry nodded.

      I looked down at the gem in my hand. It really did look exactly like the diamond. “Any more of this stone left?” I asked him.

      He raised an eyebrow at me then nodded.

      “Good. Then get to work.”

      “On what?”

      “On an engagement ring for my sister,” I said with a smile, and then turned and left.
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            What the Countess Knew
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      When I reached The Mushroom, I was not surprised to find the Countess’s auto sitting outside. It had been a year since I’d been inside Jabberwocky’s old pub—at least its more permanent residence. The makeshift tent on the Hyde Park green was already enough of a reminder of the life I’d left behind. The pub had practically been a second home to me and all the others Jabberwocky had adopted into the life.

      The scene inside the pub was sleepy. The lights were dim, but the familiar smell of alcohol hung heavy in the air. A few patrons sat huddled at tables, hovering over their drinks as they spoke in low tones. I spotted a weapons dealer I knew. They called him Lobster on account of his hand being frozen into an awkward claw after one of his products had detonated in his hand.

      At first, he passed me a cursory glance. Recognizing me, he nodded. I’d worked jobs for him at least twice, lifting some hard-to-find parts. At the back of the pub, William’s guards eyed me skeptically. One of them went into the back office. A few moments later, Jack appeared.

      “Morning, Alice. Want tea?”

      I shook my head. “Is the Countess in the back?”

      He nodded then waved for me to follow him.

      Jabberwocky’s old office—now William’s—looked much the same. Nothing had changed besides the man sitting behind the desk. I noticed that William had even left hanging the painting of Madame Mock which Bess had painted as a gift to Jabberwocky.

      The Countess was sitting in a chair across from William sipping on a glass of some amber-colored liquid. She stopped midsentence when I entered.

      “Alice,” she said nicely.

      With a nod to William, Jack closed the door then left.

      “I got your message,” the Countess said.

      I turned to William. “I’d inquired of the Countess as to why the Queen wanted the diamond. It seemed an extreme acquisition, and I suspected the Countess might have some additional information,” I said, looking at her sharply.

      The Countess nodded, a guilty expression passing over her features. “Please understand, I had no idea she would pull the two of you into this. If I had known, I would have done my best to forestall her.”

      “Jabberwocky…I took the job to pay off the last of Jabberwocky’s debt to her,” William explained.

      The Countess frowned. “Then I am twice at fault.”

      William and I both looked at her.

      “The Queen of Hearts sought, some years back, to expose me if I didn’t help her. Jabberwocky helped me buy her silence,” the Countess explained.

      “You said she threatened to expose you. Expose what?” I asked.

      “My dear, what do you think the gentry would make of an occultist in their mix? It’s one thing to do favors for certain high-up people who want those favors kept secret. It’s quite another matter when those secrets are exposed.”

      “She was blackmailing you.”

      “Yes. Jabberwocky did jobs for her to keep her silent…and so did I.”

      “I remember. You were there the night she was in that bathtub filled with blood,” I said.

      The Countess swirled the liquid in her cup. “For years, the Queen of Hearts has found my Uncle Horace’s collection of books—and my skills by extension—curious. She’s been looking for something. Her interest in the dark arts, as I believe the two of you already know, is deeply personal.”

      “Yes,” I nodded, shuddering to think of the night I’d seen her consume Anna’s living blood.

      “In exchange for her silence, the Queen has had me working to help her acquire certain knowledge. It began with a book she traced to Uncle Horace’s collection. That book chronicled the enchantments used by a Hungarian Countess by the name of Elizabeth Bathory.”

      “Why? What information is she hunting?” William asked.

      The Countess took a swig of her drink. “She’s looking for ways to stay young. She’s seeking the path to immortality. Bathory believed that bathing in the blood of virgins could extend one’s youth.”

      “That’s madness,” William said.

      “Is it?” The Countess replied. “When I first met the Queen, she and I were the same age.”

      We both stared at her. But she was right. I had seen it myself.

      “So she’s seeking spells, elixirs,” William said.

      “More than that, but I have managed to keep such knowledge—what I know of it, at least—hidden from her. She would go the way of Faust and summon up a demon if she could.”

      William laughed nervously. “But such knowledge…that’s impossible.”

      The Countess raised an eyebrow and the expression on her face told me it was, in fact, very possible. I shuddered at the thought. “Some time ago my late husband—with whom I had a very contentious relationship—sold many of the books in Uncle Horace’s collection just to spite me. May you rot in hell,” she said, looking at the ground. “The Queen acquired a volume from that collection which contained a spell written by an Egyptian priest. The book was annotated, half translated, and appeared to have the ritual the Queen was after.”

      “What kind of spell?” I asked.

      “One that grants immortality. Of course, you had to have the right ingredients to make it work. And that is where her royal highness of insanity ran into some problems. I take it the deal you botched involved the acquisition of some of those…ingredients?” the Countess asked, turning to William.

      “I…I’m not sure.”

      She smiled carefully at him, an expression that told us both that she already knew the answer. “Well, no matter. She found a way. The task she set you on, William, and Alice by inadvertent extension, was to pluck another important element needed for the ritual. She needs a blood diamond.”

      “A blood diamond?” William asked.

      “A diamond that has caused many deaths,” the Countess explained. “The bloodier the diamond, the better. And what bloodier diamond is there than the Koh-i-Noor? Of course, the diamond is not the only thing she needed. She also needed a complete translation of the ritual, which I now have. So, now, I have the words, and she has everything else she needs except the diamond. Once she has that, the potion can be prepared and the ritual completed.”

      “A potion? You mean, something she will drink?” William asked.

      The Countess nodded.

      “Will it work?” I asked, aghast.

      The Countess shrugged. “I have no idea. But I know that this is where Anastasia Otranto and I will part ways. This is the last debt I owe her.”

      “You’re not the only one,” William mumbled.

      “Anastasia Otranto…why do I know that name?” I asked.

      “The banker,” William replied. “That was the name on the paperwork the banker had. We botched the job, Alice. We missed something in the banker’s vault. That’s why…that’s why I was doing one last job for her, to clear off our—Jabberwocky’s—mistake.”

      I frowned. “Anastasia Otranto. Who—”

      “That, my dears, is the Queen of Hearts’s real name,” the Countess interjected.

      William and I stared at one another.

      “So, you’re planning to do the job?” the Countess asked. “Get the diamond? The Queen was quite adamant that it was the only way she’d release you from Jabberwocky’s debt.”

      “Tonight,” William said.

      “I’ll be visiting her today with the rest of the translation. She’s invited me for a game of—”

      I reached into my pocket, pulled out the gem, and set it on William’s desk.

      The Countess stopped midspeech.

      William rose.

      For several long minutes, no one spoke.

      “Alice,” William finally whispered.

      “I went back last night. I went in through the roof, just as we planned. Down the rope. Dodged the guards. The lock wasn’t that difficult to pick. In and out. Snatched. Just like always.”

      “What about the gem on display? What did you—“

      “I lifted a fake from one of the souvenir tents on the green. Swapped it with the real one.”

      “They’ll figure it out. They’ll notice,” William said.

      “Eventually. But the fake looked good to the eye.”

      The Countess picked up the gem and looked at it. She studied it closely then set it back down. “It doesn’t feel cursed.”

      “It isn’t, at least not to us. Only cursed for male British monarchs, right?” I replied.

      William nodded. “I need to send word to Rabbit. He was going to trail the guard. I need to call him off.”

      I nodded to him.

      William rose and left the office, leaving me and the Countess alone.

      “This potion. If any of the ingredients are not exact, what will happen?”

      The Countess raised an eyebrow at me then shrugged. “Perhaps nothing. Perhaps she’ll get a stomach ache. Perhaps she’ll have a fit and lop off everyone’s heads. Or…”

      “Or?”

      “Or, it will kill her.” The Countess picked up the gem once more. She studied it closely. She then wrapped her hands around it and closed her eyes. A strange expression crossed her face, and for a moment, I’d swear I saw white light emanating from her clenched hand. After a moment, she relaxed once more and studied the diamond closely. “You know, Jabberwocky always told me you were the most intelligent child he’d ever met. From the moment he saw you, he knew you were special. You are. This diamond is exact. But this stone is not cursed.”

      “Of course it is,” I said with a smirk.

      “It’s a risk, Bandersnatch. She’ll have someone there to check the gem.”

      I shrugged. “Do you think a gem master will be able to sense whether it is cursed or not? Seems like something only someone gifted in the occult would notice.”

      The Countess smirked, shook her head, and then handed the gem back to me.

      “So, you’re planning to visit the Queen today? Mind if we come along?”

      The Countess lifted her glass, polishing it off, then set the cup back down. “Do you play croquet?” she asked with a grin.
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      The Countess slipped into the driver’s seat of her auto, motioning for me to take the seat beside her. William and Jack—who we’d brought along for muscle—slid into the back passenger seat.

      My heart was pounding. If the Queen discovered the stone was a fake, she’d be out for blood. But I took Henry’s word as truth. She wouldn't be able to tell the difference.

      I had debated whether or not to tell William the diamond was a sham. But the moment I saw him sitting in Jabberwocky’s chair, I knew I should lie. If the deal went bad, it would be on me and me alone. I had left William to clean up Jabberwocky’s debts, and I’d been wrong. William was in this situation now, in part because of me. He wasn’t dragging me back into anything. He could have walked away when I did, but he’d felt obligated to Jabberwocky in a way I hadn’t. I didn’t see that then, but I understood now. For the last year, the man I’d loved was trying to find his way back to me. The tremendous realization hit me hard, and I was overwhelmed with a sense of guilt. I owed him.

      The countess swerved around carriages, startling the horses, as she sped down the narrow streets. I’d sworn to myself I’d never step foot in the Queen of Hearts’s abbey again. I was wrong. When we pulled up to the abbey’s gate, the guards let the Countess through with a wave. She pulled her auto to a stop, parking it alongside the carriages and an odd cart with motorized wheels that reeked of algae.

      With the Countess taking the lead, we headed toward the front door.

      A tall man with very pale skin and a vacant look in his eyes met us there. “Around the back, please.”

      The flagstones of the path leading to the back of the house were arranged in a black and white brick pattern which resembled a chessboard. We passed under a wrought-iron arch into an elaborate rose garden. Bright red roses were in full bloom. Strange, of course, since they were out of season. Even more curious was that, despite the fact that the roses were so lovely, two of the Queen’s automatons were going from bush to bush sprinkling a powder on the blossoms. I slowed to watch as we passed. As the powder landed on the blooms, their pigment faded. They turned white.

      “Well, that’s an odd sight,” Jack whispered.

      “Nothing compared to what we’ll find next, no doubt,” William replied.

      We passed through the rose garden toward the large grassy area where several other people milled about. An odd ensemble of people was gathered there. One group included an older man and woman and half a dozen young girls from, presumably, Japan. They were dressed in fine silk robes, their dark hair held up with sticks. They giggled excitedly as they watched the automatons recolor the roses. I scanned the crowd, recognizing a French smuggler who frequented The Mushroom. He spotted us as well. He nodded to William.

      “Beaumont,” Jack whispered.

      William nodded.

      “Countess Waldegrave,” a very round man called. His wife, who looked exceedingly bored, barely cast a glance our way.

      The Countess nodded and crossed the grass to meet him.

      “Mallet,” a footman said, holding a croquet mallet toward me.

      “We’re here on business,” I told him.

      “Take a mallet.”

      Each of us took one of the wooden mallets, and then we waited.

      There was a flurry of action at the back of the house, and then a very odd looking group appeared. A man at the front pushed a cart loaded down with something pink and fluffy. Behind him walked several young women, all of whom looked very pale and thin. They each wore thin gowns that looked like little more than chemises. Behind them were several guards, and at last came the Queen and her favorite henchman. Alongside the Queen, however, walked a very tall and handsome man. He was dressed in a fine suit and had a mop of black curls and striking blue eyes. In fact, they were so striking that when I studied them more closely, I realized they were not eyes at all. They were optics. The man had a very large wound across his neck that seemed to have been sewn shut in a haphazard manner, and his left arm appeared to be entirely mechanical. His clockwork hand glinted in the sunlight, offsetting his dreadfully pale skin. Despite his unusual appearance, he was doting on the Queen of Hearts who walked at his side.

      Dressed in a long black gown and wearing a large black hat, its veil open at the front, she looked like she was no older than a girl of sixteen. Her flawless skin made her appear as if she’d been carved from marble. I couldn’t help but stare.

      “Do you see what I see?” William whispered.

      I nodded.

      The Queen sat down in a tall-backed wicker chair, the handsome—and possibly undead—man sitting beside her. Two of the Queen’s girls sat at her feet. The rest of us stirred nervously. Only the Japanese visitors seemed unaware of the danger they were in. The Queen looked over the crowd. She paused when her gaze fell on William, Jack, and me.

      “Well, I don’t recall inviting you,” she said.

      The Countess left her portly friend and joined us. “I asked them to join me. They mentioned they had some business to transact. I happened to be on my way here. We thought it would make the day more festive if we all came out for croquet.”

      “Festive?” she replied with a snort. “Very well.”

      “First players,” she called, motioning to the French smuggler, Beaumont. “Choose two players,” she told him. The Queen motioned for her maidens and her henchman to join Beaumont and his companion for a game of croquet. The course was already set with a game of nine-wicket.

      “Eh, Madame, we’ve no mallets,” Beaumont said.

      “Here you are. Select the best one. Some have a bit more give than the others,” she said with a laugh which the handsome man beside her echoed. She waved to the cart.

      Straining to look, I noticed then that the cart was heaped with dead flamingos.

      When the madness of the situation became clear, Beaumont’s companion protested.

      “Madame, this is ridiculous. How are we intended to play like this? We have business to discuss. This is a waste of—”

      The Queen rose abruptly. “Off with his head,” she screamed.

      Before anyone could move, one of the nearby automatons turned and moved forward quickly. Swinging a massive ax, it lopped the Frenchman’s head off. It bounced into the rose bushes. The body slumped over into the grass.

      “Now look, you’ve made a mess. Take the body away,” she told one her guards. The swift brutality of the scene racked me. This was the Queen of Hearts I remembered well. “Choose another player, and pick your mallet already,” the Queen told Beaumont.

      The man clenched his jaw hard then motioned to another of his comrades. He walked over to the cart and picked up a flamingo.

      “The Queen had a shipment she was trying to deliver to Germany. Beaumont lost the merchandise to pirates,” William whispered in my ear.

      “Quiet,” the Queen yelled in William’s direction. “Begin,” she called, turning to Beaumont once more.

      At that, the Queen’s maiden smacked her first ball and the game began.

      We watched as the players worked their way around the yard. Beaumont, it seemed, was quite good. His flamingo apparently had a case of rigor mortis. When the final shots were made, Beaumont completed first. The henchman and the Queen’s girl finished second and third, followed by Beaumont’s surviving companion.

      “You play well,” the Queen told Beaumont.

      “Oui, Madame. I played as a boy.”

      “Very good,” she said then rose. “Kneel before me,” she told Beaumont and his companion.

      Frowning, Beaumont and his man knelt.

      “Kiss my ring,” she said, holding out her hand.

      “But Madame, you’re not wearing a ring,” Beaumont protested.

      “Are you calling me a liar?” she asked.

      Beaumont stiffened. “Non, it’s just that—”

      “Off with their heads,” she yelled, and before the men could move, another guard swept in and decapitated Beaumont and his man.

      “Bloody hell,” Jack exclaimed.

      The bodies were dragged off. Two of the Queen’s girls went to retrieve the heads. One of the girls brought Beaumont’s head back to the Queen. She held the head, looking into his face, completely undisturbed by the fact that blood was leaking all over her dress.

      “He’s a handsome one, isn’t he,” she said to one of her girls, who merely smiled.

      The Queen brought the head close to her and kissed his lips.

      “Yuck,” she protested. “Bad breath. Next game! Who wants to play next? You?” she asked the portly man.

      “N-n-no, thank you,” the man stammered nervously. Curiously, his wife yawned and looked around as if nothing off was happening. “I have what you wanted,” he added in a loud whisper. He pointed to his coat pocket.

      “Good,” the Queen said pertly. “Take him and his wife inside,” she told one of her girls.

      “Oh, thank you. Thank you,” the man replied. He pulled his unaware wife along behind him.

      “Up for a game, Countess? Why don’t you play my guests in the second field?” the Queen offered. In a garden row just beside ours, another game had already been set up.

      The Countess motioned for the Japanese group—who looked like they were not sure if they should run, cry, or fight—to follow her.

      “Now,” the Queen said, turning her attention to us. “What to do with my unexpected guests.”

      “We also have some business to discuss,” William told her.

      Ignoring him, the Queen looked at me. “I haven’t seen you in a while, Bandersnatch. Someone told me you were off the chess board.”

      “I was.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “I think you know why.”

      The Queen looked at William. “Couldn’t pull off the job without your girl? I didn’t think so. Must have been an awkward reunion.”

      William didn’t say anything.

      “Caterpillar. You’re so serious,” she said with a laugh then rose. “Alice, wasn’t it? Let’s have a match. You and the Knave against me and my girl.”

      When the Queen stepped beside me, she looked deep into my eyes. She was still the same dangerous woman…even if she now looked like she was my junior.

      “Very well,” I replied.

      “Alice,” Jack protested.

      “He’s afraid I’m going to behead him,” the Queen said.

      “Seems prudent.”

      “He and your Caterpillar did steal my tarts. Did you know?”

      I looked back at William. The expression on his face told me he feared that I did, in fact, know the truth. “Yes.”

      William sucked in his lips and shook his head softly. Guilt stole over his face.

      “Caterpillar wormed his way out of that one, made a new deal. Which is, of course, why I have the Bandersnatch in my house once more,” she said then leaned in close. “Did you snatch what I was after?”

      “Yes.”

      “Very good. Let’s play.”

      The balls were lined up, and we began. William shifted nervously as we moved around the green.

      “Got it! Beat that, Bandersnatch,” the Queen yelled as her ball rolled through the wicket.

      “Well done,” I said through gritted teeth. I took aim with my mallet, knocking the ball through the wicket, but it rolled into the tall grass. We just needed to get through this. It was almost over. Very soon, we would all be free.

      One of the Queen’s girls, then Jack, took their shots after me. Once again, the Queen made a deft shot. I followed my ball into the grass and smacked it miserably back toward the green. The shot went wide, which made the Queen cheer.

      Around the grass we went. I caught William’s gaze out of the corner of my eye. He was on edge. This was too easy, too nice. Nothing with the Queen ever went this easy. And from the stains of blood on the grass, I did not expect things to end well. It didn’t matter if the diamond—fake though it was—was in my pocket. She could just as easily loot it from my dead body as she could from my hand.

      We were just nearing the seventh wicket when the queen pulled off her hat and dashed it to the ground. “I’m hot,” she cursed then stomped the hat. Standing very close to her, I saw beads of sweat dripping down her forehead. They were tinted orange. She wiped the back of her hand across her forehead. When she saw her skin was marred with the red liquid, she huffed heavily. “We’re done. I’ve won. Countess, you’re finished there. Off with their heads,” she said, motioning toward the foreign visitors.

      It took a moment for the Japanese guests to understand her words. The automatons and the Queen’s guards closed in on them. They screamed and tried to flee, but it was too late.

      “Bring their blood,” the Countess said to her henchman, who nodded.

      “Frances,” the Queen called to the Countess. “Inside. Now. Bring the book.”

      The Countess nodded.

      The Queen headed back inside. Her consort sat in his chair, barely aware that anything was happening. He simply smiled and gazed absently forward.

      “I recognize him,” William whispered as we followed behind the queen. “He’s a Scottish Lord. He went missing about a year ago.”

      “A year ago?” I asked, remembering the box we’d delivered to the Queen via the Medusa.

      “I guess they presumed him dead,” William said.

      “He might as well be,” Jack said.

      We followed the Queen of Hearts into the abbey. She led us to the room where we’d first met her. There, her long table was set out and had a number of instruments thereon.

      The henchman entered the room behind us carrying a large copper bowl. Inside were the heads of three of the Japanese girls. Their blood pooled at the bottom of the basin.

      “Get to work,” the Queen told the Countess.

      The Countess didn’t look at us as she worked busily. She arranged objects, dried herbs, bits of bone, hair, and other oddities as she flipped through the book she’d brought with her. Seeing her manner was so easy, I began to wonder if I was misguided to place my trust in her. What if, after all, the Countess was in league with the Queen?

      The Queen pulled off her thick scarf and unbuttoned her jacket. She stripped down to her corset. She was just a dainty thing, and she was undeniably beautiful. But more than that, she was dangerous.

      “Bring Newell,” she told her henchman. He disappeared down the hallway.

      “Let’s see it,” the Queen said. She turned to me and opened her hand.

      “First, your word that William’s debt—and Jabberwocky’s—is paid. None of us are indebted to you. Your word.”

      The Queen rolled her eyes. “A stickler for formality, Bandersnatch?”

      “Afraid so. Mad times. Can’t be sure of anything without a promise.”

      “Fine,” the Queen said with a huff. “The debt is clear…if.”

      “If?”

      “If this is the Koh-i-Noor. Tell me, Bandersnatch, how did you procure it?”

      “All that matters is what we won, not how we worked.”

      “But that’s the question, isn’t it? I’ve had eyes on you and Caterpillar, and on that diamond, for days. We’ve seen you at the exhibition, but no one saw you lift the diamond. When did you take it?”

      “Last night.”

      “How? No one saw you.”

      “I wouldn’t be a very good thief if anyone saw me, now would I?”

      At that, the Queen laughed.

      A moment later, the henchman entered with a wiry-looking man who was wearing large round glasses and an oversized suit.

      “Sit,” she demanded shrilly. She set the diamond in front of him.

      The man gasped.

      I kept my gaze straight. I would show nothing.

      “Is it the real diamond or not?” the Queen demanded.

      “Where did you get this?” the man exclaimed. “How?”

      “Shut your mouth. Now, tell the truth or I’ll cut out your tongue. Is it the Koh-i-Noor or not?”

      The man pulled a jeweler’s monocle from his pocket and pressed it into his eye socket. He lifted the diamond and studied it closely.

      I bit my tongue hard. If the lie was discovered, I would have to murder her right there. There was no other way out. I looked at the floor, hoping the Countess was as good at concealing what she knew. So far, she had not betrayed me. If she was planning to do so, now was the moment.

      “Lifeless hunk of rock. Dull. Large. Not a shimmer to it,” the man said then set the jewel aside.

      The Queen turned on me, fury in her face.

      She opened her mouth to speak when the gem master interjected. “Yes, this is most definitely the Koh-i-Noor.”

      A massive weight of relief washed over me.

      “This dead looking stone?” the Queen asked sharply.

      The man nodded. “It’s a grand but lifeless thing.”

      The Queen turned and smiled at me. “Very good, Bandersnatch. Now, get him out of here,” the Queen said then motioned for her henchman to take the gem master from the room.

      “Prepare the potion, Countess,” the Queen said then turned to me. “Why don’t you stay? It will be very exciting to watch. And you’ve always struck me as someone with curious eyes.”

      “Watch?”

      “Watch. Watch me be reborn.”
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      The Countess stood over the table mixing items into a silver bowl. As she dropped each item therein, she intoned just under her breath. I’d known the Countess since I was a girl. I always admired her, called her friend. And I knew very well that her interest in the occult went beyond occasionally browsing her Uncle Horace’s old books. I had always fashioned her more a tinker than a mage, but I could see how those lines could easily blend. She poured the blood from the bowl that contained the heads of the Japanese ladies, then added blood from two other vials.

      A nauseous feeling swept over me. The smell of death and decay perfumed the air.

      “Now, the diamond,” the Countess said.

      “Grab that mallet,” the Queen instructed William.

      William clenched his jaw together. Smothering his feelings, he picked up a wooden mallet that had been sitting just beside the door.

      The Queen set the faux Koh-i-Noor on the table. “Smash it.”

      “But it’s a diamond,” Jack interjected.

      The Countess turn to William. “It is hard, but it will break. Put your back into it.”

      Frowning, William took aim. He lifted the mallet high then, with a hard swing, he brought it down.

      The table cracked under the pressure, the tabletop splintering. The Countess reached out to steady a candlestick before it fell over. In the concave of the table, the rock lay shattered into three large chunks. Diamond powder lay all around them.

      The Countess took the mallet from William then smashed the rest into powder. When she was done, she collected all the powder and dropped it into the concoction.

      She looked at the Queen. “I have made it as written here, but there is no saying it will work. At best, it will do as the Priest of Sekhmet has described in this writing. At worst, you may become very ill. This is not without risk. I have done everything I can. You cannot hold me accountable if something goes wrong.”

      The Queen narrowed her eyes at the Countess. “If it has been done properly, then we have nothing to worry about, Frances.”

      “And if the translation is off, or if the spell is a lie, you may become gravely ill, Anastasia,” the Countess hissed.

      The Queen glared hard at her. “Just say the words.”

      From her bag, the Countess pulled out a cloth decorated with Egyptian cartouche. She draped it around her neck. “Get back,” she told us and the Queen’s henchman.

      We all moved toward the door.

      A terrible feeling racked my stomach.

      The Countess then began intoning in a language I did not recognize.

      “The Goddess Sekhmet was a destroyer. She was a Goddess to be feared. We are all going to die,” the Queen’s henchman said.

      “This is not how I thought this day was going to go,” Jack said.

      My stomach shook. The diamond was a fake, but the Countess’s spell was real. What would happen now?

      As the Countess spoke, the sky began to darken. In the distance, I heard the crack of lightning. Outside, the wind blew hard, and the clouds began rolling strangely. Everything went black. Twinkling lights shot across the sky. The small fire in the fireplace grew higher.

      The Countess lifted a silver rod, and chanting some unknown words, she struck the rod on the side of the bowl.

      The sharp sound followed by a strange vibration swept across the room. My hair stood on end.

      “We need to go,” Jack whispered.

      The Countess lifted the rod once more and spoke again.

      I looked at William who was staring with wide eyes. He turned to me. “If this works, if she takes on this power, what will happen? We need to stop the Countess,” he said, then reached for his gun.

      I shook my head. “No. Wait.”

      “Friends, we need to leave,” Jack said again as he moved toward the door.

      The Countess lowered the rod once more, knocking it on the side of the bowl.

      Lightning cracked. The mixture inside the bowl began to swirl of its own accord.

      “Yes,” the Queen screamed. “Yes!”

      The Countess lifted her rod a third time. The wind outside whipped hard. Thunder rolled and lightning cracked. The flame inside the fireplace burned wildly, the flames leaping out of the confines of the fireplace.

      I heard the door behind us open. I looked back to see that Jack had left.

      “Alice,” William whispered. He had his pistol in hand. “We can’t permit it.”

      “Wait,” I said.

      “Alice?”

      “Do you trust me?”

      He nodded. “With my life.”

      “Then wait.”

      The Countess dropped the rod a fourth time. The liquid in the bowl flared with bright purple light. Then, all at once, everything went silent.

      Her hands shaking, the Countess poured the liquid from the silver bowl into a glass goblet which she then handed to the Queen. The liquid moved and sparkled, purple flame flickering at its surface.

      “To eternal life,” the Queen of Hearts said, lifting her chalice in a toast. Eyes closed, she drained the cup.

      We waited.

      At first, nothing happened.

      The Queen opened her eyes and glared at the Countess. “It didn’t work,” she screeched. But before the Countess could respond, the Queen’s body jerked. She dropped the crystal goblet. It fell to the floor, smashing into pieces.

      She jerked again.

      Orange light flashed through the Queen’s body. It moved down her limbs, twisting like vines of fiery light just underneath the Queen’s skin. Her hair broke free of its pins. Her long locks blew in a wild torrent around her. The Queen opened her eyes. I gasped to see they were alive with brimstone. Orange light shot from her fingertips. Everything in the room began to tremble.

      “It worked,” the Countess whispered, fear and awe in her voice. She stepped away from the Queen. “It worked.” The Countess passed me a frightened and confused glance.

      “I feel it. I am immortal,” the Queen screamed.

      “Alice,” William said, reaching out to take my hand. “We need to leave.”

      It wasn’t possible. The gem wasn’t real. It shouldn’t have worked.

      The Countess grabbed her book and moved toward us.

      The Queen laughed wildly. Surrounded by a halo of light, she began to rise off the ground. She floated at least a foot above the floor, her entire body alive with orange light.

      And then, there was a strange rumble in the sky.

      Lightning cracked.

      A sharp wind blew, blowing open the windows. An awful smell perfumed the air. The scents of sulfur and rot rode on the breeze.

      “Sekhmet,” the henchman whispered.

      A strange voice spoke on the wind. It echoed around the room. It was soft, female, and very angry.

      “What is it? What is she sayi—” the Queen began, looking at the Countess.

      But her words were cut off midspeech by a strange, sick laugh that echoed around the room.

      The Queen’s body froze in place, suspended in the air. The orange light died down, and we watched in horror as the veins under the Queen’s skin began to grow black and pulse toward the surface. The glow in her eyes dimmed. They began to turn solid black.

      The Queen tried to break free. “What’s happening? What’s happening?” she demanded of the Countess who backed toward the door.

      Her face twisting, the Queen’s mouth suddenly clamped shut. Her body twisted oddly and then we heard a terrible crunch, then another, as the Queen’s body jerked from side to side like invisible hands were breaking her into pieces.

      At last, she let out a terrible scream.

      An invisible force slammed her to the wall, and then to another wall, over and over again. At the last moment, as the Queen hung in the air very still, that strange voice spoke once more.

      The Countess gasped.

      And then the Queen exploded.

      “Alice,” William shouted, pulling me close, shielding me. Blood and bits of the Queen of Hearts sprayed around the room.

      The Countess yelped.

      I looked in time to see the book she had been holding burst into flames. She dropped it on the floor. It disintegrated to ash.

      When it was over, we looked back at the terrible sight. The Queen of Hearts had been shredded into pieces.

      And at my feet lay her heart.
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      The Countess’s auto pulled up to the door of The Mushroom. Wordlessly, Jack got out and went inside. None of us had said a word as we left the Queen’s manor. We’d left unimpeded. The Queen’s sycophants, glassy-eyed creatures such as they were, seemed to awake from a strange stupor. When we left, they were milling about as if they’d just awakened from a dream. And no one, not even her main henchman, had tried to stop us.

      “Countess,” I said carefully, setting my hand on hers. She was clutching the steering wheel so hard her knuckles had gone white.

      The Countess turned and smiled softly at me. “If you need anything, Alice, please don’t hesitate to call on me,” she said then looked back at William. “I think things will be different from now on. Please know that I’m here for you both.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Lord Dodgson will be sorry to lose you,” the Countess said.

      “He’ll recover.”

      She nodded knowingly then patted my hand once more.

      William and I got out of the vehicle. With a wave, the Countess drove off.

      “I feel like I’m waking up from a bad dream,” William said.

      I slipped my hand into his. “William, I owe you an apology.”

      He shook his head. “No, I owe you one.”

      We both chuckled.

      “What if we simply move past the apologies? There is no use in going back to yesterday. Let’s be today’s Alice and William,” he suggested.

      “Starting from now, though. And after a bath,” I said, looking down at my clothes which were still splattered with goo.

      William laughed. “Of course,” he said then cast a glance back at the pub. “I need to talk to Jack.”

      I nodded. “You know where to find me.”

      William pulled me close and set his forehead against mine. “I love you, Alice.”

      “I love you too.”

      With that, he turned and headed inside.
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      The moment I entered our flat, Bess let out an excited squeal. “Alice,” she yelled excitedly. She turned to embrace me but stopped. “What in creation are you covered in? Ew!”

      “You don’t want to know. And I need to change. Immediately. But what happened?”

      “Henry just left. He’s having a carriage brought around. Alice, he proposed!”

      She stuck out her hand. On her finger was a beautiful ring with pearls set in a flower design around a sparkling center gem—a diamond, but not quite a diamond. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

      “A new beginning. How very exciting,” I exclaimed.

      Bess hugged her hand to her heart. “It’s been a very odd day. Just out of the blue, he asked me to marry him. Can you believe it? And the weather. Have you noticed? It was so strange today. Thunder. Lightning. Some sort of odd eclipse. There were falling stars in the middle of the day.”

      “A good sign, perhaps?”

      Bess smiled, squinting her eyes closed. Her face was radiant. She turned and looked at me. “Oh, Alice! You look just awful. Get that off at once. But what’s this expression on your face? You look so…so, I don’t know what!”

      “Relieved? Elated? Happy?”

      “Why? What’s happened?”

      “William.”

      Bess squealed. “What a wonderful day.”

      Dinah, who was observing us both from her perch on the windowsill, meowed at us.

      Bess laughed. “You see, even Dinah agrees. And what about you, Chess?” Bess asked, turning to my clockwork cat.

      From his position on my cot, the Cheshire cat flashed us a toothy smile.

      We both laughed.

      “Now, get cleaned up. We’re going on a picnic. Oh, Alice, why do I get the feeling that everything will be different now?”

      “Because it will.”

      Bess signed happily. “A wonderland of opportunity awaits us.”

      “Indeed. How very curious.”
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      “Your move,” William said.

      I picked a pawn and moved him across the chess board. “Check.”

      “You think you’re so clever,” William replied, moving his king.

      “Don’t you?”

      “Don’t I what?”

      “Think I’m clever.”

      “Of course I do. Stop trying to distract me.”

      “Me?” I asked, tilting my head sideways and looking him over, my eyes radiating desire.

      “Oh, now you’re really playing,” William said. He slipped out of his seat and onto the loveseat beside me. He moved my hair aside and kissed my neck.

      “Now who is playing?” I whispered.

      “After a look like that, how can I resist?”

      The grandfather clock struck six. The last chime had just sounded when I heard a knock on the front door of the guesthouse.

      “Henry and Bess?” William asked.

      I nodded. “They returned from Bath today.”

      William kissed me on the forehead. “No wonder Maggie has been cooking all day. I thought perhaps the Countess had returned.”

      I shook my head. “I had a letter from her this morning. She’s still abroad.” In fact, the situation with the Queen had rattled the Countess in a way I didn’t understand. She’d been quiet and thoughtful. Despite her peculiar reaction, she’d still done everything she could to help us. She’d situated Henry into a shop in Twickenham and paid for Bess’s and Henry’s wedding. William and I, who were more wed in spirit, had taken up residence in the guesthouse at Strawberry Hill. The Countess, quite rightly, suspected that I would be able to make something of the old printing press that had sat cobwebbed since her uncle’s death.

      “I’ll go welcome them. Why don’t you show Bess what you’ve been working on?” William said, motioning to the stack of papers I had sitting on my desk.

      I nodded, kissed him quickly, and then rose. William exited the room, closing the wood panel doors behind him.

      On my desk near the fireplace, I had a stack of papers. Notes, illustrations, and outlines covered the pages. I picked up my writing tablet. I was just about finished. I smiled when I thought of Bess’s reaction to my news.

      “Wonderland by Alice Lewis. Subtitled, Imaginative Tales for Children. How does that sound, Chess?” I asked, turning to my clockwork cat. The little creature, who’d been grooming his paw, looked up at me and blinked his wide, aquamarine-colored eyes.

      I laughed then kicked a ball of yarn toward him. Excited, he crouched, his gears clicking, then pounced.

      Grinning, I looked at my reflection in the mirror over the fireplace. I pushed my hair behind my ears and straightened the black headband I was wearing. In the mirror, I saw the reflection of the yard outside. The lights inside Strawberry Hill House glimmered through the windows. But then I noticed something odd. A hooded figure carrying a lamp moved toward the castle. I turned and looked out the window. It was dusk, but not yet entirely dark. I peered through the window. No one was there.

      I looked back at the mirror once more. This time, to my surprise—given it was autumn—the mirror reflected a wintery scene outside my window. The grounds were completely covered in snow, squalls of white whipping across the landscape. And at the center of the grounds, I saw a woman dressed in all white. She carried a lantern and wore a crown of ice on her head.

      Gasping, I turned around and looked out the window once more. Again, no one was there. The leaves were hued sunset orange, ruby red, and gold in color. They swayed in the breeze, shimmering softly in the dying sunlight.

      “Alice?” William called.

      I looked down at my manuscript. Imaginative Tales indeed. The first tale in my collection was none other than the tale of the Snow Queen. I grinned. Strawberry Hill was certainly an odd little castle, built by the Countess’s odd uncle, and filled with odd fixtures, like the odd mirror above my fireplace. As it turned out, it was the perfect place for an odd girl like me.

      “Coming,” I called, casting a glance once more at the mirror. This time, it showed only its true reflection.

      Surely, I was dreaming.

      But the question is, can a person dream while she is awake?

      Perhaps, if she has the right looking glass.
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        From the world of Curiouser and Curiouser: Steampunk Alice in Wonderland

      

        

      
        When Knave and Rabbit are given a job by the countess, there’s no distance they won’t climb to get the job done. Coming back down, however, proves much stickier.
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      “That it?” Rabbit whispered as he bent down to tie his bootlace.

      The wind whipped off the Thames, making the tails on my jacket flutter. The airships anchored at the London tower rocked in their berths. The loading platforms were busy. Passengers pushed and shoved one another to board the massive, four-prop transport headed to the major European hub in Calais.

      I pretended to fumble with my hat, dropping it so I could follow Rabbit’s gaze. On the platform below us, the airship pirates—or merchants as they would have the commoners believe—were loading the last of their ill-gotten goods onto the Mechanica. I glanced down at the platform. The Rose Red was docked just behind the pirate ship. I smirked.

      “Yeah, that’s it. Come on,” I told Rabbit, snatching up my hat. The little white-haired boy, wearing knee britches, suspenders, and a black eye from a recent scuffle, grinned up at me. We headed down the platform. As we went, Rabbit pickpocketed a money clip, an expensive-looking parcel, and a glimmering brooch from the crowd of travelers. I pretended not to notice.

      At the end of the platform, the tower guards surveyed the crowd suspiciously. I lowered the brim of my hat and watched my feet as we passed on our way to the stairs. I cast a sidelong glance at Rabbit who was now wearing a very expensive-looking silk ascot. He had his hands in his pockets, an expression of cherub-like innocence on his face.

      Grinning, I ruffled the boy’s hair.

      The sun was sinking below the horizon. When we reached the lower platform, a lamplighter was making his way down the thoroughfare, lighting the gas lamps. The sky was a strange mix of blue and orange, the last echo of the sun dipping below the horizon as the moon rose.

      I made my way down the platform toward the Rose Red. My eyes, however, took in every inch of the Mechanica. Merchant ship, my sweet arse. They loaded box after box of illicit goods. I watched as a small red crate made its way onto the ship. Captain Pace snarled at his crew. Bloody pirate. I wondered how much he’d paid the guards to let him dock here. He was wanted in at least three ports in the States and a dozen more in Europe.

      Frowning, I turned my attention to the pleasure cruiser, the Rose Red, in the berth behind the Mechanica. I drew up next to the loading gate. Lingering against the rail of the ship was half a dozen of the prettiest tarts I’d ever seen. Wearing more makeup than clothes, they waved and called to passersby.

      “Come on, love. Just a quick jot to Dublin and back,” a blonde-haired harlot purred at a refined gentleman who looked downright scandalized that she’d spoken to him.

      I laughed.

      Rabbit coughed then gave me a knowing look.

      “Yeah. Yeah. You know what you’re about, then?”

      He patted his pocket, winked at me, then meandered down the platform.

      I turned to the guard at the entrance of the Rose Red.

      “I’m here to see the captain,” I said.

      The man, who was twice my size, raised an eyebrow at me. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a playing card and handed it to him: the Knave of Hearts.

      He took the card, gave me an assessing glance, then turned and headed toward the captain’s cabin.

      A woman with long black hair in a red silk gown came to the side of the ship. Her dark eyes were lined with charcoal, her lips tinted cherry red. Her dress was cut along the length her legs to her hips, a stark contrast to the high-necked top secured by silk latches.

      “Coming aboard, handsome?” she asked, fingering the lapel of my coat.

      “We’ll see in a moment,” I said, eyeing the direction toward which the guard had gone.

      “Such a rugged face,” she said, gently stroking my cheek.

      I grinned.

      “And dimples too,” she said, toying with my chin. “Good looking man like you, don’t you have a girl?”

      I smirked. I did. A lot of them, actually. “Not tonight. Why, you want to be my girl?”

      She laughed, her voice sounding like a tinkling bell. “Maybe. But I’m quite expensive,” she said, leaning in to whisper the last part.

      “Really? Why?”

      “Well, in China I learned to—” she was about to whisper something wonderfully obscene in my ear when the door to the captain’s cabin opened. The gruff-looking commander appeared. He looked from the Mechanica berthed in front of him then back to me. He nodded to me, tilting his head toward the prow of the ship, then headed toward the wheelstand. With a whistle, he signaled to the crew in the balloon basket to fire up the ship.

      The guard motioned for me to come aboard.

      The pretty whore took my arm and attempted to lead me toward a secluded area at the rear of the ship.

      I shook my head and motioned for her to follow me to the front. The girl smiled sweetly, but I saw her dark eyes take in that they were preparing for departure, that the lamps aboard were being extinguished, and that the ship was not yet at capacity.

      I scanned the deck of the ship. Spying a coil of rope tethered to the deck, I settled onto a bench beside it. Leaning back, I casually eyed the platform outside the Mechanica. There, Rabbit was busy trying to panhandle passersby. The Mechanica was pulling up anchor, the balloon holding her aloft and turning orange as it filled with heat and light. The Rose Red made her own preparations for departure.

      “So, what’s your name,” the girl asked. She hooked one leg over mine.

      “I hardly think it matters,” I replied. “What about you?”

      “I hardly think it matters,” she replied as she played with the top button of my shirt.

      The Mechanica lifted out of port.

      I looked back at Rabbit who meandered to the end of the platform and leaned against the rail of the empty dock.

      The crew on the Rose Red called to one another, and a moment later, the ship lifted out of port. The massive propeller at the back of the ship turned quickly while the gears below deck ground and clattered. The airship followed the Mechanica.

      The girl eyed the pirate ship in the distance then smirked at me.

      The Rose Red drew up behind the pirate ship quickly. I watched as the prow turned, coming up alongside the port of the other ship.

      Suddenly, a massive pop sounded from the airship towers. A shot of light streamed toward the Mechanica. The light whistled as it sped across the sky. When it was within close range of the ship, it exploded into a shower of red and orange fireworks. The patrons on the Rose Red, most of them already drunk, or drunk on their impending debauchery, clapped and cheered at the display. I eyed the Mechanica. The crew aboard that ship had a distinctly different reaction. The captain left the wheelstand and was looking back at the tower through his spyglass, an angry expression on his face.

      I reached out and touched the lovely tart’s cheek. “It does matter. What’s your name?” I asked her.

      “Mei,” she said, and this time, a real smile lit up her face.

      “Mei. I’m Jack,” I said then rose.

      A whistle and a flash of light shot across the sky once more, moving quickly in the direction of the pirate ship.

      Grabbing the rope tied to the deck, I wrapped it around my hands then climbed onto the rail of the Rose Red.

      Mei stood, crossed her arms, and eyed me skeptically.

      Behind me, another firework—more a fireball—exploded close to the side of the Mechanica. The airship pirates started yelling, and the entire crew rushed to the starboard side of the ship.

      “Be a doll and pull up the rope after me,” I told Mei.

      She arched an eyebrow, a bemused expression on her face. “I take it you’re about to do something knavish?”

      “Never,” I replied with a wink. “Nice to meet you, Mei,” I said, and then I jumped.

      Holding on tight, I swung toward the Mechanica. The crew of the ship, distracted by the fireworks, they had not noticed the second airship swing close to them only to drop its payload—that would be me—on deck on the port side.

      I landed on board the Mechanica with a soft thud. At once, I headed toward the stack of boxes the crew had loaded. The box I was looking for was easy to find. It was the only one painted red.

      A series of fireworks popped into the air from the end of the platform. Shimmering gold, silver, red, and purple illuminated the sky. I hoped Rabbit had the sense to run now that his job was done or I’d have to spend the rest of the night trying to liberate him from the Bow Street Runners.

      I pulled the tarp off the stack of boxes and grabbed the red box. Hiding in the shadows, I worked quickly. I pulled my lockpick kit out of my pocket and quickly worked the lock. Alice was right. I needed more practice. Unlocking the bloody thing took longer than it should have.

      The crew, assured their ship was not on fire and that they were not under attack, that someone was merely making pranks, got back to work.

      The lock clicked.

      I opened the box. Silver and bronze glimmered in the dim light of the balloon. Nestled on a bed of straw within was a clockwork heart. I pulled off my jacket, tossed it aside, then closed the lid on the red box and shoved it in my pack.

      “Oi, who is that there? What the hell are you doing?” one of the pirates called from the ropes above.

      Not good.

      Moving quickly, I slung my pack back on.

      “Captain! Stowaway! Thief!” the henchman who’d spotted me yelled.

      Suddenly, a dozen angry pirates moved toward me. Adjusting my pack, I jumped up onto the rail of the ship.

      Captain Pace, the notorious commander of the Mechanica, rounded the side of the airship, his pistol drawn.

      “And just where do you think you’re going?” the captain growled as he trained his gun on me.

      “Down,” I replied, tipping my top hat to him. And then I jumped off the ship.

      A split second later, I heard a gunshot.

      Too close.

      My heart was beating hard as I began to freefall. The breeze caught my hat which fluttered off into oblivion. Dammit. I liked that hat. The ground was coming up fast. A crow flew by, squawking loudly at my unexpected appearance. Reaching up to my shoulder, I pulled the ripcord on the parachute.

      There was a ruffle of silk as the material ejected from my pack. The wind caught the parachute, and the fabric slowed my fall.

      Gripping the steering lines that controlled the parachute, I studied the ground. I was just above Hyde Park. I scanned the park grounds until I saw the glow of blue light. Tugging the cords, I directed myself in the direction of the light. I sent a silent prayer of thanks to the man at the Daedelus Company who’d showed me how to use the parachute. I might have been good at a lot of things, but falling wasn’t one of them.

      Overhead, I heard shouting as the crew of the Mechanica turned the airship in my direction while also dropping altitude. I needed to be quick. Once I was finally on the ground, I detached the hooks behind me and raced toward the blue light.

      I could hear the purr of an engine, and a moment later, the shadowed shape of the open-cover motor vehicle came into view. Pulling on a calm face, I opened the door and slipped into the vehicle.

      The countess turned and smiled at me. “Well?” she asked as she extinguished the blue lantern she’d been holding.

      I handed the box to her. “Just another day’s work.”

      She dropped the lantern to the ground outside the vehicle then took the box. Opening the lid, she stared at the contents a moment, closed the lid, then handed it back to me. “Be a dear and hold that,” she said then put the vehicle into drive. Looking up, she frowned at the Mechanica.

      “Bloody airship pirates. Fancy a pint?” she asked as she drove across the manicured park lawn, then pulled the vehicle back onto the road.

      I grinned at the countess. “What are we drinking to?”

      “The Mechanica, of course.”

      “The Mechanica? No. How about to…to matters of the heart?”

      The countess laughed. “I can drink to that. Let’s go pick up Rabbit.”

      I nodded then looked up at the sky. In the distance, I saw the glowing orange of the balloon on the Rose Red. To matters of the heart indeed.
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      Perched on the rooftop, I watched the exit of Guildhall through my spyglass. The meeting adjourned, the members of London’s most prominent guilds filed out to waiting carriages or steam- and coal-powered autos. Noisy contraptions. Clouds of soot surrounded the infernal machines. Why anyone would ever want to ride in such a contraption was beyond me.

      “See anything?” Quinn, my partner, whispered.

      He’d pulled out his rifle and was watching through the magnification scope.

      “Not yet. Though—and just an observation—from this vantage point, they look like a flock of inebriated penguins,” I said, motioning to the guild members gathered below. With their top hats and walking sticks, smoking pipes and cigars, the assembled crowd looked like a bunch of waddling lushes. Were these really the most learned inventors in London?

      Quinn chuckled lightly. “It’s a waddle of penguins, not a flock. On land, they’re called a waddle. In the water, they’re called a raft.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Told you, I’m brilliant.”

      I rolled my eyes then grinned at him. Quinn’s face was shadowed by his red hood, but I could make out his square jaw and Roman nose. I knew that the hood hid his ice-blue eyes, which seemed unkind to the average observer, but Quinn had the patience of a saint. After all, he’d managed to mentor me and serve as my partner in the Red Cape Society these last four years. Everything I knew was because of the man hiding in shadow. Which now included the fact that a group of penguins on land was called waddle, not a flock.

      I smirked. “When was the last time you shaved?”

      Quinn rubbed his chin. “You don’t like it? I was thinking of growing a beard.”

      “And what does Jessica have to say on that matter?” I asked, referring to his wife.

      “Well, there was some question as to whether or not I’d been bitten.”

      I chuckled. “You’d have a lot more hair than just on your face.”

      Quinn chuckled. “So I told her.”

      I turned my attention back to the crowd. “Better shave it off anyway. If your lady doesn’t like it, what’s the point?”

      “It’s bloody cold out here at night. Thought it might keep me warm.”

      “You don’t see me complaining.”

      “Your hair is all the way down to your… Well, you know. Hardly fair. Now, mind the job and leave me alone, or I’ll grow it out to look like Merlin just to vex you both.”

      I snickered. “All right. I’m just making suggestions.”

      “You’re always making suggestions, Clem. In fact, you’re starting to sound like your grand-mère,” he said with a grin.

      “Pardon me?”

      He grinned.

      I winked at him—pleased to see an amused smile on his rugged and hairy face—then looked below once more. “Here come the clockmakers.”

      The members of the Clockmaker’s Guild chatted noisily as they exited Guildhall. Each wore a watch pinned on their lapel, a telltale sign of their trade. The Motor Car Association members convened in another corner of the yard. Plumes of tobacco smoke, rough voices, and the distinct smell of brandy rose into the air.

      I pressed the cold metal of my spyglass to my eye and scanned the building. Another group of guild members wearing distinctive plum-colored cravats started flowing out of the building.

      “The League of Alchemists is coming now,” I whispered.

      “I’ll keep my eyes on the ground. You watch the rooftops,” Quinn said.

      I nodded then stepped back into the shadows. Quinn and I had hidden in the darkness beside a tall chimney on one of the buildings that sided Guildhall Square. The view was good, the opportunity for subterfuge better.

      Quinn stayed crouched, his eyes on the assembled men and women in the courtyard. Pulling up my hood, I drew my pistol from my belt and scanned the rooftops.

      An early spring breeze blew across the roof, sending a chill down my spine. Quinn was right. It was unusually cold. I eyed every dark corner, every shadow. Nothing was moving. The tip we’d received had come from a trusted source. Something was supposed to go down here tonight. But what?

      “There’s Professor Delaney. Professor Andrews. I think… Yes, there she is. Professor Jamison,” Quinn said. “She stopped by the door, talking to that naturalist.”

      Frowning, I scanned the rooftops.

      Everything was so still.

      Too still.

      The nearly-full moon had given everything a hazy blue glow. I inhaled deeply then exhaled slowly. The palms of my hands and the bottom of my feet started to get a tingly feeling. I scanned the roofs as I squeezed my hand into a fist, fighting off the terrible prickling sensation.

      “Quinn,” I whispered.

      “What’s wrong, Clem?”

      “I don’t know. Something is about to—” My words were cut short by the sound of a loud explosion below. I looked back. Orange flames were shooting up to the sky from what was left of an auto. Burning pieces of coal shot out of the machine.

      The assembled crowd below screamed.

      I looked at Quinn, both of us thinking the same thing: that was no accident.

      A moment later, another auto burst into flame.

      And then, from the direction of the Thames, I heard a howl.

      Below, the guild members ran from the fiery explosions. Some hurried out of the courtyard and back toward the city. Others raced back inside.

      I watched as dark shapes began moving across the rooftops toward us. The shadowed forms silhouetted by the light of the moon were unmistakable. And if one couldn’t decide just by the shape, it was the eyes that told the tale. Red as rubies, the werewolves’ eyes glimmered in the moonlight.

      “Hells bells,” I whispered.

      Quinn’s informant had told him a wolf would be at Guildhall tonight and that Professor Jamison was the target.

      “Not a wolf. A pack,” I said.

      “Complications. Always complications,” Quinn said with a huff then set aside his rifle. “Professor Jamison went back inside.”

      “Well, let’s go get her before someone murders her,” I said.

      Quinn sighed. “And here I thought it was going to be an easy job.”

      “When is it ever easy?”

      He shook his head, pulled out his pistol, then we turned and raced across the rooftop.

      One of the wolves closest to Guildhall howled loudly, hurrying the rest of the pack along.

      “Dammit,” I cursed then pumped my legs hard, racing across the tiles to the ladder at the side of the building, Quinn right behind me.

      I descended quickly then raced across the square toward the entrance of Guildhall. Behind me, people screamed, calling for the constables, for a surgeon. I looked back over my shoulder. At least two people lay injured on the ground. The distinguished guild members fled in panic.

      Quinn and I raced to the door of Guildhall. The entire place was in a tizzy. From somewhere on an upper floor, I heard the sound of breaking glass.

      “Where did she go?” I asked, looking around.

      Quinn grabbed a guild member wearing a purple ascot. “Professor Jamison?”

      “What? What’s happening?”

      “Where is Professor Jamison?” Quinn asked again, giving the man a shake.

      “I…I don’t know. I lost her in the crowd. Maybe in the Alchemist’s Hall?”

      “Where?”

      “Fifth door. Right.”

      Turning, Quinn and I pushed through the crowd, searching for the alchemist as we went.

      From outside, we heard another explosion followed by a series of howls.

      And then, the first scream.

      “Bloody bold,” Quinn said. “All this for one mark? What in the hell are they up to?”

      “Good question.” He was right. The packs were getting more intrepid. This was the fourth attack in the last two months. The packs were snagging some of London’s most learned scholars, and even our most reliable informants were being tight-lipped. Only because of Quinn’s good connections with the Lolita pack had we known about tonight.

      But we had never expected this.

      A single wolf? Yes. A full force assault? No.

      I pushed open the door to the Alchemist’s Hall. Inside, four members—including Professor Jamison—turned to stare, their eyes wide with fear.

      “Professor Jamison, come with us. You’re in danger here—” The window exploded in a shower of glass.

      “Clemeny, get her out of here,” Quinn yelled then pulled his pistols and took aim.

      I grabbed the befuddled alchemist by the arm as Quinn fired.

      “What’s happening?” the woman shrieked.

      A werewolf bashed through the window. The monster, not fully man, not entirely wolf, stood on two feet. He had a maw full of long teeth. His body, a mass of muscle, covered in large patches of silvery fur, was a terrifying sight to behold.

      Professor Jamison screamed. The other alchemists cowered in the corner.

      The wolf looked from me to Quinn then laughed.

      “Red Capes,” he snarled then dropped down on his front legs. Tensing his muscles, he leaped at Quinn.

      My partner firmed his stance then took his shot.

      The wolf yelped loudly then crashed to the ground.

      Wolves. Strong, but not very bright. Especially not the newly minted pack members. For some reason, they thought the lupine infection made them invincible. It extended their lives, but no matter how old a werewolf was, silver was their enemy. Silver could end them.

      From somewhere else in the building, I heard another window break. There was a commotion in the hallway outside. I heard the telltale sound of screams and the gruff sounds of wolves. I frowned at the door. No getting out in that direction.

      “Professor Jamison, we need to go,” I said then pulled her toward the broken window.

      The other guild members, blind to the danger, opened the door and fled in terror. Smoke billowed into the room.

      “Quinn, they’ve set the bloody place on fire.”

      “Dammit.”

      My boots crunching on the glass, I guided the professor out of the broken window, and we headed into the alleyway behind Guildhall.

      Quinn, both pistols at the ready, leaped from the window, his red cape billowing around him. He raced to catch up with us.

      “What’s happening?” the professor asked.

      “Do lower your voice. They have excellent hearing,” I warned.

      “We had a tip someone might be coming for you tonight. It appears the informant was right,” Quinn added.

      “Informant? What are you talking about? What was that creature?”

      “You don’t want to know,” Quinn answered.

      As we turned the corner, we head a series of howls coming from Guildhall. Apparently, they’d figured out we had gotten away with their quarry. We needed to get somewhere safe. Fast.

      “Threadneedle?” I said, referring to the Red Cape Society meeting place below The Bank of England.

      “No. They’ll expect us to go there. Saint Paul’s. Let’s get the professor on holy ground. We’ll take the tram from there.”

      I nodded, and we turned and rushed in the direction of Saint Paul’s Cathedral.

      “I don’t understand what’s happening,” Professor Jamison said as she hurried along with us as we raced down the street. “Why would anyone be after me? I’m just an alchemist.”

      “I think you answered your own question,” Quinn said.

      A series of barks and howls rose from behind us.

      Again, the palms of my hands began to itch.

      “They’re close,” I said.

      Quinn and I stopped.

      I turned and looked behind me. Two wolves, their eyes blazing red, loped down the street in our direction.

      I pulled my pistol and took a shot. The beast leaped sideways, bouncing off the wall of a building then back onto the street again. I closed my right eye and took aim once more, aiming with the left eye which was always sharper.

      I pulled the trigger.

      This time, my shot hit home.

      The wolf yelped then fell.

      The other werewolf grabbed onto a lamppost and swung himself overhead, landing in front of us.

      Quinn shot.

      The bullet went wide.

      Pulling out my dagger, I grabbed the professor, pushing her behind me.

      I lunged at the werewolf. My silver blade connected with the wolf’s shoulder.

      The monster shrieked and pulled away, grabbing his shoulder in pain. He glared at me. “Little Red,” he growled.

      Little Red. I almost liked that the packs had a nickname for me. Given my petite size, they’d initially underestimated me, taunting me as “Little Red.” But they soon learned that my petite size only made me a faster, smaller target. Now, four years later and with more than one pelt under my belt, the once-comical moniker was now one that evoked fear.

      With the beast distracted, Quinn took his shot.

      The monster yelped in agony when the silver bullet slammed into his chest.

      He dropped.

      “Lupercal pack,” Quinn said with a frown. “What’s got them all riled up?”

      “I don’t know, but we need to go.”

      Quinn nodded, and we hurried on our way.

      “Last week it was Whitechapel,” Quinn said as we raced toward the cathedral.

      “Whitechapel and Lupercal working together? That is a problem.”

      “That is an understatement.”

      We ran down the streets until the dome on Saint Paul’s was in sight. Moving through the shadows, we headed toward the back of the church until we reached the garden gate. I unlatched it and motioned for the professor to head inside.

      But once more, a familiar tingle made the palms of my hands itch.

      “Quinn,” I cautioned.

      A moment later, a massive werewolf dropped off a rooftop and landed in front of us.

      I suppressed a gasp. This was no pack grunt. Fenton was a beta, leader of the Lupercal pack, one of the oldest packs in London. There were few older or stronger werewolves in the realm. And this wasn’t the first time we’d tangled.

      “Fenton,” Quinn said good-naturedly, training his pistols on the beast. “What can the Red Cape Society do for you this fine evening?”

      “Give me the professor,” the wolf said with a snarl.

      Quinn looked over his shoulder at me. “Get her inside.”

      Werewolves could not cross onto holy ground, at least not while shifted into werewolf form, or even partially shifted as Fenton was tonight. As men, they could enter a sacred space, but it pained them greatly. I eyed the cathedral then the werewolf. Taking the professor by the arm, I moved us both toward the open garden gate.

      Fenton took a step toward us, glaring at me.

      Quinn clicked his tongue at the beast. “Not so fast. The guns are loaded, after all.”

      “Give her here, Little Red,” Fenton growled at me.

      “Now, why would I do that?”

      “’Cause you’re going to pay if you don’t.”

      My dagger in front of me, the professor behind me, I moved us slowly toward the gate. Fenton’s ruby red eyes watched each step.

      Each of us sized up the other.

      Each of us calculated.

      Almost there.

      The wolf might be able to pull it off if he jumped now—

      “Clem, watch out,” Quinn yelled as the beast leaped toward me.

      I pushed the professor hard—she stumbled forward into the garden—then crouched, waiting. As the beast jumped over me, I rose and heaved him sideways, my dagger connecting with his arm.

      Fenton turned and righted himself. More angry than hurt, he lunged at me once more.

      Quinn shot, but Fenton moved away in time.

      A door at the back of the cathedral squeaked as it opened. The professor was safely inside. Holy ground. Out of the wolf’s reach.

      Howling in frustration, Fenton turned back to Quinn and me.

      “You’ll pay for this,” he said through a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth. He held his forearm. Dark blood oozed from between his fingers. Turning, he leaped onto a nearby roof, the moonlight casting a glow on him as he disappeared back into the city.

      While I was used to werewolf macho posturing, as it seemed almost a prerequisite side effect of the lupine infection, his words chilled me to the bone.
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      Professor Jamison sat in stunned silence as we headed back across town to headquarters. Even Quinn seemed unusually quiet. Something about tonight was different. Something about this whole case was different. Why were the werewolves snatching up scholars? This was not their usual beat. The deep malice in Fenton’s words shook me. That werewolf had frequently crossed paths with Quinn and me, and one of these days, one of us was going to do in the other. But this time, something more was afoot. Fenton had seemed almost desperate. And a desperate werewolf was a very dangerous thing. As we made our way to headquarters, my mind drifted back to my first altercation with Fenton.

      

      I was just a rookie when I first encountered the beta of Lupercal pack and Cyril, the realm’s alpha. The local constables had come to the Red Cape Society for help with cleaning up an underground fighting ring. Every time one of the Bow Street Boys tried to get involved, he turned up missing. There were whispers about an unbeatable fighter who seemed to have super-human strength. The Bow Street Runners were spooked.

      “I’m not surprised,” Quinn had said with a nonchalant shrug. “This is just the kind of hustle the werewolves would try to pull. They’re strong, but not creative.”

      Following Bow Street’s leads, Quinn and I set out on the case. Thus far I had been chasing down wolves trying to rob liquor shipments or had done surveillance, but this case would have me at the heart of the realm’s werewolf problem.

      Quinn and I stopped under the dim glow of a gaslamp in what felt like the back alley of a back alley of a back alley in the heart of the fog-drenched city. Rats squeaked as they searched for food in the darkness. We were deep in the heart of the city. Hell, I hadn’t even seen a whore loitering on a street corner for at least three blocks. My skin prickled with goosebumps. Werewolves were not the only things living in this dark zone. What else watched from the blackened windows, I didn’t know. But I could feel the presence of the otherworld.

      “Here,” Quinn said, motioning to the alley. “Third door. The arena is below the city,” he added as he opened his bag. “Take off your cape.”

      Frowning, I pulled off my red cloak and shoved it into Quinn’s satchel.

      “Underground is a bad idea,” I told him.

      “Everything about this job is a bad idea. If the wolves don’t get us, we’ll have to be on the lookout for cutthroats, murderers, and rapists.”

      “Or whatever else is creeping around,” I said, scanning the windows.

      “Yeah,” Quinn said with a long breath. “Lots of little spots like this in the city. Makes your skin crawl.”

      “Do any of the preternatural like us?”

      Quinn chuckled lightly. “Not many.”

      “Fabulous.”

      “All right. We go in. We watch. Nothing else,” he said then pulled up a hood, shadowing his face. “And hopefully, no one recognizes me, or we’ll have to fight our way out of the basement of doom. The packs haven’t marked you just yet. You get to do the talking,” he said then handed a coin purse to me.

      “Basement of doom,” I repeated with a chuckle then looked at the bag. “And just what am I supposed to do with this?”

      “Bet. We need to blend in.”

      I sighed. “All right.”

      With a nod, Quinn led me down the narrow alley, slipping between two buildings where there was barely enough space to walk. We made our way to the third door. It was slightly ajar. Standing just inside was a hulking man who eyed us as we approached.

      There was a distinct feral scent in the air. Werewolves. Lots of them. Including the man at the door who reeked of the musky odor.

      “What do you want?” the werewolf snarled at me.

      “Good evening to you too. I hear this is a good place to play a hand of whist.”

      “Whist?” the man said with a snort. “Get out of here, lady.”

      I rolled my eyes. Was he really that daft? I pulled out my coin purse. “Not much for subterfuge, are you? All right then, how about I’ve come to bet on an illegal fight and I have money?”

      The werewolf looked from the bag to me. “You’re new. We don’t like new around here.”

      “Rather limiting the potential audience, aren’t you? We all have our hesitations. I understand. For example, you smell bad. I don’t like men who smell bad, but you don’t see me complaining. Listen, I might have heard about the fight at the Mushroom. I do enjoy a good bloodletting. I’m here to bet.”

      The werewolf grunted. “You talk too much.”

      “And you’re far too slow,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Come along, my darling. Let’s go.” Taking Quinn’s hand, I gave Quinn my best flirtatious smile and led him inside.

      Annoyed with me, and not remotely interested in who my beau might be, the werewolf barely gave Quinn a passing glance.

      Quinn and I headed in. As we wound down the narrow stairwell, I heard the sound of cheering and yelling from below. The stench of the place, musty due to the damned near Roman age of the building, reeking feral from the wolves, and tinged with the scents of sweat and blood, was gag-worthy.

      “At least they do a good job with upkeep on the place,” I said with a soft chuckle.

      Quinn snorted. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you try to flirt before.”

      “How did I do?”

      “I couldn’t tell if you were trying to give me a sultry smile or if you had gas.”

      “Very funny. It fooled the wolf.”

      “Yeah, nothing gets by that guy,” Quinn said with a laugh.

      I winked at Quinn.

      “Clem, your eye okay? You’re not having a seizure, are you?”

      “Oh my god, shut it.”

      When we reached the bottom of the stairs, we found two more werewolves keeping watch on the crowd. They gave us a passing glance but didn’t say anything. I eyed the surroundings. Throngs of people surrounded a pit dug into the ground. Yelling and cheering, they pushed one another as they tried to get a better view of the fight below.

      My eyes danced across the room. The average observer would be unlikely to detect the differences between werewolves and humans, but Quinn had taught me all the telltale signs. That, and even before I’d been recruited into the society, I always had a sense for the unusual. Before the Society, I hadn’t known what I’d been sensing. Now, I knew the truth. The realm was full of the unhuman: werewolves, goblins, vampires, and even the occasional fae—or so I was told; I hadn’t met any myself. The preternatural lurked just below our awareness. And it was the job of the Red Cape Society to keep them in check.

      From my initial sweep, it appeared that about three-fourths of the room was human, the rest were werewolves.

      There was a strange roar from the pit below followed by a loud grunt.

      Quinn and I looked at one another then pushed our way through the crowd. Fighting through the mass of arms and jabbing elbows, we finally found a spot along the rail overlooking the pit. Below, a man and a bear were in a fierce duel.

      “Hells bells,” I whispered under my breath.

      The sweaty fighter, who was human as far as I could tell, recoiled to his side of the pit. There was a long scratch across his chest that was bleeding profusely. On the other side of the pit, a bear paced, watching the man carefully. The fighter wiped his nose with his fist then went at the bear once more.

      The massive creature reared up on its hind legs then swiped at the man. The man ducked, bashing the poor animal in the ribs. Rather than rebounding, however, the beast swiped. His paw connected with the man’s head and tossed him to the side.

      Losing his footing, the man tumbled into the wall, hitting the old stones hard. He swooned for a minute then dropped.

      Someone gonged a bell.

      Half the crowd cheered. The other half groaned.

      “Five minutes until the next match. Tom the Blade versus Fenton,” a man at the back of the room called.

      The crowd shuffled off to make their bets or collect their winnings.

      I stared down at the pit. The bear, which was wearing a harness attached to a chain, had been reeled back so two strong men could retrieve the unconscious and bleeding fighter lying in the pit. Once he’d been pulled back, they prodded the bear with blazing irons back into a cage.

      “I feel sick,” I whispered to Quinn.

      Quinn nodded but didn’t say anything.

      I scanned the room. Across the pit from Quinn and me was a set of stone steps leading into the arena. The area around the stairs had been blocked off. A dark hallway led away from the steps, deeper into the basement. I watched as two men appeared from the back. One was shirtless, his hands taped. He had long, silver hair, and had stripped down to his trousers and boots. A sour look on his face, he nodded as he listened to the man walking beside him. If the fighter was massive, the man walking next to him was a giant. With head full of red hair and a neck thick around as my waist, I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen such a massive creature before. And, of course, both were not truly men but werewolves.

      “The red-headed tree trunk is Cyril,” Quinn whispered almost inaudibly in my ear.

      Cyril. Cyril was the realm’s alpha. I had heard his name over and over again, but never saw him in the flesh. He loomed over all the others in the room. The agency records said he was at least five hundred years old, maybe older. And he’d been alpha since the seventeenth century.

      “Fenton is the fighter,” Quinn added. Fenton was Cyril’s right hand. Fenton was the beta of Lupercal pack, one of the strongest packs in London.

      I scanned the room. Both humans and werewolves were placing their bets.

      A second man appeared near the steps close to Fenton. He had a scar stretching from his ear to the corner of his mouth. Also stripped down to a pair of trousers, I could see his ripple of muscles. He was strong and wiry, a good match in a fight against such a hulking brute, but not a good match against a werewolf.

      Lifting the money pouch Quinn had given me, I grinned.

      “And what are you up to?” Quinn asked.

      “Making a bet, of course.”

      Quinn rolled his eyes but followed along behind me.

      We crossed the room to the bookmaker. I listened as the others made their bets. The werewolves were all betting on the Lupercal beta. The others, judging the wiry fighter more likely to win as I had, were betting on the human.

      “Five on Fenton,” I said, setting down my money.

      “That old tree trunk? Nah. You’re wasting your money, Miss. Tom the Blade will have him down in no time,” another man placing his own wager told me.

      I shrugged. “We’ll see.”

      I made my bet, took my ticket, then turned back to Quinn who looked decidedly calm considering we were deep in enemy territory. With a nod, we headed back to the pit. We’d just got into position when a gong clanged, and the fighters descended into the arena. Just off the pit, behind iron bars, the bear roared. The sound of it nearly broke my heart. Bear baiting was illegal, but here, in the midst of the werewolves, the creature’s presence seemed doubly odious.

      The ringmaster came to the side of the pit. “Fenton versus Tom the Blade,” he called.

      The crowd cheered.

      I eyed the werewolf. How the others failed to see the unhuman gleam in his eyes, I didn’t know. But it was there, the flash of red that was always in the depths. I scanned the room. While the humans outnumbered the wolves, the werewolves could take this place in heartbeat. It would be over before it started. But bloodshed wasn’t what the wolves were after. This was a hustle. The werewolves were here for the money.

      Once again, the gong clanged. “Fight!” the ringmaster called.

      Fenton and Tom the Blade moved toward one another. I watched as they circled one another. Both were excellent fighters. After a few feints, the fight began in earnest. The screaming around me began as the bidders cheered for their champion. My eyes went to Cyril. This was the big bad wolf of London. Right there. He sat surrounded by bodyguards, all wolves, watching Fenton take a pummeling. His heavy brow furrowed as he surveyed the scene. Running the numbers quickly in my head, I realized that Cyril was going to make a killing from Fenton’s inevitable win.

      The sound of flesh and bone cracking interrupted my thoughts.

      I turned back to the fight in time to see Tom the Blade fly across the pit, hit the wall, and tumble to the ground.

      “Knockout,” the ringmaster called.

      “Christ, is he dead?” a woman screamed.

      Fenton smirked as he looked on, stopping to spit some blood.

      An attendant rushed to Tom the Blade, putting his finger’s to the man’s neck.

      The room stilled.

      “Alive. Bring the surgeon though. His eye is out,” the man called.

      To my horror, the room erupted in cheers.

      “Come on,” Quinn said, gently taking my arm.

      We moved through the crowd to the bookmaker once more. I collected my winnings. Over my shoulder, I watched as they carried Tom the Blade out on a stretcher. One of the men was holding Tom’s eye in place.

      “Next fight, Loki the bear versus Fenton,” the ringmaster called.

      “He’s going to fight the bear?” I asked, turning back to look. While I couldn’t see into the pit, I could hear the sound of chains rattling and the bear’s cage opening.

      I looked up at Quinn.

      “We need to go,” Quinn whispered.

      “Ain’t you gonna bet?” the bookmaker asked, moving the cigar perched between his lips from side to side.

      “I do like the bear. Cuddly fellow,” I replied.

      The man laughed. “Oh yeah, real cuddly. No one has taken out old Loki yet. That bear has killed five men.”

      “I think I’ll sit this one out,” I said, stuffing my winnings—which were about the same as a week’s salary at the agency—back into my bag.

      “There is no way I’m going to let that wolf beat a bear to death. Did you see what he did to that man?” I whispered to Quinn.

      Quinn nodded then took me by the arm, leading me into a dark corner then pulling me close. To the average observer, we’d look like a pair holed up for a quick cuddle before the next match.

      “There are seventeen wolves in here, including the beta and the alpha. If we make a move, we’ll die,” Quinn whispered.

      “We don’t need to kill anyone. We just need to end the fight.”

      “All right. Suggestions?”

      “I have a new toy from tech,” I said with a grin. “Notice those old wood pipes on the wall? The ones dripping water? You can swim, can’t you?”

      Quinn sighed. “How did I ever get landed with you?”

      “Luck,” I said with a smirk.

      The bell gonged indicating the fight was about to begin. As the crowd gathered around, Quinn and I moved toward the pipes along the wall. I dug into my bag as nonchalantly as possible and pulled out the small clockwork device therein. The small detonator, designed to punch a hole through a wall, would do the trick. I leaned against the wall and set the device, turning the gears until I detected the almost inaudible click.

      I nodded to Quinn. “Let’s go.”

      Quinn and I turned and headed back upstairs, passing the guards who paid us no mind whatsoever. Once we were outside, Quinn motioned for me to stop. We stood waiting in the alley just outside. I lifted my hand and counted down on my fingers: 5—4—3—2—1.

      From below, there was a loud popping sound. The building shuddered. A moment later, screams erupted from below along with the telltale sound of rushing water.

      “That will flush them out. Let’s go get the Bow Street Runners. They can sort it out from here,” Quinn said.

      “But the bear.”

      “The bear?”

      “Yeah, the bear. He’s all chained up. He could drown. We need to go back and get him.”

      “Clemeny, that pit will soon be full of wet, pissed off werewolves. And something tells me the bear is not going to thank you either. We need to go. Now.”

      “You don’t know that. Maybe he’s a shapeshifter. Either way, that animal doesn’t deserve to die in there—not drown nor be beaten to death by a werewolf.”

      Quinn gave me a half-amused, half-annoyed look.

      I motioned to the fire escape on the building at the end of the alley. “We go up, and we wait until the crowd clears. After they’re all out, we get the bear then get the hell out of here.”

      “By then it will be flooded in there.”

      “Maybe. We can head back in now, if you want.”

      Quinn sighed. “Fine. But I’m not swimming to save a bear that’s just going to maul me to death.”

      I grinned. “All right.”

      Moving quickly, Quinn and I headed up the fire escape to the rooftop from which we had a good vantage point. A few moments later, the crowd filtered out of the door, heading down the alleyway in both directions. Wolves and humans looking equally wet and annoyed at the sudden interruption of their fun hurried on their way. We waited until the crowd dispersed then headed back down. As we did so, Quinn handed me my cape.

      “Pull your gun, and get out that big-ass knife you always carry.”

      Grinning, I latched my cape at the neck then pulled out my silver blade, a gift from my grand-mère.

      Quinn and I headed back inside. Moving quickly, we worked through the space which was unnervingly quiet. Our weapons drawn, we made our way down the steps back into the room. No one was around. Water gushed from the pipe. The floor was soaked, and the pit was full of water. As I suspected, the bear was still inside. He was treading water but was already at the end of his chain. He roared for help then whimpered.

      “Goddamned wolves,” I said then went to the side of the pit. Lying on my stomach, I reached for the chain holding the bear. The animal, sensing I was not there to get into a fisticuffs with him, watched me carefully. Grabbing the chain, I gave it a gentle tug, pulling the bear toward me. Running on survival instinct, the bear drifted toward me.

      “That’s it,” I whispered. “Come on, Loki. No tricks today. Just let me unhook that pin,” I said, reaching for the bear’s collar.

      A moment later, however, I heard voices coming from the back.

      “I don’t care if you can’t swim, get the bloody till or I’ll rip your throat out,” someone roared angrily.

      “Clem, that’s Cyril. We need to go,” Quinn said.

      “Almost got him,” I whispered, reaching out with the tips of my fingers for the bear’s collar.

      “Clem.”

      The bear let out a soft whine.

      “Come on, Loki. It’s now or never,” I told the animal, looking into his brown eyes.

      The bear swam closer to me. I grabbed the collar and pulled the pin. The binding let loose, and the collar and chain drifted underwater.

      “What a fucking mess. We’re going to have to move the venue,” someone said.

      “Stop talking and get the till.”

      I scrambled up quickly and headed toward the door where I met Quinn who was already on the first step.

      “What the… Jesus, will you look at that? Red Capes,” someone said.

      I looked over my shoulder to see Fenton and Cyril standing there, both of them glaring in our direction.

      “Explains our plumbing problems,” Cyril said with a sneer. There was a slight lilt in his voice, a hint of what might have once been an Irish accent worn thin over time. While he was still in human form, his eyes were glowing a menacing red. “Who’s the girl?”

      Fenton laughed. “They gave Quinn a schoolgirl for a new partner. Shame about Morrison. I almost liked that Red Cape. Now look what Quinn has, a wee Little Red for a partner. Where did they find you, Little Red, boarding school?”

      Both werewolves chuckled.

      I glared at them.

      Quinn aimed his pistols on the men. “Go,” he whispered to me.

      “Not on your life,” I replied, aiming my weapon at Cyril.

      “Gentlemen, it’s been an illuminating evening. Little Red and I will be leaving now,” Quinn told the werewolves.

      “Hey,” I protested.

      “After the mess you’ve made? Sorry, Quinn. Not this time. Pity about the girl though. She’s not hard to look at. Maybe we should turn her,” Cyril said then nodded to Fenton who began to quickly shift form.

      “Clemeny, run,” Quinn said.

      A moment later, Fenton—fully shifted into werewolf form—jumped toward us. I was shocked to see he could span the entire room in one leap. I turned my gun toward him and was about to fire when I heard a roar. Loki burst from the water and knocked Fenton into the wall. The werewolf hit his head hard. Shaking his head, he seemed dazed.

      “You idiot! Get up. Go after them,” Cyril yelled.

      Taking our chance, Quinn and I turned and raced toward the exit. Fighting London’s alpha and a beta in the open was one thing, but tangling with the two in a mostly-submerged underground fighting pit was something quite different. Rushing back outside, we raced down the alley. I heard a grunt and looked behind me to see the bear—but not a werewolf—hot on our heels.

      “Loki, come on,” I called to the bear then we turned and headed back into the busy London streets.

      “I swear to god, Clemeny, if I get killed because you wanted to save a bear, I’ll have you demoted to clerical.”

      “If you get killed you won’t be doing much of anything. And my bear just saved your life.”

      “Your bear?”

      “Yes, my bear,” I said then looked back at Loki who was trailing quickly behind Quinn and me. I grinned and motioned for him to follow us. Running fast, we turned a corner and burst out into a main thoroughfare.

      “Black Circle Station. We’ll send the Bow Street Boys to mop up the mess,” Quinn said.

      A woman screamed when she spotted the bear following us.

      I whistled to him. “Loki, come here.” Holding out my hand, I waited for the bear. The creature caught up with us then rubbed his head against my hand. “There you go. Good bear. You’re all right now. Come on, let’s go,” I said then turned back to Quinn.

      Grinning, Quinn shook his head. “You’re going to be the death of me.”

      “Me or the wolves?”

      “I was talking to the bear.”

      At that, I laughed. “And here they told me you were the most fierce werewolf hunter in the realm.”

      Quinn smirked, but there was a flash of pride behind his eyes. “I am. Fighting bears is something altogether different. All right, partner—and bear. Come on.”

      

      When we finally reached headquarters, we led Professor Jamison inside then sent a junior agent to fetch Agent Greystock, our superior. Quinn sighed heavily then flopped into a high-back leather chair, setting his pistols on the nearby table. He closed his eyes and tipped his head back. He yawned tiredly. It was going to be a very, very long night.

      “You need something to help you unwind. Why don’t you and Jessica come out with me this weekend, get a little recreation?”

      “Come out with you where?”

      “The Hippodrome.”

      Quinn laughed. “Miss your bear?”

      “Yes. I’m still mad that Agent Greystock wouldn’t let me keep him.”

      “And just what were you going to do with a bear, anyway? It’s not like you have space at Miss Coleridge’s.”

      “No, but maybe he could have stayed at headquarters. He could have been our mascot.”

      Quinn shook his head. “What did you ever do with those fight winnings?”

      “Tracked down Tom the Blade at the hospital, and paid for him to get a glass eye.”

      Quinn shook his head. “Only you, Clemeny. I think Jess and I will pass, but thanks.”

      “Well, I’ll be sure to tell Loki you send your greetings.”

      Quinn chuckled. “You do that, partner. You do that.”
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      Agent Greystock paced the meeting room. She tapped her fingers together as she walked, her lips pulled into two tight lines, her silver hair combed back into a tight bun. She wore a suit that was the same scarlet color as our capes. I eyed her hair, wondering if her tightly coiffed locks made her head ache.

      Quinn and I waited patiently as Agent Greystock considered.

      She turned back to the board at the front of the meeting room. On it were photographs or sketches of the guild members who had gone missing thus far. Initially, the abductions had gone unnoticed by the Society. It was only at the last kidnapping that one of the wolves had been spotted by the Bow Street boys. When the London authorities noticed the preternatural, we were called in. As usual, Quinn and I had been landed with a problem. We already knew the wolves were up to something. They’d been raiding and robbing for weeks. But we’d thought they’d been prepping for a big heist or preparing to run guns. After the raid on Guildhall, now we weren’t so sure. We’d been at it all night into morning trying to come up with a plausible theory. Nothing seemed right.

      “Casualties from the incident at Guildhall?” Agent Greystock asked, turning to junior Agent Harper, who’d been part of the clean-up crew.

      “Two,” Agent Harper said. “A driver killed in the explosion of a coal-powered auto and a valet who took a head injury.”

      “Anyone reported missing?”

      “No, ma’am, but Guildhall’s Secretary of Records reported that his office had been looted. A number of new patent requests, some schematics, and the registry of Guildhall members are among the documents missing,” Agent Harper said.

      Agent Greystock stared at the faces on the board.

      “Oliver Dart, tinker,” she said, tapping the photo. “Mavis Porter, naturalist. Toby Winston, alchemist. Neville McKee, alchemist. Bryony Paxton, professor from King’s College.”

      Agent Greystock turned to us. “Theories?”

      Quinn shook his head. “This isn’t the packs’ usual modus operandi. Brawling? Whoring? Sure. But not this.”

      “Wolves have no reason to lift these people,” Agent Harper said. “And documents? I mean, I didn’t know the wolves could read.”

      I grinned at Agent Harper. “Templar pack can read, but they’re the only ones,” I said then turned back to the board. “Whitehall pack and Lupercal pack can’t stand each other. If they're working together, they’re about to pull off something big.”

      Agent Greystock nodded then looked back at the board. “Why these guild members—and Professor Jamison—in particular? Why them and the patents?”

      We all stared at the board.

      “Ransom?” Agent Harper offered. “Or to sell the schematics on the black market.”

      Neither idea seemed bad enough.

      “Weapons,” Quinn suggested. “Maybe…maybe they’re pulling minds together to build weapons.”

      “A good a theory as any, for the moment,” Agent Greystock said with a nod. “Quinn, I want you to go back to your contact with the Lolitas. Backtrack and see what you can find out.”

      Quinn nodded, but I could see he wasn’t pleased to be assigned the task. No doubt Jessica didn’t care much for her husband hanging around with a bunch of tarty bitches at a brothel. But many years ago, before I’d joined the Society, something had happened to Alodie, the beta bitch of the Lolitas, and Quinn had been the one to get her out of trouble. Ever since, she was partial to him.

      “Agent Harper, I want you to go interview Professor Jamison. We had her moved to the safehouse on the Isle of Dogs. See what she knows about the missing guild members, and find out what she’s been working on.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Very good. Off with you both. Agent Louvel, please come with me.”

      I nodded then turned to Quinn. “Ales and Ass, three o’clock,” I said, referring to our favorite pub.

      He inclined his head to me then headed out.

      “Come along,” Agent Greystock said, motioning for me to follow her from the meeting room. The halls of the Red Cape Society headquarters were busy. Other agents wearing the distinctive red cloak and silver badge passed me by, giving me a congenial nod as they went on their way. Unbeknownst to most of those living in the city of London, there were many things in our realm that did more than go bump in the night. It was the duty of the Red Cape Society, part of Her Majesty’s Secret Intelligence Service, to deal with the preternatural.

      Agent Greystock led me to the lift. Motioning for me to follow her inside, she pulled a lever, and we descended below the city.

      “You are right that Whitechapel and Lupercal are not inclined to get along. If someone is uniting the packs for a singular purpose, then we must learn what it is,” Agent Greystock said.

      “You think Quinn is right? That they’re building arms?”

      Agent Greystock tapped her fingers together. “The guild members they are gathering are great minds, but they are not the best weapons designers in the realm. Thus far, I see no connection between them.”

      “Alchemists. Tinkers. Naturalists. At best, they are constructing a heinous alternative to opium. At worst, alchemical concoctions can be weaponized,” I suggested.

      “Do you really think the wolves capable of such ingenuity?”

      I shook my head. She was right. The packs were strong, but with the exception of the Templars, not that bright. This was well beyond their capacity for creativity. The only thing they were ever good at was brute mayhem.

      “Cyril is not the most peaceful alpha this realm has ever known, but he’s no worse than the human gangs. This…smacks of something else. We need to find out what,” Agent Greystock said.

      “Cyril is old. Do you suppose nature has begun her call for a rival? If the balance of power is tipping, we have a very big problem on our hands. If the packs are about to compete for alpha, gaming and petty theft would become the least of our problems.”

      Agent Greystock sighed heavily. “For all their machismo, the wolves are secretive, particularly in these matters. We need someone to talk, and not just Lolitas. They only talk to Quinn because of Alodie, and the she-wolves never have a say in pack matters. You need to talk to Lionheart.”

      I groaned.

      Agent Greystock laughed. “Yes, I know, but Sir Richard Spencer—Lionheart—and the Templars will be the pack least interested in dealing with a new alpha or getting involved in any trouble that disturbs Her Majesty. They are royalist to a fault, and they are content with things the way they are. And, I think, that werewolf likes you.”

      “You say that like it’s a compliment.”

      “Clemeny, I have advised dozens of agents on your beat over the years. Sir Richard has never talked to anyone but you.”

      Lionheart, as they commonly called Sir Richard Spencer, the beta of the Templar pack, was a scholarly and reclusive werewolf, as was his pack. Their origins in the realm were ancient, but they had never made a grab for power. The Templars kept to themselves and their own business, which made them both easy to ignore and entirely dangerous. Secrets and werewolves never blended well. But there was good cause to go see him.

      “Bryony Paxton was a professor from King’s College,” I said, referring to one of the names on the board. The Templar pack had made the halls of the ivory tower of King’s College their home. I often wondered how the students might feel if they learned half a dozen of their professors were werewolves.

      “Perhaps that will be enough of an opening to get Lionheart to talk.”

      The lift came to a stop. Agent Greystock slid open the metal gate and led me down the narrow, cavernous hallway, pushing open the door to the armory. Inside, a team of smiths was working busily on new devices and tech intended for the defense of Her Majesty’s realm.

      “Why abduct tinkers? If the wolves are looking for brilliant minds to make monstrous devices, all they really need to do is to raid us,” I said.

      “Let’s not pose the idea to them, shall we?” Agent Greystock said with a smirk then led me to the back of a large workshop where a little man wearing goggles that seemed to magnify his eyes times ten was working hard on a clockwork device.

      I chuckled. “What big eyes you have, sir.”

      The old man paused his work and looked up at me. He blinked twice then grinned. “All the better to see you with, my dear.”

      “Speaking of. Master Hart, do you have the device I commissioned for Agent Louvel?”

      “Indeed I do,” the tinker said, pulling off his goggles. He rose and went to a line of shelves at the side of the room. He pulled out a wooden box and handed it to me. “Here you are. Try this.”

      I opened the lid to find an eyepatch inside. The eyepatch, quite like what an unfortunate airship pirate might wear, was rigged with a number of clockwork devices and an unusual optic piece.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Come this way,” the tinker, Master Hart, said then led Agent Greystock and me to an adjoining room.

      Once we were inside, the man closed the door.

      “Slip it on, Agent. Over the left eye.”

      I slid on the device, surprised when I could see through the optic. “Everything is shaded green,” I said.

      “Right,” Master Hart said then went to the wall and turned off the gaslamp. “Agent Louvel, there is a lever located right around your temple. Please switch it on.”

      I felt along the edge of the eyepatch until I felt a small metal lever, which I shifted in place. I heard a click as something in the eyepatch activated, and a moment later, a strange hue lit up the optic. Suddenly, even though the room was entirely dark, I could clearly make out Agent Greystock’s and Master Hart’s silhouettes.

      “Hell’s bells,” I said, astonished.

      Agent Greystock chuckled.

      “I call it a night array optic. There is a small aether core with a crystal device used to amplify vision on multiple waves, including enhancing night vision. Based some of the tech off the Hawking Optic. All in all, it works well in perfect darkness. Still a few ghosts in the machine. Just ignore any stray undefinables you might see. It will enhance your vision in the dark. As you requested, Agent Greystock.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “How is it, Clemeny?”

      “Perfect. At least now, I’ll see them coming. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Very good. Lights, Master Hart.”

      I turned off then removed the device just as Master Hart sparked the lamp back to life. I set the optic back into the box and put it in my bag.

      “Thank you, sir,” I said to the tinker.

      “Agent,” he said with a nod, looking pleased with himself.

      Agent Greystock inclined her head to the man then waved for me to follow her. We headed down the hall away from the armory and workshop to the underground rail.

      “How is your grandmother, Clemeny?” Agent Greystock asked.

      “Very well, madame. Thank you for asking. She inquires after you every time I see her.”

      “Dear Felice. Please send her my greetings.”

      “I will. You should come by and see her.”

      Agent Greystock smiled. “Are you sure about that? Every time I drop in, she insists I find you a husband. She has set out a rather specific list of requirements. She’s quite convinced that if I just hire the right person into the agency, all her problems—or are they yours?—will be solved.”

      I laughed. “Oh, yes. There is no limit to Grand-mère’s enthusiasm for that topic.”

      “Well, I shall assure her that I am doing my best. We’ll let the blame fall on my shortcomings. Now, off to Lionheart. Clemeny, I don’t think I need to impress upon you the trouble that might be brewing if Cyril’s reign has come to an end.”

      “No, madame. I understand.”

      She nodded.

      We came to the end of the hall where a small subterranean train waited. While the first such public rail systems were still being planned, the Society had been using a tram system in subterfuge since their invention by Archibald Boatswain in the late 1700s. Unbeknownst to most, the Society had a complete rail network under London.

      I hated riding in the damned thing. All that lurching and rocking made me sick to my stomach. But I could hardly complain when my superior herself was loading me onto the train.

      I slipped into the small compartment and adjusted the knobs on the dashboard. In theory, the machine would automatically adjust the switches along the rail and get me where I wanted to go. But I wondered what would happen if a rat or a rock got in the way. I had a terrible vision of myself hurtling out of the tunnel like a metal rocket, catapulting into the Thames.

      Sitting down in the passenger seat, I harnessed the straps across my body. With a farewell wave to Agent Greystock, I pulled the lever. The door closed, a series of gears locking the door in place. The train began to vibrate, and I heard a loud whine. A moment later, the train compartment shot down the rail line. I closed my eyes and said a silent prayer in the hope that I wouldn’t end up in the Thames today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Lionheart

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I stood outside Sir Richard Spencer’s office door in a narrow hall of the King’s College classroom buildings for a solid three minutes, raising then lowering my hand. Killing werewolves? Easy. Trying to make nice? Not so much. Trying to make nice with a werewolf who was far too handsome for either of our good? Impossible.

      I had finally decided it was time to get it over with when the door opened.

      On the other side, dressed in a fine tweed suit and smoking a pipe, stood Sir Richard Spencer, or as he was called on the street, Lionheart. Our best records indicated he was approximately seven hundred years old. King Richard, from whom he’d earned his moniker, had knighted him. While he was a mere child compared to many of the vamps roaming about the realm, his age and wealth of knowledge—what he had seen, what he had survived—always astonished me. There was a reason the pack in this part of town was named Templar. These wolves had become afflicted during the crusades, which they truly believed was a blessing from God to complete their divine work. And, thank God, their philosophy on the subject left them with a sense of honor and nationalism that often proved helpful.

      Lionheart removed his pipe and looked at me over his reading spectacles.

      “I was getting tired of waiting to see what you were going to do,” he said. “How can I help you, Agent Louvel?

      “I’m here to talk.”

      “This is not the best time.”

      “I know it’s a bit early, but—”

      “You misunderstand me. This is not the best time to be seen with you.”

      “Then why don’t you let me in before someone sees me? I did bring Scotch,” I said, lifting the parcel.

      Lionheart smirked, and not for the first time, I felt the dangerous charm in that grin. Given I was always partial to men with honor, a sharp mind, and yellow hair, Sir Richard Spencer was a problem. He was far too good-looking to be so very much off-limits.

      “I thought you said it was early,” he replied.

      “I have been awake since yesterday, so it’s actually night for me.”

      The wolf looked at the bottle then back at me. “Very well,” he said then stepped aside so I could come inside, taking the bottle from my hand as I entered.

      The office was lined from floor to ceiling with books, scrolls, artifacts, and maps. Everywhere I looked, I saw evidence that Lionheart was busy researching.

      He pulled two glasses out of a cabinet and poured us both a drink. He handed a glass to me.

      “God save the Queen,” he said, clinking his glass to mine.

      “God save the Queen,” I said then took a swig.

      “So, Agent Louvel, I assume you are here to talk about that mess at Guildhall,” he said, slipping into his chair behind his desk. He pulled off his spectacles and set them on the desk.

      One thing about werewolves was that when they were in human form, they gave off a dangerous masculine air that was either highly repugnant or high intoxicating. Lionheart, of course, was of the latter. I was told that the she-wolves, especially when they were in season, were almost impossible to resist. Like most other wolves, Lionheart was all muscle under that scholarly attire. His form was very…intriguing.

      I drove away the lusty thoughts that kept cropping up.

      I really needed to find myself a man. Soon.

      “You assume correctly. Perhaps you can illuminate me on why Lupercal and Whitechapel are working together, or maybe why they’ve been lifting Guildhall members.”

      “Lupercal and Whitechapel are not working together.”

      “Sorry?”

      “You’re behind the news, Little Red.”

      I frowned at him.

      He chuckled. “I rather like the nickname. It suits you.”

      “Suits me? Why? Because I’m petite or because I wear a red cape?”

      “Neither.”

      “Then why?”

      “Because of how you smell.”

      Okay. “And how do I smell?”

      “Like red roses.”

      I stared at him. The wolf smirked again then leaned forward and refilled both our cups.

      I grinned. “I’m sure you say that to all the ladies. Well, that aside, tell me what I’m behind on.”

      “All the London packs are working together, not just those two. Templar is uninterested. I had a rather difficult conversation with Cyril on the matter. But as I reminded him, we have our own project,” he said, tapping a very ragged book sitting on the desk in front of him. I noted the emblem of the Templars on the cover. “But the others… Well, it seems they’ve found a common interest.”

      “That’s impossible. The packs never unite.”

      “Untrue,” Lionheart said, lifting his glass. “We were united at least three times in the last seven hundred years.”

      “Okay then, why?”

      He sipped his drink once more, set the cup down, and then tapped his finger lightly on the rim. “I tell you what. You have dinner with me tonight, and I’ll tell you what I know.”

      “That seems like an incredibly bad idea.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I smell like roses, and you have so much musk coming off you that I’m likely to do something I’ll regret in the morning.”

      Lionheart chuckled. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of the big bad wolf.”

      “Not at all. I have silver bullets enough for that. But I don’t like complications. Thus far, I’ve managed to stay aboveboard. It’s better if it stays that way.”

      Lionheart leaned back in his chair and sighed. “From your point of view, I suppose that makes sense.”

      “Indeed it does. Is Cyril fading? Is that why the packs are rallying?”

      Lionheart laughed. “No,” he said with a shake of the head. “If that was happening, it would be London 1666 all over again.”

      “London 1666? The great fire?”

      He nodded.

      “Then what is happening? Why are they working together?”

      “Since we were disinclined to get involved, I was left out on the particulars—though I was warned that I would be interested in due time. Shows how little they know of me. Pack nonsense. God has blessed us with the lupine affliction to fulfill our holy mission. I have no interest in Cyril’s agendas.”

      “All the more reason to lend me a hand, no?” I said with a grin.

      Lionheart chuckled lightly. “I’d rather stay out of the matter entirely, but I’m vexed with Cyril at the moment. I have a colleague here at King’s College who is my squash partner. Lupercal lifted her two nights back.”

      “Bryony Paxton?”

      “Correct. No one asked my permission to remove Professor Paxton, and I’d prefer to have her back. Perhaps we can come to some arrangement?”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “I’m listening.”

      “Indeed. What big ears you have, so to speak.”

      I smirked. “All the better to hear you with, of course.”

      “But you hear more than common senses permit, don’t you, Agent Louvel?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. How could he know anything about that six sense that guided me? I frowned. “All agents have uncommonly strong instincts.”

      “Do they?”

      “Yes.”

      “But they don’t all smell like red roses.”

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      Lionheart grinned. “All right, Agent. We’ll come back to that another time. Now, if you go to this address at this hour, you will find some answers. I do recommend subterfuge. Perhaps take Agent Briarwood along,” he said, referring to Quinn. Lionheart scribbled down the address and slid the paper across the desk toward me. “I would consider it a favor if Professor Paxton was found and relocated somewhere safe until the Red Capes have this mess sorted out.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I said then polished off the drink. I snatched up the note then rose. “Thank you for your help,” I said then went to the door.

      “Agent Louvel, are you sure about dinner? Would it be so bad to stray from the path just a little?”

      I reached for the handle then smiled over my shoulder at him. “I’m not so easily fooled, tempting as the offer may be. Goodbye, Sir Richard.”

      “Little Red,” he said with a wink, lifting his glass in a toast to me.

      My heart beating hard in my chest, I closed his office door behind me. I hurried down the hall and out of the building.

      I really, really needed to find myself a man.
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      Leaving King’s College, I turned and headed toward Saint Clement Danes. My grand-mère, who was the organist at the church, lived in a flat nearby. I called her my grand-mère, but we were not really related. I had been abandoned as a baby at the church, and the widow Louvel had taken me in. She’d named me after Saint Clement, the merciful. God knows I was always grateful for her mercy. I owed everything to my grand-mère who’d raised me.

      I worked my way back up the Strand, passing the church, then headed to my grand-mère’s flat. I gave the door a sharp rap. There was a rattle inside and a flurry of activity.

      “Grand-mère?” I called. “It’s me.”

      The ruckus stopped, and a moment later, the door opened.

      “Clemeny? Oh my girl, come in, come in. Clemeny? What’s wrong? Why are you here? I smell Scotch on you. Have you been drinking? It’s not even lunchtime yet! Oh, oranges and lemons, Clemeny. Let me give you a kiss,” she said, pulling me into an embrace, slathering wet, but well-meaning, kisses on my cheek.

      “I’m well, Grand-mère. Please, don’t worry yourself.”

      “Worry? Who? Me? What do I have to worry about? My girl is out running around the city at all hours of the night chasing after monsters. I should never have let Eliza Greystock talk me into letting you join up with her band of miscreants. And how is dear Eliza?”

      I grinned. Agent Greystock was the first friend my grand-mère had made when she’d moved from France to England. Eliza Greystock had seen potential in me, and much to my grand-mère’s purported dismay, had recruited me for the Society. Of course, I was eternally grateful to Agent Greystock. Well, as thankful as anyone could be when they learned that England was actually full of vampires, werewolves, faerie people, and all other manner of oddities. But still. The job suited me. It was dangerous, but I liked the satisfaction of helping people, of keeping the city safe from monsters.

      “She’s well, and she sends her greetings.”

      “Come sit down. I already had a pot of tea on, but the kitchen—oh, oranges and lemons, the cupboards are ripped apart. Spring cleaning! What a mess. But no matter. Are you hungry?”

      “No. Thank you.”

      “Okay, I’ll get you some bread and cheese.”

      I chuckled but said nothing. Grand-mère’s effusive attention was to be expected.

      “And where is Quinn?” she asked, leading me into the small kitchen where we had a breakfast table. She was right. The kitchen was a disaster. Everything had been removed from the cupboards. The entire place smelled like soap.

      “We’re working a case. He’s…elsewhere.”

      “And why are you here?”

      “I was at King’s College.”

      Grand-mère crossed herself. “May God protect us. You said those creatures are there teaching children! How is it permitted? Oranges and lemons, God save us all.”

      I grinned. Lionheart, a true Templar, was one of the most religious creatures in the realm—despite him knowing I smelled like red roses—but explaining that to Grand-mère would be incredibly complicated, so I said nothing.

      Grand-mère dug through the stacks of dishes on the counter until she found a cup and saucer. She poured me tea then found a tiny corner of the breakfast table that was not heaped with the contents of the pantry, and set down the drink, moving the jar of honey closer to me. She dug into her goods once more and returned with some lemon.

      “Drink, drink,” she said then went back to fix me a plate. “How is Quinn? Jessica?”

      “They are both well,” I said, stirring in some honey. I sipped the tea, relishing the taste. Nothing ever tasted as good as food and drink from Grand-mère’s hand. I sighed contentedly.

      “And Quinn’s brother, Robert?”

      Hell’s bells. On with this again? Robert, Quinn’s younger brother, worked on an airship crew. He was a good-looking man, albeit dark-haired. He was very kind, but he lacked a certain something I needed in a potential beau. That, however, did not dissuade Grand-mère from suggesting him—repeatedly.

      “Very busy. I believe his crew has been running merchant shipments to Calais and back.”

      Grand-mère returned with a plate of bread, cheese, and fruit spread. She shifted pans aside, clearing a space for the food. “Oh, well, he must watch for airship pirates then. Such a brave man, just like his brother. And a good, sturdy man too. If Quinn’s brother is anything like him, you’re missing out. Clemeny, you must tell Quinn to arrange something for you and Robert. Quinn is such a good man. I’ve never seen Quinn bat an eye at another lady or curse or drink Scotch at ten o’clock in the morning,” she said then gave me a look.

      “Grand-mère, I told you, I am on a case. Sometimes you do what you must to get a source to talk, thus the Scotch.” I realized then that if I told Grand-mère that Quinn was currently at a brothel, I might shatter her entire worldview. Sipping my tea, I chuckled when I thought about it, but said nothing.

      Clicking her tongue disapprovingly, Grand-mère shook her head and looked away. “If I had ever known how many bad things were in this country, I would have told your grandfather we needed to stay in France!”

      I laughed. “You think London is bad? Paris is a hundred times worse.”

      “Is that true?” Grand-mère asked, her eyes wide.

      I nodded. “Yes. Very.” Paris was a sewer. Three agents who’d gone to work cases there last year had come home in caskets. We had our own challenges in England, but Her Majesty had a strong grip on the preternatural. Between the force that was our Queen and the ancient Society of the Rude Mechanicals, a mysterious body of people who lorded over the Red Cape Society, England kept a lid on its magical issues. Well, until recently. Something told me Her Majesty would not be happy to hear about the incident at Guildhall last night.

      “Humph,” Grand-mère said then began stirring her cup of tea vigorously. “Well. No matter. Oh, I must tell you, Pastor Clark inquired after you yesterday. Such a sweet, charming man. You know, I think one day he will take a living in the countryside. Can you imagine a nice, peaceful life as a minister’s wife? Then you can set all this danger aside before you get yourself killed. Oh, Eliza. That silver-tongued devil. Why I ever agreed to let her take you away from me, I’ll never know. Yes, I’ll tell Pastor Clark you were here and that you asked about him. He will be so pleased!”

      “Grand-mère!”

      “Oh, Clemeny, oranges and lemons, I worry about you so.”

      I chuckled softly and set my hand on hers. “I love you, Grand-mère.”

      “I love you too, my girl. Please be careful out there.”

      “Of course.”

      “And come see me more often.”

      “I will.”

      “And find a husband.”

      “Grand-mère!”

      “Well, you were being so agreeable, I thought I would try.”

      I laughed then leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll try…for you.” But up to that point, Lionheart was just about my best option. Something told me Grand-mère would not approve.
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      I left Grand-mère and headed across town to Ales and Ass to meet Quinn. The pub was located not far from headquarters at Marylebone and was frequented by agents.

      As I approached the old building, I eyed the sign. On it was depicted a donkey wearing a top hat while drinking ale. But above that, discreetly carved, were the initials R. M., the letters encapsulated by a circle: the Rude Mechanicals. Her Majesty’s secret investigative services covered a lot of ground, but our division, the Red Cape Society, were the only ones to keep the preternatural in check. But who kept us in check? Somewhere in the echelons above me were the Rude Mechanicals, a secret society whose name was whispered, identity secret, and activities even more elusive. Not for the first time, I wondered about my organization’s mysterious benefactors.

      “Clemeny,” Allen, the tapster, called when I entered. He started pouring me a bitter. “Here for breakfast?”

      I chuckled. It wasn’t uncommon for me to stop by the pub on my way to an afternoon meeting—usually after I’d just woken up.

      “I wish. Up still, in fact. Seen Quinn?”

      “Not today.”

      I pulled out the small ladies’ pocket watch I had tucked into a pocket on my bodice. It was already after three. I frowned.

      I took the mug. “Thanks,” I said, setting some coins on the bar.

      Taking a seat at the corner of the bar, the angle that had the best view of the door and out the window, I pulled out the address Lionheart had given me. The address was in the factory row downriver. Such a location was out of the way of the general eye and gave the packs ample space for whatever misdeeds they had underway. I pulled my dossier out of my satchel and set it on the bar. I flipped through the profiles of the guild members and others who’d been abducted. There wasn’t much to go on. The marks were talented tinkers and alchemists. Professor Paxton, it seemed, was an expert in diseases. But they’d missed Professor Jamison who, according to my notes, was the leading scholar in search of an alkahest, a universal solvent capable of breaking all matter down into its constituent parts.

      I sat back and tapped my finger on the papers as I sipped my drink. What were Cyril and the other wolves after? What were they doing?

      

      I glanced up at the mural painted above the bar. There, a scene from Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream was on display. The character of Bottom wearing his ass’s head, surrounded by the other tinkers depicted in the play, were laughing and drinking. The characters, referred to as the Rude Mechanicals in the comedy, the playwright, and the society were all somehow tied together. How, no one really seemed to know—or at least they weren’t saying. Even Eliza Greystock had been tight-lipped from the beginning.

      I was eighteen when Agent Greystock—Missus Eliza Greystock as I knew her back then—had stopped by the house for high tea with my grand-mère. While I’d tried to sit with them, smile, and be the polite young lady I should have been, I’d felt restless since Agent Greystock arrived that day. I’d pulled book after book from the shelf, always glancing out the window when I did so, perturbed by the man who was loitering on the street just outside.

      I didn’t know then what Agent Greystock’s profession actually was. She’d told Grand-mère and me she worked for the government, nothing more. But that day I uncovered a truth about her—and me.

      Having tried at least a dozen novels, a reference text, the Bible, and a pamphlet on bird hunting, I was about to hunt the bookshelf for yet another book when I paused to look out the window once more.

      The organ grinder and his pet monkey—which seemed too large to be a monkey and was wearing an odd little cape—had stopped outside our flat nearly an hour ago, right around the time Agent Greystock had arrived. I had thought it odd given that Grand-mère’s apartment was a bit off the Strand. As well, the organ grinder never actually bothered to play anything. He just stood there with his drum organ hanging around his neck, his oversized monkey sitting patiently on the curb. The whole thing was just…strange. And each and every time I looked at the pair, I had that odd tingling in my palms. I leaned against the wall and watched the two of them.

      Behind me, Grand-mère and Agent Greystock—having finished gossiping about everyone they knew in common—started clearing the plates.

      I frowned at the pair on the street below, my stomach growing increasingly knotted as a strange sense of alarm washed over me. I suddenly felt very sure Agent Greystock should not leave just then.

      “Missus Greystock,” I said, hoping to distract her for a few moments until the ill-at-ease feeling passed. “Are organ grinders common throughout the city?”

      Agent Greystock, who was carrying her cup and saucer, stopped and looked at me.

      “I’m sorry, Clemeny. What do you mean?”

      “There is a man outside. A man and a monkey, I think. He appears to be an organ grinder, but he hasn’t played anything and his monkey is decidedly still. It’s just… There is something odd about the pair.”

      I stared out the window.

      The monkey twitched and looked up at me. His eyes were a startling shade of yellow.

      Behind me, I heard the china rattle in Agent Greystock’s hand. She set the cup down and crossed the room to join me. She took my arm gently, then from inside a hidden pocket in the skirt of her dress, she pulled out a pistol.

      “Missus Greystock,” I whispered aghast.

      “Sh,” she said, quieting me as she peered out through the curtain. “When did they get here?”

      “Just after you arrived. There is something very odd about their manner. Maybe it sounds mad, but I would swear there is something unnatural about them.”

      Agent Greystock narrowed her eyes at them then turned and looked at me. “And do you notice such things often?”

      “I…” I began then paused. The truth was, I did. I knew when others had ill intent, I knew when I shouldn’t walk down a certain street, I knew when men had dangerous thoughts, I noticed when something seemed wrong or out of place, I felt pain when I saw animals and children in jeopardy. I always felt too much, noticed too much. Most of the time, however, I figured I had an overly excited imagination. “I do have good instincts about some things.”

      She smiled at me and patted my arm. “That is no monkey. That small creature is a goblin. And that man is his golem. If you’ll excuse me just a moment. Oh, and if you could keep Felice preoccupied, I’ll be right back,” she said then turned and went to the door.

      Completely bewildered, I headed back to the kitchen where Grand-mère was setting the dishes to soak.

      “Grand-mère, do we have any petit-fours left?” I asked, eyeing the bakery box.

      “Did you finally get hungry, my girl?”

      “Starving, really. And you had some small finger sandwiches. Any of those left?” I asked, knowing full well there were none.

      Grand-mère laughed. “Oh, my Clemeny, I told you to eat. You were so busy avoiding the conversation you missed the meal. My dear Felice, I’ll be back in a moment,” she called to the living room.

      Grand-mère, so distracted by my requests, didn’t seem to notice that Agent Greystock had not replied. It was a good thing that she was distracted too, because a few moments later, the ruckus coming from the street below was starting to get very loud.

      “Grand-mère, do we have any fig jam? I’d love a taste of that with some cheddar.”

      “Oh, yes. That combination is perfect,” my grand-mère said then immediately dipped into her cupboard where—as I already knew—the fig jam was stacked far in the back.

      Moving discreetly, I stepped to the window. When I looked outside, I had to suppress a gasp. There, Missus Eliza Greystock was in a full-on brawl with the creature she’d described as a golem. She hung tightly with her free hand to the leash of the monkey—well, goblin. A woman near my grand-mère’s age, I was surprised to see her quickly subdue the hulkling creature. Slamming the golem against the wall, she tied his hands behind his back. Yanking the creature that was supposed to be a monkey by his leash along with her, she headed toward the Strand. As she went, she looked up at the window. Seeing me there, she winked at me then pushed her captives forward. A moment later, I heard the call of a constable’s whistle.

      Grand-mère clicked her tongue. “Hooligans. Always hooligans up to no good. Doesn’t your work concern such ruffians, Eliza?”

      “I…I think she stepped away to wash her hands,” I said.

      Grand-mère nodded then went back to work.

      Humming a tune, I went to the washbasin and began cleaning the cups and saucers. It seemed like forever before I heard the slight, nearly inaudible click of the front door. A few moments later, Eliza Greystock appeared in the entryway to the kitchen.

      “Dear Felice, I am so sorry, but I’ve forgotten that I have a meeting later today. Would you be a dear and forgive my hasty departure?”

      “Oh, not at all. Oranges and lemons, Eliza. You work too much.”

      “Work is good for a woman. Perhaps Clemeny would be interested in seeing what I do some time.”

      Grand-mère gave Agent Greystock a look full of mixed emotions; confusion, worry, and joy were painted on her face all at once. She turned toward me. “Clemeny?”

      “I… Yes. Thank you for the opportunity. I most certainly would love to hear more about your job,” I said.

      Agent Greystock smiled. Reaching into her pocket, she handed me a card. On it was an address and the initials R. M. encapsulated in a circle embossed on the paper. “How about tomorrow morning at ten o’clock?”

      “Sounds wonderful. Thank you.”

      “Oh, Eliza! Thank you so much,” Grand-mère told her old friend, pulling Agent Greystock into a hug.

      If Grand-mère knew then what she knew now, it’s quite possible she would have bashed Agent Greystock on the head with her frying pan—all the while cursing in French—then sent her on her way.

      But she hadn’t.

      So here I was.

      

      Polishing off the first mug, I ordered a second bitter and read a bit more as I waited. When I rechecked the time, it was 4:15. No Quinn. Where was he? The bottoms of my feet tingled as I thought about it. Not a good sign.

      I set some coins on the bar then rose to go.

      “Leavin’, Clem?” Allen asked.

      I nodded. “If Quinn shows up, tell him to meet me at the circus?” I said, using the codename for headquarters.

      Allen nodded. “Of course.”

      I headed back out onto the street. I looked both directions as I thought it over.

      Quinn could be at home.

      Or he could be following a lead.

      Or he could be in trouble.

      I didn’t like the nagging feeling in my gut and the way the bottom of my feet kept prickling. What was it the witches in Shakespeare’s play had said? “By the pricking of my thumb, something wicked this way comes.”

      I turned and headed back across town toward Fleet Street, home of the Lolita pack’s well-noted and highly popular brothel.

      Something told me wickedness was afoot.
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      I groaned as I stared up at the face of the brothel. It wasn’t even dark out yet, and already the place was in full swing. Music, rowdy laughter, and the smells of tobacco smoke and heady perfume filled the air. And then there was that other scent, the musky, unmistakable odor of werewolves. I rolled my eyes. This was the last place I wanted to be.

      The Lolita girls and I never got along well. I suspected they already knew that unlike Quinn, who seemed to be a bit soft toward them and their plight as second-class citizens in the wolf pecking order, I had no such illusions. Human women could be some of the nastiest bitches on the planet. Female werewolves? Literally bitches.

      As I climbed up the steps, I noticed a vagrant sitting in the shadowed entryway of the building next door. The small man was dressed in rags, his face shadowed. I slowed as I looked him over. A moment later, he cast a glance at me. I caught the glint of yellow in his eyes before he turned and looked away.

      I frowned. What was a goblin doing hanging around a werewolf brothel?

      “Careful, Little Red,” he said with a wheezing laugh.

      Wonderful.

      A footman, eyeing my red cape skeptically, opened the door but motioned to someone inside before letting me in. I bit the inside of my cheek then entered.

      The place was overly warm, overly loud, and very…ripe. A young woman—well, werewolf, really—dressed in a flowy toga of some sort, both of her breasts peeking out, laughed loudly as two mostly-naked men chased her up the stairs. From somewhere above, I heard another tart articulating her pleasure loudly, her bed creaking. The place was swarming with half-naked werewolves and men. Werewolf women were lusty lovers with a lot of stamina. The brothel turned a good business, as was evident by the number of bouncing cocks and jiggling tits I saw everywhere I turned. I tried to avert my eyes but found nowhere to look. Even the ceiling depicted an Olympian orgy scene.

      Hell’s bells.

      “Agent Louvel,” a voice purred. While the sound was all pleasantry, I hadn’t missed a sharp undertone.

      I turned to find Alodie, the madame of the house and pack leader, walking toward me. She had flowing yellow hair so pale that it was almost white. Her eyes were gold-colored. Her face was undeniably beautiful. And, given the sheer gown she was wearing, it was evident that her form was stunning as well. Stupidly, for a moment I felt a bit awkward. Under my leather bodice, pants, and steel vambraces, I was muscle and bone. My sinewy form kept me alive, which was all I really ever thought about. My curves were nothing compared to those of the whore. Was that part of the reason I couldn’t find a gentleman? Was I too…hard?

      Focus, Clemeny.

      “Alodie. I apologize for coming. I’m looking for Quinn.”

      “Quinn?” she said then turned to the footman who shrugged.

      “We haven’t seen Quinn today.”

      “You haven’t seen Quinn today? Are you sure?”

      “Oh, yes,” she said with a wolf-like smile. “I never miss my chance to try to convert that Red Cape.”

      I frowned at her. Alodie’s affection for Quinn was partially why he was so successful in getting information out of her. Given his devotion to his wife, I never questioned his methods. But many times, I questioned Alodie’s. How far would she go to win Quinn? You couldn’t trust a bitch. Ever. Which is why I found trusting her word right now particularly difficult. The she-wolf had no reason to be honest with me.

      One of Alodie’s customers wandered into the foyer, stopping when he saw me. “Well, well, well, have a look at this! Alodie, why didn’t you tell me you had a new girl? And she’s so fit,” a lusty man wearing only a pair of knickers said as he stumbled toward me.

      “Sir, you are mistaken,” I began in protest.

      The man hiccupped. “Are those handcuffs on your belt? That looks fun. Oh, Alodie. Let me have her,” the man said. He stumbled forward, reached out, and gave my bottom a squeeze.

      It took only a second for me to pull the silver dagger from my belt and hold it to the man’s neck.

      “Sir, if you want to keep your fingers, remove your hand,” I said.

      The others around me stilled and quieted. I cast a glance around. There was a glint in the eyes of the brothel girls, a menacing red fire provoked by the sudden appearance of the silver blade.

      “What? Oh. All right,” the man said then stepped back. “My mistake.”

      “My apologies, Percy. She’s not one of my girls,” Alodie said then waved to another harlot. “Jewell, take Percy upstairs and give him a taste of what he’s after. Agent Louvel was just leaving.”

      Taking me gently by the arm, Alodie walked me back to the door.

      “If I ever see you in my establishment again, Agent Louvel, I will have my girls rip your throat out,” she said, her voice sounding sweet.

      “You can try. But I’ll probably shoot you all first,” I said, keeping my voice equally pleasant. “Again, my apologies. I was only looking for Quinn,” I said then stepped outside.

      “As I said, he was not here today. Goodbye, Agent Louvel,” she said then turned and went back inside, slamming the door behind her.

      Dammit, Quinn. Where did you go?

      “She lies,” a voice hissed.

      I turned back to the entryway where the goblin was still sitting. I cast an eye up at the face of the brothel building. No one was looking. I turned and headed down the street toward the next building where the beast sat. Even from this distance, I could smell the scent of spirits wafting off him.

      “Indeed?” I asked, leaning against the wall.

      The goblin chuckled. “Indeed,” he said in a mocking tone.

      “I don’t suppose you’d tell me what you saw?”

      “Not for nothin’.”

      “Of course not. What do you want?”

      “A kiss.”

      I sighed. Goblin men. Always on about kissing and fornication. No wonder he was poised outside the brothel. He was probably enjoying the view through the windows.

      “I think not.”

      “Too bad,” he hissed then laughed. “Prudey agent won’t give a single kiss to save her partner’s life.”

      “My partner’s life? What are you talking about?”

      “Oh, now you’re interested, aren’t you? Pucker up.”

      “Can we discuss an alternative?”

      “All right. Show me your tits.”

      I pulled out my pistol and trained it on the little rat. “Try again.”

      “What? I’m just trying to be helpful. You’re the one who’s being difficult.”

      I pulled out my coin pouch and tossed it to him. “That will have to do. Go buy yourself a kiss.”

      The goblin sighed. “Fine. Fine. I saw your red-caped partner. Big man. Grey hair. They took him out about five minutes after he got here, threw him into an auto and drove off.”

      “Who took him out?”

      “Cyril’s dogs.”

      “Which way did they go?”

      The goblin pointed. “Downriver. Strange things happening. It’s not just your people they’ve been picking up. Two of my kind are missing too. And rumor has it, they picked up a sanguinarian.”

      “The wolves picked up a vampire?”

      “You didn’t hear it from me,” the creature said then shifted back into the shadows and out of sight. I heard an odd screeching sound. “You didn’t hear it from any of my kind,” he said, this time his voice sounded further away.

      I stepped forward and looked into the dark entryway. There was a small grate just under the front window that was slightly ajar. The goblin was gone.

      I stared downriver.

      Quinn.
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      It was already after dark when I arrived at the manufacturing district. Spotting a ladder up on the side of the building that housed The Daedalus Company, I scampered to the top of the tall building then began working my way toward the address Lionheart had given me. Given it was already dark, I stopped a moment in a shadowed spot and pulled out the optic Master Hart had made. It took a little adjusting to get it to sit right, but when I turned it on, I was surprised to see how well it made out shapes in the dark.

      With my sight enhanced, I headed quickly and quietly across the rooftops toward the building. Thus far, I spotted no guards on the roof. Staying hidden, I leaped onto the roof of the building then went to the levered windows which looked down into the factory below.

      Directly below me was a balcony on which I spotted three guards. They were looking out the windows toward the street, all of their guns drawn. All of them were from Paddington pack.

      Moving carefully, I shifted so I could see below more clearly when suddenly someone grabbed my arm.

      I pulled my dagger and, turning in a flash, spun on the unknown assailant.

      “Agent Rose?” I whispered as I gazed down the barrel of another Red Cape Society agent’s weapon. Casting a glance behind her, I saw Agent Reid.

      Agent Rose put her finger to her lips to silence me then gave me a hand, helping me to my feet. Motioning for me to follow her, I joined her and Agent Reid behind a chimney stack where I found, much to my surprise, two werewolves knocked out cold, bound and gagged.

      “What are you doing here?” I whispered.

      “Tracking Constantine,” Agent Rose replied in a whisper.

      “Constantine?” Constantine needed no last name. The vampire was well known to the Society. He was dangerous in every way imaginable and had only managed to keep from getting slain due to an edict from the crown. Apparently, he’d provided some assistance during the Napoleonic Wars. Since then, he’d been keeping to himself, holing up in some castle somewhere in Scotland. What in the hell were the wolves doing with him?

      “Cyril’s pack picked him up. Any idea why?” Agent Reid asked me.

      I shook my head. “No. But I do know they picked up some goblins as well. And I believe they have Agent Briarwood,” I said, referring to Quinn. I tried to keep my voice steady but failed. The telltale crack at the end betrayed my anxiety. Where was Quinn? What in the hell was going on?

      The agents looked at one another, both of them looking distressed. Quinn was one of the senior agents. If I remembered right, he’d trained Agent Rose when she’d been recruited.

      “When did they nab Quinn?” Agent Rose asked.

      “Goblin saw the wolves lift him this afternoon from Alodie’s brothel.”

      Agent Reid frowned. “There’s at least two dozen wolves down there.”

      “Any sign of your fang?”

      Agent Rose shook her head.

      “Let’s see what they’re up to,” I said then motioned toward the windows.

      We approached slowly, looking inside. Below, I saw wolves—still in human form—from Whitehall, Paddington, Lupercal, and even Romulus packs. That left out only Templars, Lolitas, and Conklins. It was notable that Conklins were not there. That nasty group of buggers was always brawling.

      But even more interesting was the flurry of activity at a series of workbenches below. I pushed up my night optic and pulled out my spyglass for a better look. A series of stations had been erected, and at them, I spotted my missing guild members. It did not escape my notice that each was chained by the ankle to the floor.

      My eyes drifted over each person there, noting the face of Lionheart’s squash partner—Professor Paxton.

      “Bring him here,” Fenton said, his gravelly voice pouring from one of the side rooms.

      Agent Rose barely suppressed a gasp when they wheeled out the vampire Constantine, who had been staked crucifixion-style to a modified dolly.

      “What the hell?” Agent Reid swore.

      A sick feeling rocked my stomach. Whatever was happening here, it was not good. I scanned the space for Quinn.

      “Well, professor. Could you do it or not?” Fenton asked with a growl.

      “I…I hardly know. The notes here are vague, and the prima materia from this gentleman is unlike anything I have ever seen,” Professor Paxton said, looking back through her scope at a sample. “What is this man infected with?” she asked, looking toward Constantine.

      Fenton laughed. “You don’t need to worry about that. You just do what the boss asked, beautiful,” he said then reached out and stroked her hair.

      Something deep within me hardened.

      “What your boss asked is impossible,” said another guild member. I recognized him from his photo as the missing alchemist Neville McKee.

      Frustrated, Fenton growled then turned and punched the man in the stomach. “Shut your mouth, and get the work done.”

      “I have had some success here,” Toby Winston, an alchemist, said. “The sample provided by your boss is reacting. Basing my experiment on Jamison’s notes, I was able to use the alkahest she has been working with to some effect.”

      “Someone tell Doctor Marlowe that Master Winston has made a discovery,” Fenton said.

      There was a clamor of noise from the back and a moment later, a bent old man in a heavy robe, walking with a cane, entered. Two Romulous pack members were at his side. The man stopped by Professor Paxton’s table. He looked at her work, nodded, then turned to Master Winston, motioning for the alchemist to move aside so he could investigate.

      Doctor Marlowe tapped his cane. “We are making progress. Good. Let’s get some more samples. Bring in the others.”

      There was a commotion, and a moment later, three werewolves came in, dragging along two goblin men. The goblins fought the wolves, cursing them in a language I didn’t understand.

      My heart stopped when I saw the wolves push Quinn forward. His hands were bound behind his back.

      The old man whom they called Doctor Marlowe chuckled when he saw Quinn. “Ah, now we have the complete set. Nigredo,” he said, pointing to Constantine. “Citrinitas,” he added, pointing to the goblins. “Rubedo,” he said, pointing to Quinn. “And…” he said then looked back toward Bryony Paxton. “Albedo, I believe. How does she smell to you?” the old man asked, turning to Fenton.

      “Yeah, she’s pure.”

      The old man nodded. “My nose isn’t what it once was, but so I thought.”

      “What…what are you talking about?” Professor Paxton stammered.

      “Let’s get a sample from all of them. We’ll use Master Winston’s work and see what we can uncover. And when should we expect Professor Jamison? Her work is key.”

      “Conklin went to round her up,” Fenton replied.

      “From where?” Doctor Marlowe asked.

      “Red Capes had her stashed on the Isle of Dogs. We found her. They’ll have her soon.”

      “Let’s hope you have more success than you did last time.”

      Fenton laughed. “Well, he’s here tonight,” he said, pointing at Quinn. “So much for the fierce werewolf hunter.”

      Doctor Marlowe shook his head, apparently unimpressed with Fenton’s bravado, then went back to Master Winston’s workbench once more.

      “Sample? How much?” one of the wolves asked, grabbing one of the goblins by the arm.

      Doctor Marlowe signed heavily. “Use the device Master Dart made, you idiot.”

      “Oh. Right,” the wolf said then went to Master Dart’s table and picked up a syringe, which had a long tube connected to it that led to a glass container.

      The werewolf grabbed the thing clumsily.

      “You fool. You’ll break it. Master Dart, you take the samples,” Doctor Marlowe said then turned to the werewolf. “Unchain Master Dart.”

      “Yes, sir.” The werewolf set the device down and unchained the tinker.

      Oliver Dart, a slim man who looked like he might faint at any moment, picked up the syringe and approached the goblin.

      Doctor Marlowe looked over his shoulder at Master Dart. “A blood sample from each of those wretched beasts,” he said, pointing toward the goblins. “And from the Red Cape as well,” he added motioning to Quinn.

      Doctor Marlowe then turned and gave Constantine a hard look. The two exchanged a glance. Doctor Marlow grinned. “Let’s get what we can from our illustrious guest. Then we’ll burn him. He’ll draw too much heat from the Red Capes. Ah, yes, and a sample from Professor Paxton too, but be gentle. We need her alive and albedo,” he said, giving Fenton a sharp look.

      Gasping, I rose and pulled my pistols.

      “Who in the hell is that old werewolf?” Agent Reid asked.

      I shook my head as I quickly dug into my satchel. I handed slim boxes of bullets to Agents Rose and Reid who stared at me. “Silver bullets. Right between the eyes. I’ll grab Quinn.”

      “I need to get to Constantine,” Agent Rose said. The look of distress on her face puzzled me.

      Agent Reid pulled a small, hand-held bomb from his pack. “Shall we start with a distraction?”
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      The loud explosion shook the building. Windowpanes burst sending showers of glass onto the floor. The guards on the platform rushed downstairs while the others went to the doors.

      Stupid wolves.

      There was a second explosion as Agent Reid tossed another bomb toward the door where guards were standing. The device exploded, causing the whole building to rock.

      I rushed down the platform, Agent Rose right behind me. Pulling out my pistol, I took aim and fired.

      “Red Capes,” someone yelled.

      There was another explosion as Agent Reid tossed a third bomb.

      Growling, the wolves began to shift form.

      “Get Doctor Marlowe and the tinkers out of here,” Fenton called then turned. The massive beast craned his fat neck then stretched as he shifted into werewolf form.

      Blasting, I shot through the crowd as I tried to get to Quinn.

      One after the other, the wolves lunged at me, but in the confusion of the gunfire and smoke, they were unsteady. In their haste to unchain the guild members, I was able to get off a few shots before the werewolves even saw me coming.

      I eyed the door to see Doctor Marlowe being ushered out of the building by two of Fenton’s regular henchmen.

      The man glared at me, his eyes flaming ruby red.

      I lifted my pistol and aimed at him.

      I got off a shot, but the old man waved his hand in front of him, and the bullet went wide, hitting the wolf guard beside him in the shoulder instead. The three of them turned quickly and headed out the door.

      There was another explosion.

      Fenton howled.

      The sound sent a shiver down my spine. I looked back in time to see the beta lunge toward Agent Reid.

      “Reid,” I screamed.

      He looked up in time to see Fenton charging him.

      Agent Rose turned and fired in an effort to protect her partner.

      I raced over to Quinn, who lay forgotten on the floor.

      “Quinn,” I said, bending to help him up.

      “Clemeny,” he said, his voice sounding ragged. “Get the guildsmen out of here.”

      “Let’s get you up and out of here first,” I told him as I quickly cut his binds.

      “No, Clem. Leave me. You…you don’t understand,” he said.

      Agent Rose screamed.

      I looked back to see Agent Reid on the ground, Fenton chewing out his throat.

      Agent Rose shot wildly, but at least half a dozen wolves were between her and Agent Reid.

      “Quinn,” I said, attempting to help him up. “Come on. We need to go.”

      “He’s gone, Agent. They cut him open. Leave him,” the vampire Constantine told me, his voice surprisingly calm and steady.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked the vampire.

      “Get me down. Get me down, and I’ll kill them all.” With a turn of the neck, his mouth shifted, a row of jagged teeth gleaming menacingly. “Get me down, and he might still have a chance.”

      “Quinn?” I said, shaking Quinn’s shoulder. He didn’t respond. His face had turned horribly pale.

      “Let me down, Agent,” the vampire said.

      I shook Quinn again. “Quinn?”

      Agent Rose’s piercing scream grabbed my attention. I looked back to see her pull herself up onto the platform. She had a long cut on her leg. Red blood marred her trousers. She pulled a sword, swinging it in front of her as she retreated. But she was quickly running out of space.

      “Let me down,” the vampire screamed at me. This time, his words shook me to my core.

      Leaping to my feet, I went to the vampire. “Your word you’ll leave the rest of us in peace. The other agents, the guild members, and me. Your word, fang.”

      “Don’t you know who I am?” he said through jagged teeth. “You have my word.”

      Dammit. There was no way I should trust him.

      “You have my word. Now let me down,” he yelled at me, his face full of fury.

      I looked back at Agent Rose as she climbed back up the steps, skillfully brandishing her weapon in front of her as six wolves cornered her. Skilled or not, she was going to die.

      The wolves had nearly unbound all the scientists, including Professor Paxton. I needed to do something. Fast.

      “Hell’s bells,” I swore then one by one, I pulled the stakes from the hands and feet of the vampire.

      The vampire’s eyes glinted brightly, shimmering with silver light.

      “Thank you,” he said, and with speed I could not even phantom, the vampire shot around the room.

      Howls of pain and anguish filled the air. The wolves called to one another, tried to warn one another, but it was too late.

      In a blur of blood and body parts, the vampire exacted his terrible vengeance.

      Grabbing whomever they could—including Oliver Dart, Mavis Porter, and Toby Winston—the surviving wolves rushed to the waiting autos outside. The goblins had already disappeared.

      The last of the wolves tugged Professor Paxton along behind him. Lionheart’s friend fought back with all her might.

      Leaving Quinn, I pulled my dagger from my belt and rushed across the room. Slicing with as much strength as I could muster, I slashed the wolf’s arm.

      He let go of the Professor.

      Growling, he looked from me then back into the room where Constantine devastated the remaining wolves.

      “Leave her. Come on,” one of the other pack members yelled.

      The wolf glared at me then turned and fled.

      I turned and rushed back to Quinn.

      “Quinn,” I called, shaking his shoulder. “Quinn?” I turned and looked at Professor Paxton who had followed me. “What happened to him?”

      “They removed part of his liver. We need to get him to a proper surgeon.”

      “His liver? How do you…” I began but watched as Professor Paxton motioned toward one of the workbenches. In a glass tray, I spotted a piece of purplish meat.

      My stomach turned. “Oh my God.”

      “He can survive, but he needs a skilled surgeon. Doctor….Doctor Murray. Yes. He has a place in Mayfair. He could help. But we must get there quickly.”

      Quickly was a problem. The wolves and their autos were gone, and there was no underground transit here.

      I stood and looked around the room.

      There were bits of werewolf everywhere, and in the center of the space, a very bloody vampire stood, his hands shaking, blood dripping from his fingers.

      Limping, Agent Rose approached him.

      She whispered something to him. Her words were soft and gentle.

      He shook his head.

      I eyed Agent Reid who lay on the floor. His neck was a bloody mess. His bright blue eyes were glassy, frozen in a gaze fixed on the ceiling. He was gone.

      “Constantine,” I called. “Agent Briarwood is gravely injured. He must get to Doctor Murray in Mayfair, or he will die. I…I need your help.”

      The vampire looked at Agent Rose then back over his shoulder at me.

      He whispered something to the agent that I could not quite hear.

      She nodded.

      He turned then suddenly appeared at my side.

      The vampire met my eyes. “This will make us even.”

      “Agreed.”

      He picked up Quinn then in a blur of black, he disappeared back into the night.

      “What was he?” Professor Paxton whispered.

      “You don’t want to know,” I said then crossed the room to Agent Rose who stood over the remains of her partner.

      Tears streamed down her cheeks.

      “I will hunt that man down and kill him,” she said, her voice shaking with rage.

      “Doctor Marlowe. He was a werewolf…and a mage.”

      “A mage?”

      I nodded.

      Agent Rose stared. “No spell will save him. I will find him and finish him.”

      “Not alone,” I said then set my hand on her shoulder.
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      With the help of the local constables, we were able to get word to the Society of the tragedy that had unfolded. Not long after, a Society airship, boasting its signature scarlet-colored balloon, arrived to help secure the crime scene, gather evidence, and take Agent Reid’s body back to headquarters.

      “I’ll go with him,” Agent Rose said as they prepared his body for transport.

      As the first team worked the crime scene, a small, second aircraft arrived. A crewman rushed down the rope ladder and over to me.

      “Agent Louvel?” he asked. I eyed him over, noting the R. M. pendant on his lapel. He was one of us, an agent of the Rude Mechanicals.

      “Yes?”

      “I am instructed to transport you and Professor Paxton. Please come with me.”

      “Come with you where?”

      “Classified. I’m sure you understand. Come along.”

      I nodded to Professor Paxton, who looked like she was thrilled to go anywhere as long as it was away from here. Following the agent, we climbed up the rope ladder to the small airship. As soon as we were aboard, the ship turned and headed back toward the city.

      I pulled out my silver flask and handed it to Professor Paxton.

      She sighed heavily, twisted off the cap, and then took a swig as she stared out at the city. “All my life I was taught to stay away from anyone wearing a red cape. To avoid you if I saw you on the street. To look away. But you… You’re a force of good, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. We work under the auspices of Her Majesty on cases such as the one in which you find yourself the unfortunate victim.”

      She took another swig. “Those creatures… There are more of them, aren’t there?”

      “Yes.”

      “And they walk amongst us? Look like ordinary people?”

      I smiled softly, wondering how she would feel if she knew that it was her squash partner—a werewolf—who’d asked me to find her. “Yes. But they aren’t all bad.”

      “No?” she asked with a huff as if she didn’t believe me.

      “Well. I mean, most of them are bad, but not all of them.”

      She laughed lightly.

      To my surprise, the airship turned away from headquarters and began to fly in the direction of Buckingham. Only when an agent had made a horrible mistake did the Queen summon them. This shift in course did not bode well. As the ship neared the palace, I braced myself. Clearly, I was in for a lecture.

      The airship docked on the platform on the roof of the palace. A fleet of attendants arrived from the palace to steady the ladder.

      “Agent. Your attendance is requested,” the agent of the Rude Mechanicals told me and the professor.

      “Guess I’m out of a job,” I said lightly.

      “Hope it’s not as bad as that,” he said then extended a hand to help the professor down. I followed along behind her.

      I dropped onto the roof of the palace and looked around. The small crowd assembled was mostly comprised of palace servants. But amongst them were also two armed guards and a Society agent.

      “This way, Agent Louvel, professor,” the Rude Mechanicals agent said then led us into the palace.

      We walked down the narrow servants’ halls to a flight of stairs. We wound down one flight of stairs after another, after another, and after another. I soon realized that we were, in fact, underground. The air was crisp and had the distinctive perfume of earth.

      At the end of the stairs, the footman opened a door.

      I was surprised to find Agent Greystock waiting in the hallway on the other side.

      “Clemeny. At last. Are you all right?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Yes. I’m fine. This is Professor Paxton.”

      “Good evening, professor. My name is Agent Greystock. Are you well? Do you require any medical treatment?”

      “No, madame. I’m just… I’m just in a state of shock, I believe.”

      “That is to be expected. Please, come along,” she said then motioned for us to follow her.

      “Is there any word on Quinn? I sent a message back to headquarters. He was taken to a Doctor Murray in Mayfair,” I asked.

      Agent Greystock nodded. “I’ve had couriers there and back. He arrived in time to receive emergency medical attention. Doctor Murray, though retired, did what he could. Quinn is alive. In pain, but alive. Clemeny, how did you know about Doctor Murray?”

      “I didn’t. Professor Paxton did.”

      “I’ve studied some of his treatments, his essays on disease, his work with the late Master Hawking. He is well known in the medical community as the brightest surgeon in the realm.”

      “Agent Briarwood is lucky for your quick thinking and his quick delivery to the doctor’s address,” Agent Greystock said then raised an eyebrow at me.

      “I believe Agent Rose will be following up on that…complication.”

      “Indeed. I was saddened to learn about Agent Reid. He was a good man and a good agent.”

      “Fenton’s handiwork.”

      Agent Greystock frowned.

      “Has anyone sent word to Jessica?” I asked. “She will be worried about Quinn.”

      Agent Greystock nodded. “I’ve sent someone to fetch her. The Murrays have been very obliging,” she said then opened a door. “If you please,” she said then motioned for us to enter.

      Professor Paxton and I entered the room to find Agent Harper, Agent White, and Agent Fox. And Her Majesty.

      Professor Paxton let out a small gasp.

      Both of us stopped and dropped into a curtsey.

      “Yes, yes. Dispense with formalities, please. Agent Louvel and Professor Paxton, correct?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Professor Paxton and I said in unison.

      Victoria smirked then looked back down at the papers she was holding in her hand. “Agent Louvel, Agent Greystock has apprised me of the events leading up to the ruckus at Guildhall the other night. I’ve also heard the report on the events that took place tonight. All a bit murky, I’m afraid. Can you please tell me what’s happening in my realm?”

      “Your Majesty, I can only tell you what I have observed. There is a werewolf amongst the packs I have never seen before. He is old—even for a wolf. The others call him Doctor Marlowe. He appears to have some skill with mage work in addition to the lupine affliction. He is the one behind this mess.”

      “Him. Not Cyril?”

      “Is Cyril—pardon my interruption, Your Majesty—a huge man with red hair?” Professor Paxton asked.

      “Indeed he is,” Victoria replied.

      “He was there at the factory. He was working with Doctor Marlowe, but the doctor was the one organizing our research. Cyril, I believe, was the person who captured the gentleman you called Constantine.”

      “So this Doctor Marlowe is using the packs for muscle. Any sign of Constantine after all this mess?” Victoria asked Agent Greystock.

      “Not since he delivered Agent Briarwood.”

      “Make sure Agent Rose follows up. The wolves lifted Constantine from his castle in Scotland. We must make sure all our other assets in that division are secure.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Agent Greystock said.

      “I know Agent Rose will be keen to join Agent Louvel and murder every wolf in the city—not that I blame her—but let’s make sure she stays focused on looking after her own charges.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” Agent Greystock said with a nod.

      I chewed the inside of my cheek as I watched Her Majesty flip through the papers. I was shocked to see that she knew all our names, our assignments. I had always assumed that working as part of Her Majesty’s Secret Intelligence Service was really just a title. In this case, it seemed the Queen did know who we were and what work we were doing.

      “Professor Paxton, perhaps you can enlighten us on what, exactly, Doctor Marlowe had you working on.”

      “Alchemy, Your Majesty. He had us studying the interactions between various metals and flesh and blood.”

      The Queen’s forehead furrowed. “Whatever for? A philosopher’s stone?”

      The professor shook her head. “He’s not after gold or even the transmutation of metals. He had us studying silver,” she said then frowned. “I didn’t understand why at the time. But I think… I think he was looking for a way to use an alchemical formula to fortify the blood—their blood—against silver. But it was no use. I was able to make some headway in determining the weakness in their humours, those peculiarities that make them particularly susceptible to silver, but without Doctor Jamison’s work on the alkahest, we were able to do little.”

      “That’s unfortunate then,” Her Majesty said.

      “Unfortunate? Why?” I asked.

      “Because Professor Jamison was abducted from the safehouse on the Isle of Dogs earlier this evening,” Her Majesty said.

      “Werewolves’ longevity is only cut short by two things, a natural death many hundreds of years in the making and silver. If the wolves can find a way to become immune to the effects of silver…” I said.

      The Queen nodded. “Then we have a very big bad wolf problem,” she said then turned to the professor once more. “Can it be done?”

      “Perhaps. Like an inoculation. Our research in the course of disease is insufficient, Your Majesty. Based on Doctor Jenner’s research in smallpox, we have applied the theory of inoculation to many forms of disease control. But it’s still quite far beyond our understanding. And yet…”

      Her Majesty raised an eyebrow at the professor.

      “And yet, Doctor Jamison’s study from an alchemical point of view, using the theories of the Magnum Opus and the four pillars of alchemy is something I have not explored, but it does offer possibilities.”

      “Your Majesty,” Agent Harper said, rising. The stack of books before her was so tall that I had nearly forgotten she was even there.

      “Yes?”

      “This Doctor Marlowe. Clem—Agent Louvel said she had not seen him before. We have record of a practicing mage, Kit Marlowe, who banished by the Rude Mechanicals in 1593. Our records indicate he went into exile in Italy and hasn’t been seen in England since.”

      “Kit Marlowe… Christopher Marlowe, the playwright?” Agent Greystock asked.

      “The same,” Agent Harper answered.

      “Marlowe,” the Queen said with a sigh. “Seems his characters weren’t the only ones looking for a Faustian bargain. Well, Agent Louvel, the werewolves are seeking to enhance their immortality by dodging your silver bullets. And this time, they have a mage pulling the strings. Whatever shall we do?”

      “Whatever Your Majesty commands,” I said.

      Queen Victoria smirked. “I like this girl,” she said then turned and pulled out two sheets of paper. Snatching a quill, she jotted notes on both then melted wax and embossed each letter with her seal. She turned back to us once more.

      “Agent White will take Professor Paxton to our secure location in Nottingham for the time being,” she said then looked at the agent, who nodded. She handed one of the notes to me. “And that, Agent Louvel, is your license to use lethal force. The Britannia Accord is hereby suspended. Find that mage and kill him. I’ve had enough of Cyril and Fenton as well. Agent Greystock will send agents to keep a lid on the Lolitas and arrest every other werewolf we can find. And you, Agent Louvel, will deliver this letter on my behalf.”

      I took the second sealed letter from her hand. “To whom, Your Majesty?”

      “Lionheart. Go tell Sir Richard he needs to set aside his research for the moment. After all, God has waited this long for him to finish his quest. He can wait another fortnight,” Her Majesty said. “Tell him I call my Templars. They will help you. That is an order from his Queen,” she said then tapped the letter in my hand, giving me a knowing look.

      I nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “Sir Richard? Do you mean Richard Spencer is…” Professor Paxton began, looking from Her Majesty to me.

      “Please, professor. Come with me,” Agent White said, motioning for the professor to follow her.

      “I… Okay,” she said then turned and followed Agent White from the room.

      “If you don’t mind me saying so, Your Majesty, Sir Richard has no interest in becoming alpha, nor does he have the temperament,” I said.

      “Indeed, he does not, but we shall leave it to him to find a peaceful solution to that problem.”

      Clever Queen. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      I curtseyed to her once more then turned to Agent Greystock.

      “With your permission, I’ll accompany Agent Louvel out,” Agent Greystock said to the Queen, who nodded then turned back to the papers on her desk. Agent Greystock motioned for me to follow her outside.

      “If you see Quinn, please tell him…I said to rest and not to worry,” I told Agent Greystock.

      “You know your partner well. I understand he was inquiring after you,” Agent Greystock said.

      “What’s there to worry about? I’m off to go work with a werewolf to take down a different werewolf. What could possibly go wrong?”

      Agent Greystock looked at me, the answer evident in both of our eyes.

      Everything.
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      Once again, I took the tram back across town to Fleet Street. This time, however, I made a turn off the main thoroughfare through a small arch along the street, barely noticeable under the façade of a Tudor townhouse next to a bookshop. Given it was dawn, the shopkeep had just opened the curtains on the window of the little bookshop when I slipped through the arch.

      I emerged on the other side in Temple Square, the home—hidden in plain sight—of the Knights Templar.

      Of course, everyone knew the Kights Templar were long gone. The gardens, church, hall, and buildings of Temple Square were just remnants of a past history, of knights of both good and bad repute, the knights of the crusades. Such men, for better or worse, were long gone. Right?

      But the thing was, of course, that was about as far from the truth as one could possibly get. Some of the Templars had returned from the crusades, but not as they once were. Something had happened during their quest, and the Templars had changed, become afflicted with the lupine infection. The Templars still lived, but they were no longer just men.

      Taking a deep breath, I crossed into Temple Square. I eyed the grounds warily. Her Majesty might be right that the Templars would be inclined to follow any edict she set down, but such an edict delivered via a Red Cape might not be welcomed. As I passed through the square, I spotted one man headed toward Templar Hall, no doubt for his morning meal. He stopped mid-step and eyed me warily.

      Wolf.

      Another man who had just started work in the flowerbeds also gave me a sidelong glance.

      Another wolf.

      I felt eyes on me from above, looking down on me from the windows.

      The palms of my hands itched.  I had literally walked into the wolves’ den.

      Well, I’d made the first move. We’d see what would happen next.

      Just off the square was the Templar church, a small building distinctive for its rotunda. While the church was nothing to boast about in comparison to the grandeur of Saint Paul’s, it must have been considered an awe-inspiring structure in the twelfth century when it was built. I opened the wooden door of the church and entered. The place was completely still. Slants of light shone in from the windows high above. It did not escape my notice that the church appeared to have had some newly refurbished architectural pieces. I passed the massive pillars and went under the dome in the round part of the cathedral. Here, the tombs of Templar Knights lay on the floor. I paused to look down at the regal figures immortalized in stone. The Templars had gone off to fight at the behest of their monarch. They were from a different time and under a different set of circumstances. But were they really any different from myself? They were the crown’s warriors. And so was I.

      A door at the back of the chapel opened.

      I inhaled deeply and waited as the sound of footsteps approached me.

      “You do know it’s very uncomfortable for me to come in here,” Lionheart said.

      I looked up at him.

      He was visibly clenching his jaw.

      “Yes. I do know that. That’s why I’m here. I figured it would be the safest place in the square.”

      “If you wanted to be safe, Agent Louvel, then coming into pack territory was probably not a wise idea.”

      I pulled the paper the Queen had given me and handed it to Lionheart. He looked from the paper to me then frowned and opened the missive. I watched his face as he read it over, his features darkening.

      When he was done, he looked up at me.

      “Her Majesty formally requests the assistance of the Templar pack. She has asked that you set aside your research and aid me in ending Cyril’s reign, tracking down and murdering Fenton, and destroying a wolf mage by the name of Kit Marlowe who, apparently, is attempting to use alchemy to develop a tolerance to silver. Her Majesty has revoked the Britannia Accord and threatens to expel all werewolves from London. Unless, of course, you can assist me in getting this situation under control.”

      Lionheart grunted in a very wolf-like manner, a sound I had never heard from him before. The veneer of the college thrown off, I was starting to see that Sir Richard Spencer was far more wolf than he let on. He shook the paper in his hand as he considered my words, and those of Her Majesty.

      “Bryony Paxton is safe. She has been taken to a secure location. Your brothers had her chained up, forced her to carve up goblins, my partner, and a fang named Constantine. Ever heard of him?”

      “You must be joking.”

      “And, I believe, that mage also had some designs on her person. I was able to recover her from your brothers, but not without losing Agent Reid. And Agent Briarwood has been seriously wounded. Did your brothers tell you the scope of the activities they were planning under their new mage?”

      “They are not my brothers,” Lionheart said, temper flaring. “These are my brothers,” he said, motioning to the men entombed before us.

      My ruse had worked. “The Templars did the bidding of King Richard. You were agents of the crown. I do the bidding of Queen Victoria as an agent of the crown. I know you to be royalists, but do you still consider yourselves Her Majesty’s agents?”

      “Of course we do,” he said hotly.

      “Very well. I guess that makes us brothers then. So, no more research for now. Now, we work together.”

      “She has called her knights. We cannot say no. So, Agent Louvel, how do you suggest we begin?”

      “We need to find Cyril, Fenton, and Marlowe. The Red Capes will be arresting everyone else they can get their hands on today, and Lolitas will be locked down.”

      “In that case, you need to give me a couple of hours. I need to meet with my pack.”

      “Very well.”

      “You mentioned the vampire Constantine. I have had some dealings with him in the past. I cannot believe Cyril would be foolish enough to move against him.”

      “Foolish or not, that’s exactly what he did. Many Lupercal pack members paid the price for that mistake. But, I believe, the vampire has retreated.”

      Lionheart shook his head. “I doubt that very much.”

      “We shall see. Very well, Sir Richard. You talk to your pack, and I’ll meet you at one o’clock at The Mushroom.”

      “The Mushroom? Why there, of all places?”

      “Because if you want to buy information, you need to know the best place to shop.”

      Lionheart raised an eyebrow at me.

      I looked once more at the tombs of the fallen Templars. “I am sorry for your many losses,” I said then inclined my head toward the knights.

      Lionheart was still for a moment. “And I am sorry to hear about Agents Reid and Briarwood,” he said then looked at me. “You are an unusual woman, Agent Louvel.”

      “Hmmm,” I said then smiled. “I thought I just smelled odd.”

      “I never said you smelled odd. In fact, I said you smell like—”

      “Roses. Yes, I know.”

      “Indeed. Who is your family, Agent?”

      I smirked at him then turned and headed to the chapel door. “One o’clock, Lionheart. You’re buying,” I said then pushed open the door and left.

      It unnerved me more than I wanted to show that Lionheart sensed something about me I didn’t know, didn’t understand.

      Who is your family?

      That was a very good question.
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      With just a few hours remaining before I needed to meet Lionheart, I waved down a passing auto, much to my annoyance—but need outweighed disdain—and caught a ride across the Thames to South Bank. Wolves had notoriously good noses. Most agents lived outside the city or across the Thames. Passing the river, even by way of a boat or bridge, threw off our scents. Werewolves had been known to trail us from time to time. Thus far, they had not discovered—at least as far as I knew—my tiny flat at Missus Coleridge’s Globe Home for Unmarried Girls, so named because the building was located not far from where Master Shakespeare’s famous theatre once stood.

      Checking to make sure I had not been followed, I entered the small, three-story house and headed upstairs. I moved quickly and quietly. Missus Coleridge had, no doubt, heard some delicious gossip and would want to share—for hours. I, on the other hand, wanted to sleep.

      Pulling out my key slowly and quietly, I opened the door and stepped inside my tiny flat. As I entered, the board below my foot squeaked.

      The door to Missus Coleridge’s first floor flat opened.

      “Clemeny, is that you?”

      I cringed. Feeling terribly guilty, I pulled the door shut behind me, pulling the handle into the lock, wincing at the barely audible click. Missus Coleridge was a truly kind woman. I’d have to make a point of stopping by her flat and letting her gossip to me to make up for the nagging guilt I felt. That, and I needed to canvass the roof to see if I could get inside via the window rather than the front door.

      Closing and locking the door behind me, I turned and leaned against the doorframe.

      My small flat had none of the charm and feel of family that exuded from every inch of Grand-mère’s home. But visiting Grand-mère opened her up to discovery, a risk I hoped to minimize at every turn. An unmarried woman, I should live with my relative. I should have a respectable flat in the city. I wanted to live with my Grand-mère. But it wasn’t safe. My flat was small, dank, dark, and all around miserable. But it was better this way.

      For now.

      I scanned the room. You could see the entire place in one glance. Not even bothering to remove my cape, I crossed the room and lay down on my slim bed.

      Who is your family?

      Lionheart’s question had rattled around in my head ever since I’d left.

      The truth was, I had no idea.

      

      I was just a baby when Grand-mère discovered me on the steps of St Clement Danes. Unlike most fairy tale scenarios, I didn’t come with a letter, had no secret birthmarks, nor was there some mysterious amulet strapped around my neck. I wasn’t the heir to some mysterious lost kingdom. I was an unwanted baby left on the doorstep of a church. That deep feeling of being unwanted, if I was really honest with myself, had never left me. Being part of the Red Cape Society was actually the first time I had ever felt like I had a place where I belonged, where I was with others who needed me, wanted me. In a way, it filled the sore part of myself. Unwanted. Maybe there was a reason I couldn’t find the love of my life. There was something about me on a deep level that was just…unloveable.

      I sighed then rolled over.

      At least Grand-mère had not seen me like that. And even when it was time for me to leave home, to start my career, she hadn’t stopped me. She had loved me, wanted me, but still let me go. In fact, much to my surprise, she’d been extremely supportive.

      

      “Clemeny? Are you dressed, my girl?” Grand-mère had called from the kitchen the morning I was set to report to work at the Red Cape Society.

      Eliza Greystock’s chance notice of my sixth sense had actually worked out for the best. Having passed rigorous testing and physical training, I was given a beat in Agent Greystock’s division, assigned to shadow a man named Quinn Briarwood, whom Agent Greystock had called the best. The morning I was set to report to work, I expected Grand-mère to be in a fit of nerves. What I found instead, however, surprised me.

      “Yes, Grand-mère,” I said, opening the door to my broom closet-sized bedroom in our flat.

      Grand-mère looked over my clothes, sucking in her air through her teeth as she considered.

      A flush of self-consciousness wash over me. Trousers had never been Grand-mère’s taste—she always preferred me in dresses—but they were far more practical. And honestly, I felt comfortable in the snug garments. If my training was any indication, I’d be doing a lot of running on the job. Gowns weren’t going to work.

      “I know it’s not the most feminine—”

      “Oh no. You look perfect, my girl. It’s just that you’re missing something,” she said then handed me a box wrapped in lavender colored tissue paper.

      “What’s this?”

      Grand-mère grinned. “A gift, of course. Oh, oranges and lemons, I don’t know what to think. But I want you to be safe. Open it.”

      I tore off the paper of the long, slender box then lifted the lid. I was surprised to see a dagger lying inside.

      “Grand-mère…”

      “I had my sterling silver flatware melted down. I took it and your grandfather’s bayonet to the smith. He told me the dagger is mostly silver, but reinforced it so it would be more durable. Eliza said… Well, she told me just a little about the job you’ll be doing. If there is anything I know about what you’re up against, it’s that silver is the best weapon.”

      “Grand-mère, thank you. Grand-père’s sword…  don’t know what to say,” I replied, feeling my eyes well with tears. I had never known Grand-mère’s husband. He had died long before I came into her life, but she spoke of him like a hero. The bayonet he’d used during the Napoleonic Wars had always hung on the wall of our parlor. I hadn’t even noticed it was missing.

      “Say nothing, my girl. Only be safe,” she said, taking out the weapon and hooking it to my belt. “Now, off you go. Be sure to eat something, Clemeny. And keep an eye out. You never know, you might see some handsome man. Eliza said there are many unattached gentleman working at the agency.”

      “Grand-mère.”

      “What? You never know.”

      Sighing, I pulled her into a hug.

      “Be careful,” she whispered in my ear.

      I kissed her on the cheek. “Of course,” I replied then grabbing my bag, I’d set out on my first day as an agent of the Red Cape Society. Little did I know, Grand-mère’s dagger would step in to save my hide on more than one occasion.

      

      I pulled the dagger off my belt and lay it on the bed beside me. The smith had shaped the hilt of the dagger like the branches of a tree. Usually there was an animal, flower, or symbol on the pommel. But a tree? I shook my head. Next time I saw Grand-mère, I’d have to remember to ask her why she—or the smith—had chosen this design. But even as I thought it, my eyes began to slowly close.

      Two hours. I just needed two hours of sleep. Two hours after being awake for the last thirty wasn’t too much to ask, was it?

      Before my brain could even bubble up with a reply, I fell asleep.
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      While I was usually less than grateful for the whistle at the factory beside Missus Coleridge’s Globe House for Unmarried Girls, the infernal device blasting every hour, today it kept me in check. I was awake—miserably—and back on the job before the fog had cleared from my mind. It wasn’t until I was standing outside The Mushroom that my wits began to sharpen.

      At precisely one o’clock, Lionheart arrived. Much to my surprise, he was driving a two-wheeled cycle. The strange device clicked and let off a hiss of steam when he turned it off. He parked the machine alongside the other autos outside the tavern then pulled off the leather skullcap and goggles he’d been wearing.

      His yellow hair, tousled in the effort, gave him a boyish charm entirely at odds with who he really was. Or did it? Who was he, really? Before the lupine affliction, who had Richard Spencer actually been? A knight loyal to his king. Thinking of him in that regard made me see him in an entirely new light. He might have been a wolf, but he was also a warrior and deserving of my respect. He smoothed down his locks and straightened his jacket then eyed me over.

      “Are you going to wear that inside?” he asked.

      Or maybe not. I glanced down at my leather pants, corset, and top. My clothing was not much different from that of an airship jockey.

      “The cape,” he said, clarifying. “The rest looks very good,” he added with a smirk.

      I rolled my eyes. “There are some places where it pays to be what you are. This is one of those places. For me, at least.”

      Lionheart raised a brow. “Really, Little Red?”

      “Yes. Really. Let’s go,” I said then turned and headed inside.

      The place was dark and smelled of alcohol, opium, and danger. There were small tables spread all around the room, the place dimly lit by colorful glass lamps, which sent blobs of jewel-colored light around the room. I motioned to Lionheart, and we took a seat in the corner.

      At the bar, I saw the henchman they called the Knave. He whispered something into the ear of a little albino boy who nodded then rushed off to the back of the room. There, silk curtains were closed around a meeting space. When the boy entered, I saw at least three other people inside, including, I assumed, the boss.

      “Drinks?” a pretty tart asked, leaning in such a manner that we had a clear view of her jiggly breasts.

      Lionheart sneered then averted his eyes.

      The tart hadn’t missed the expression. She leaned back then turned to me, a steely expression on her face.

      “MacCutcheon. Two glasses.”

      The girl nodded then went back to the bar. She stood close to the Knave, who lifted his drink. He spoke in a low tone to the girl. She eyed us over her shoulder then answered him. So far so good. I scanned the room. I saw gunrunners, opium dealers, airship pirates, and thieves. And they spied me. They eyed my red cape warily.

      “They’re talking about us in the back,” Lionheart said, easing back into his seat.

      “Good. Keep listening. How did your meeting with your pack go?”

      “I can hardly concentrate on them and talk to you at the same time. Let it suffice to say that we will do as Her Majesty asks.”

      “Good.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “Here you are,” the tart said, returning once more. She set down glasses in front of Lionheart and me. “Compliments of the house, Agent.”

      “Thank you. If Caterpillar is available, a word?”

      The girl nodded but said nothing else.

      She returned to the bar where she spoke to the Knave, who polished off his drink then turned and went to the back. He gave Lionheart and me a passing glance. Devilishly handsome scoundrel. Why were all the rogues so desperately attractive?

      I sighed. I really needed to find myself a man.

      I lifted my drink. “God save the Queen.”

      “God save the Queen,” Lionheart replied, clicking his glass against mine. He took a long drink.

      I could sense Lionheart’s discomfort. I had, on many occasions, felt the same air coming off Quinn. It was as if Lionheart was reluctant to be bothered with this problem. Quinn had never meant any disrespect to me or the job, but of late, I had sensed a weariness in him. But Lionheart was more than seven hundred years old. He had a right to be weary. Yet, still, I could tell he’d rather be anywhere else, doing anything else, than sitting here.

      “Professor Paxton,” Lionheart said as he set down his drink. “I don’t suppose you’d tell me where she is. Since we are, as you said, brothers in arms.”

      “I’m afraid not. North. More than that, I can’t say.”

      “And she is safe where she is?” he asked, his voice cracking very slightly at the end.

      Did the werewolf have some genuine affection for the professor? I turned and looked at him, my eyes narrowing. There was something there, but I wasn’t sure what. Whatever it was, he’d hidden it quickly.

      Lionheart lifted his drink and sipped once more.

      “I swear that she is safe. Once the matter is in hand, I am sure she’ll be able to return to London.”

      He nodded. “And how is Agent Briarwood?”

      “Recovering.”

      “At our meeting today… My pack didn’t know about Doctor Marlowe. We didn’t know the nature of their research. In fact, there was some debate amongst the knights as to whether or not we should stop the work. Immunity to silver would help us continue our quest.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “But you’re here.”

      “In the end, we decided that God gave us this particular vulnerability for a reason. We shall not seek to meddle in his work.” Lionheart flicked his eyes toward the back. “He’s coming.”

      The Knave crossed the room. “All right. Come along,” he said, motioning for us to follow.

      Lionheart and I rose and followed the Knave to the back. Passing through the curtains, we found Caterpillar, one of London’s biggest crime bosses, waiting. He was sitting with his feet up reading over some papers. Behind him stood two guards. He picked up a glass of absinthe, took a sip, then eyed Lionheart and me.

      “Rather a bad day to show up here, Agent,” he said then tapped the papers he was holding. “Thanks to the Red Capes, seems I’m out quite a lot of money and some business partners to boot.”

      I smiled at him. He might be a wily criminal, but it was unlikely he had any idea his business partners were werewolves. We’d probably done him a favor, in the long run.

      “My apologies.”

      Caterpillar smirked in the most charming of fashions. “Agent Louvel, I’m told,” he said, casting a glance to the Knave.

      “Indeed.”

      “But you are unknown,” he said, looking at Lionheart. He lifted his drink and sipped once more.

      “My associate,” I said.

      Caterpillar shook his head and set his drink aside. “I don’t deal with unknowns, Agent. And, as I said, the Society has disrupted things around here today. Perhaps it’s best if we part ways before we even begin.”

      “But I’m here to buy, and you’re here to sell. I’m looking for someone who has gone to ground. You sell. I’ll buy. Don’t worry about my associate. He’s a silent partner.”

      Caterpillar eyed Lionheart. “Who are you looking for?” he asked, turning to me.

      “Cyril.”

      Caterpillar’s eyes narrowed. Cyril ran one of the biggest crime syndicates in London and often butted heads with other operators, including Caterpillar. From what I could tell, the two of them kept an uneasy peace. Yet if I were Caterpillar, I’d most certainly want Cyril out of the way.

      Caterpillar looked over his shoulder and waved for the little albino child to come to him. He whispered in the boy’s ear.

      I cast a glance up at Lionheart.

      His eyes flicked toward me, but he said nothing.

      The pair exchanged a few more whispered words then Caterpillar turned to me once more. “I apologize, Agent. We heard that there was some trouble downriver last night, but we don’t know where Cyril has gone. I wish I could be more help.”

      “And that’s your final answer?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      I frowned. “Very well. Thank you for your time.”

      “And for the drink,” Lionheart said, inclining his head to Caterpillar.

      The crime boss nodded to Lionheart then motioned for one of his henchmen to show us out.

      Lionheart and I headed outside and walked over to his cycle.

      “Did you know he wouldn’t talk?” Lionheart asked.

      “Maybe.”

      Lionheart chuckled. “But you guessed he would know where Cyril had gone.”

      “Of course.”

      “And you assumed with my good hearing, I would be able to pick up the information?”

      “Well, did you get the location?” I asked.

      He nodded. “A hangar in the yard near the airship towers,” he said then pulled on his cap, goggles, and gloves. “Well, are you going to climb on?” he said, motioning to the back.

      I stared at the infernal machine then groaned.

      Lionheart chuckled and handed me a pair of goggles. I pulled the goggles on, then, much against my will, I climbed on the back.

      “Hold on to me,” he said.

      I wrapped my arms around the werewolf. He was muscularly built. The feel of his body, the closeness of our embrace, felt entirely too familiar and stirred up a longing in me that made me blush.

      Lionheart laughed. “Careful, Little Red, or you might agree to that dinner yet,” he said then turned on the engine. The machine let out a hiss of steam.

      “I’m not sure Professor Paxton would appreciate me accepting that invitation.”

      Lionheart looked back over his shoulder at me. “Are you always so observant, Little Red?”

      “I try.”

      Lionheart grunted then turned the cycle onto the city street.
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      The airship towers along the Thames were home to a busy international port. The towers loomed over the London skyline. The fabulous balloons and gondolas floated in and out of port headed to Ireland, Scotland, and back across the Channel to the European port of Calais and beyond. From here, other ships rigged for longer travel would make the treacherous trip from London to Ireland then to the Azores in a cross-sea voyage to the Americas.

      Seeking to blend in with the other travelers, Lionheart parked his cycle outside Rose’s Hopper, the popular pub located near the towers. I pulled off my red cape and stashed it in my satchel. Wordlessly, Lionheart motioned to me, and we headed through the crowd, around the back of the towers to the hangars and garages in the shipyard where tinkers and mechanics built new ships, made repairs, or showcased the latest in airship designs. The place was busy enough that no one paid any attention to us.

      As we walked, we noticed a crowd had gathered around to see a master tinker unveil a new airship about to come up for auction.

      Taking me gently by the arm, Lionheart guided me into the crowd.

      “The others will mask my scent,” he whispered. “There,” he said motioning with his chin to the next hangar down.

      I followed his gaze. Sitting outside the hangar were two autos that I recognized from the warehouse night before.

      “Ladies and gentleman, you have never seen an airship quite like this one before. Faster than the Stargazer, lighter weight than any ship of Spanish design, and equipped with the latest engineering designed in Bavaria, meet the newest creation in our fleet,” the man at the front of the crowd said.

      The crowd oohed and ahhed as the doors to the hangar opened to reveal an impressive airship. The crowd moved forward, taking Lionheart and me along with it.

      As we entered the hangar, Lionheart steered me to the left. He deftly lifted two mechanics’ overcoats from the wall. Pulling one on, he handed the other to me. We slipped on the coats then moved out a side door. Blending in with the busy crowd, we made our way toward the second hangar.

      “Guards in the windows,” I said. “Two guards on the door.”

      Lionheart inhaled then exhaled deeply. “Fenton. But no Cyril. And no mage. But I—” He paused. He turned and looked all around him. “This way,” he said, motioning for me to follow him to the airship repair tower not far away. Here, airships were anchored aloft as they were being re-outfitted with new gear pieces, getting repairs on broken propellers, or making other changes.

      Keeping our heads down, Lionheart and I headed up the steps of the tower.

      I could tell from his movements that Lionheart was tracking someone.

      We walked up the stairs to the second level then down a row that led to an empty berth.

      “Cyril, the mage, and two others recently came this way,” he said then looked toward the skyline.

      “Are the others still inside the hangar? The tinkers? Fenton?”

      Lionheart nodded.

      I looked around. No one seemed to be on the airship docked nearby. Moving quickly, I slipped onto the ship and went to the prow. Settling in, I pulled out my spyglass. Lionheart moved in behind me.

      I scanned the hangar. From this vantage point, I could just see through the windows. Inside, I spotted a few new workbenches.

      “Professor Jamison,” I said. “And Master Winston. Looks like…Whitechapel and Paddington.”

      “A runner came to Temple Square just after you left. Noah has been arrested, and most of his pack along with him.”

      Noah was the beta of Conklin pack. I was very, very glad to hear he’d been taken off the streets. “Good.”

      Lionheart said nothing.

      I looked back at him.

      “And just what does Her Majesty plan to do with the packs once she’s taken them into custody? She can hardly keep them chained forever.”

      Something told me Her Majesty could and would keep them chained forever, if the mood struck her to do so. “I don’t know.”

      Lionheart cleared his throat.

      “What is it?”

      “Templar will face ramifications for helping the crown.”

      “Ramifications, meaning revenge?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I guess you’d better just become alpha.”

      “There is nothing I could want less, Little Red.”

      “I’m sure another solution will come to you.”

      “Let’s hope.”

      I sat back. “I’ll send word to the Red Capes. We’ll round them up now and get the alchemists out of there.”

      Lionheart shook his head. “If Her Majesty wants this threat eliminated, then it must be eliminated. Her knights will return tonight. We’ll wait until Cyril and the mage return and take the situation in hand.”

      “Good. Where should I meet you?

      “I was referring to the Templars and only the Templars.”

      “Last night I found my partner half dead because of Cyril, Fenton, and that mage. Not to mention what happened to Agent Reid. I’m coming, whether you want me there or not.”

      “I won’t be able to protect you.”

      “I don’t need you to protect me.”

      Lionheart frowned at me. “I need to go and ready my brothers. Do you want a ride back to your headquarters?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “It’s really not an inconven—”

      “I’ve had enough of that infernal machine,” I said with a smirk.

      Lionheart nodded. “Very well,” he said then rose. “Tonight… Be careful, Agent Louvel.”

      “You too, Sir Richard.”

      He grinned, bowed in the most courtly of manners, then turned and debarked the airship.

      I leaned back once more and gazed through my spyglass. Rather than spying the building, I turned and watched Lionheart as he made his way through the crowd.

      So, he and Bryony Paxton had…something.

      I sighed.

      That something was a whole lot more than the nothing I had. I loved my job, but it would be nice to have someone. I rose and closed my spyglass. Maybe I didn’t have someone I loved like that, but I did care about the people in my life. I pulled out my pocket watch.

      I had enough time.
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      After Lionheart had gone, I headed back into the city. My first stop was at one of the oldest millineries in London, The Palatine Crown. The hat shop, which boasted an excellent array of gentlemen’s top hats and petite ladies’ top hats, sat along a quiet street. When I entered, I found the milliner sizing an aged gentleman for a new hat.

      The hatter cast a glance up at me. I tapped the tiny badge on my waist.

      The man nodded then turned back to his customer.

      Going to the back room, I went to the side wall where a stack of crates rose to the ceiling. The wooden crates, marked as silk, leather, manikins, or cloth, took up most of the wall. I slid my fingers along the edge of the tallest crate marked red velvet. There, I found a tiny lever. I switched it to the side. A door built into the crate swung open. I slipped inside, closing the crate door behind me, then headed to the hidden door along the rear wall. On the other side, I found a flight of stairs that led downward.

      I followed the stairs down under the city to a tunnel. Two metal trams sat waiting. I slipped inside. This time I set my controls to take me to the outskirts of London. Strapping in once more, I activated the lever, waited for the clicks, then held on with all my might.
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      The tunnel let out southwest of London in a nondescript building under Twickenham station. I exited the building, mindful to cover my tracks, and headed toward the small village square. I passed through the quaint town to a small cottage on the outskirts. The little Tudor-style home with its charming garden exuded all the sweetness one might expect of a sedate country family. I doubted any of Quinn’s neighbors realized he was one of the most skilled killers in all the realm.

      As always, I scanned around me for signs of, well, anything. But there was no one nearby.

      I went to the door and knocked.

      Quinn’s footman cast a suspicious gaze out the window.

      I waved to him.

      A moment later, the door opened.

      “Agent Louvel,” he said, motioning for me to enter.

      “I’m here to see Quinn.”

      He motioned for me to follow as he headed upstairs. I had been inside Quinn’s house on a number of occasions, but never in the family areas of the home. The house, as I understood it, had once belonged to a relative of Jessica’s and had been passed down to her. Quinn had grown up in the city, a wild creature like myself. But he’d always seemed content, at peace, at home with his wife.

      The footman motioned for me to wait as he went into one of the rooms.

      Inside, I could hear Jessica and Quinn.

      A moment later, the footman reappeared, Jessica along with him. Jessica’s curly black hair was a tangled mess. The dark rings under her eyes told me she hadn’t slept.

      “Clemeny,” she said, pulling me into an embrace. “Thank God.”

      “How is he?”

      “Recovering. The Society brought him home by airship this morning. Doctor Murray, such a kindly gentleman, accompanied him. The doctor said Quinn had been injured but would recover. Quinn isn’t saying much about what happened. The doctor gave him laudanum. He’s in pain. Thank God, he’s mostly been sleeping. What happened?”

      I exhaled deeply. Quinn never liked Jessica to worry. If she really knew everything we saw, everything we did…well, Quinn kept that from her. It was not my place to change that. “Bad men, doing bad things.”

      She frowned but nodded. “Why don’t you go inside? I’m sure you have a lot to talk about. Let me go downstairs and have Mary make you something to eat.”

      “Thank you,” I said, squeezing her arm.

      I entered the bedroom. Quinn lay on a large bed, half dozing as he looked out the window. There were several amber-colored bottles at his bedside.

      “Quinn,” I said softly then went and sat down in the chair by his bed.

      “Sorry, partner. I messed up,” he said then frowned.

      “Messed up? Hardly.”

      “Well, I’m here, and you’re there. And now you’ve got no one backing you up.”

      “On the contrary, Her Majesty has seen fit to force me into a new, albeit temporary, alliance.”

      “With whom?”

      “Lionheart.”

      Quinn tried to laugh, but I could see it pained him. “Clemeny, I’m sorry. Cyril’s pack jumped me. I woke up on a table with someone cutting me open. I don’t even remember what happened after that.”

      “Well, it seems the wolves are in league with a mage who’s been living in exile. I believe Queen Elizabeth banished him, if that gives you an indication of how long he’s been plotting revenge. Apparently, he’s been trying to develop an immunity to silver.”

      “A mage?”

      “A werewolf mage. Doubling down on annoying, aren’t they?”

      Quinn smiled, but his grin was not as bright as usual. “How did I end up at the doctor’s flat? I don’t remember anything.”

      “Constantine.”

      Quinn stared at me then narrowed his gaze. “I think… I do remember him being there. I remember the wolves cutting him. Constantine,” he said, his voice full of disbelief. “The wolves must have lost their minds. But why did he help me?”

      “I think it was a combination of my setting him free, his desire for revenge, and something odd between him and Agent Rose.”

      “Agent Rose? That’s surprising.”

      “Isn’t it? But you don’t need to worry about that. By the time me and my temporary partner are done, we’ll have most of the wolves rounded up and jailed. If Lionheart becomes alpha, maybe things will quiet down by the time you return. Hell, maybe it will become so quiet we can switch to magical artifacts. Or should we join the Pellinores?”

      “The Pellinores? Track down dragons?” Quinn said with an amused grin.

      “Why not?” I replied with a smirk.

      “Bloody waste of time, that’s why not. Lionheart will never want to become alpha.”

      “Makes him the best man for the job then, doesn’t it?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Well, you can ask him yourself when you’re feeling better.”

      “No. No, Clem. I don’t think so.”

      “What? I don’t think Lionheart minds you too much. He’s really not that bad. Actually, I think he—”

      “No,” Quinn said then shook his head. “Not that. I…talked to Jessica. I’m tired, Clem. This was the end of the line for me.”

      My breath caught in my throat. “What?”

      “I’m going to turn in my cape.”

      “But Quinn…”

      Quinn sighed. “The doctor said it will take time to recover—months. I don’t want to waste my life worrying about wolves. When I am well enough, Jessica and I want to have a family of our own. There’s still time for us, but not if I keep working like this. I’m tired of being cold, in danger, always hunting some monster.”

      “But that’s the life.”

      “Yes, it is. And I’m done with it.”

      A million emotions tried to bubble to the surface. I wanted to tell him no. I wanted to tell him he couldn’t leave me like that. But I had no right. He was my partner, and he’d been a damned good one. And the truth was, I understood. I reached out and took his hand. “I’ll miss you.”

      “No. You’ll come to dinner every night. And one day, when you’re settled down, our children will play together. We’ll impress them with true stories of things they won’t believe and think we made up. Werewolves, vampires, and goblins living in London? Who could ever believe such nonsense? They’ll think we’re senile, but we’ll know better.”

      I smiled. “That’s a nice vision.” Nice, but far from the future I saw for myself.

      Quinn squeezed my hand. “I know you,” he said. “You want to go down in a blaze of gun smoke. One day, you’ll change your mind.”

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      “Have I ever been wrong before?”

      “Remember the time you were going to shake down that vagrant, but he turned out to be a ghoul? You nearly lost your hand.”

      “Yeah, okay, but just that once.”

      “What about when you forced me to drink that Chinese absinthe so we wouldn’t offend our informant? You said we would we be fine. We both retched for three days straight.”

      Quinn laughed but then winced. “Yeah. Sorry about that one. Okay, okay. Maybe I have been wrong once or twice.”

      I smiled at him. “Have you told Greystock?”

      “Not yet.”

      I nodded.

      “At least now I’ll be able to grow out my beard in peace.”

      “Retiring is no excuse for growing out a beard,” Jessica said as she entered the room carrying a tray. She set it on a table near the window. “Eat,” she told me. “I know you’re going to give me some excuse about needing to leave or being busy, but eat first. Grandmother Louvel would never forgive me if I didn’t feed you.”

      I smiled at her then rose and went to the table. My mouth watered to see the freshly baked scones, clotted cream, and jam. I tore into the food at once.

      “Just like Quinn. Your stomach is upside down. You don’t know if it’s night or day.”

      “At least my stomach isn’t literally upside down,” I said through a mouthful of scone. I winked at Quinn.

      “Very funny,” he said then shook his head.

      “Agent humor,” Jessica said with a roll of her eyes. She turned her attention back to her husband. Sitting on the bed beside him, she slipped his hand into hers. Quinn gave her a long, loving look. She leaned in and set a kiss on his forehead. The power of their love was tangible.

      My cheeks full of scone, I sighed enviously.

      I really needed to find a man.

      “Hey, Quinn, how is your brother, Robert?”
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      I left Quinn’s house just as dusk approached. Apparently, I’d nodded off at some point because I’d awoken at the table with scone crumbles on my shirt listening to Quinn snore as Jessica sat quietly in the corner sewing. In a hurry, I made my way back to the tram and to the city.

      The worst thing about my beat was the fact that I hardly ever got any sleep.

      Well, that and the werewolves.

      And the fact that my partner, who I relied upon to keep me alive, had decided to call it quits.

      That meant I’d either get landed with someone I didn’t particularly like or have to train someone new. Neither option sounded appealing. Quinn was like an overbearing older brother. I was going to miss him terribly, but I could hardly blame him. Not everyone could do what we did. You’d have to be half mad to want to.

      Barking mad, in fact.

      I laughed at my own joke. Yeah, it was going to be hard to find a partner who was a good match for me.

      As soon as I returned to the heart of the city, I headed to the airship towers and took the lift up. The towers were divided into multiple platforms; the third platform at the top of the towers housed the big airships that traveled abroad. On the platforms below were the smaller transports and the occasional pleasure cruiser. A floating brothel, such vessels had been widely popular twenty years before. Since Victoria came to reign, however, they’d come under tighter restrictions and were far less common. Nothing, however, stopped the scoundrel airship pirates from docking in London. They always had some excuse, permit, or reason to be there—none of them lawful. That happened to work out very well for me this particular evening.

      I headed down the platform on the second level on the airship tower. Spotting a vessel that looked like it was about ready to debark, I went to the side of the ship and whistled to the captain.

      I cast a quick glance at the name of the vessel: Elven Rue. Odd name.

      “Oui, mademoiselle?” one of the crew members said.

      Having been raised by a French grandmother, I was suddenly very glad that I was fluent in both French and English.

      “Mind making a small detour? I need a lift,” I said in French.

      The man frowned then relayed my question to the captain.

      “Non,” the captain said. “We’re in a hurry. I won’t be stopping at any other ports. I want to get across the Channel before dawn.”

      “I don’t need a port. I need a quick drop-off. Just a pause in your departure. That’s all,” I said then produced a bag of coin. I needed to remember to put in for some reimbursements. Between buying off goblins and airship pirates, it was beginning to be an expensive week.

      The man sighed. “Dropped off where?”

      “The shipyard,” I said, motioning over my shoulder.

      The man furrowed his brow. “Just walk.”

      I smirked. “Not quite what I had in mind,” I said.

      The captain eyed me suspiciously then waved for me to come aboard, his hand outstretched.

      “A rope down to a roof. I’ll be off your ship before you know it,” I said, handing him my bag of coin.

      “A roof?”

      “Yes.”

      He shook his head then went back to the wheelstand. I lingered behind him. The airship lifted up and out of port.

      “There,” I said, pointing to the hangar where I’d seen the pack earlier that day.

      The airship turned as if it was merely preparing to round the towers and set out on its course.

      The captain locked the wheelstand and motioned for me to follow him to the side of the ship. He yanked on a rope, ensuring it was safely secured to the deck, then handed the line to me.

      “Your getaway, mademoiselle,” he said with a grin.

      I nodded and went to the side of the ship.

      From this angle, I could see inside the hangar but would remain unseen. I tossed the rope over and looked down, ensuring that it fell close to an area with solid footing. The captain had marked the location well, putting me just at the corner and out of sight from anyone who happened to gaze up.

      I climbed up on the rail of the ship and grabbed the rope. I nodded to the captain and holding on tight, slipped down the rope to the building below, landing as softly as possible on the roof.

      Quinn would have loved this.

      Well, the old Quinn would have loved this. Now my partner was cut up and lying in bed looking ashen. And Agent Reid, who’d been a good colleague and fearsome vampire slayer, was dead. Who in the hell was this werewolf, Marlowe?

      Overhead, the propeller on the airship Elven Rue clicked on, and the ship turned south. The rope disappeared back onto the deck. As the ship turned, I eyed the captain who removed his cap, lifted it in farewell, then guided his airship back into the night.

      Moving quickly, I worked my way toward one of the windows that looked below. Lying on my stomach, I pulled out my spyglass and looked inside.

      Cyril and Fenton were standing just inside the hangar door having an argument. Cyril, who was at least two hands taller than Fenton, shoved his beta. Fenton lowered his head in submission and stepped back.

      Bloody wolves.

      I eyed Cyril closely. Ginger nightmare. He was much larger than Fenton or Lionheart. His raw force and tendency to use violence for any solution were what had kept him in power for many years.

      But it had also cost him.

      Rumor had it that Cyril’s last mate had run off with their son, fled to the Americas after Cyril had shown signs that he would be no easier on his own blood than he was on anyone else. It had been twenty years now. Despite his power, no she-wolf ever went willingly to him, including Alodie. More than once, Quinn and I had turned Cyril’s pack away from human brothels for fear of what might happen to the human girls when the wolves were done with them. It was sick business. I admired Lionheart’s ability to curb his urges, even if he did pick up on the scent of roses every now and then.

      I heard the sound of an auto pull up in front of the hangar. A moment later, another wolf opened a side door. It was Damien, a wolf from Conklin pack. He rushed across the room to Fenton. Once again, a sharp conversation erupted.

      I looked away from the pair and scanned the place for Marlowe. I found him in a corner with Professor Jamison. The professor’s long, silver hair trailed down her back. She looked disheveled and exhausted. Marlowe slid his finger across some lines on a scroll then directed the professor’s attention to the text.

      I sat back.

      The wolves already had long lives. If they became immune to silver, there would be no stopping them.

      We had to end this work before it was too late.

      I kept up my surveillance, waiting for Templar pack to arrive.

      The materials Professor Jamison and Master Winston had been working with were being boxed up while Marlowe nagged Cyril to the point of irritation. I watched as the lesser pack members headed back and forth across the yard toward the airship towers, pushing pallets of crates with them. Using my spyglass, I watched the wolves take the boxes to a ship and load them aboard. The wolves were planning to leave.

      I had already started to strategize how I might take on the entire pack—and probably die in the process, a prospect that was not too appealing—when the palms of my hands got that strange tingly feeling. Aside from the werewolves below, the yard was fairly deserted. Only the occasional drunken airship crewman passed by. Regardless, something was coming. Standing, I looked back across the skyline toward Tinker’s Tower. It was nearly midnight. The moonlight shimmered down on the rooftops, giving everything a sheen of blue.

      In the far-off distance, I heard a howl.

      And then another.

      I cast a glance inside. The wolves below stilled, then Fenton started rounding up the humans.

      “Put out the lamps,” Cyril called. “Get the alchemists on the airship.”

      “Red Capes?” Damien asked.

      Cyril craned his neck to breath in the air. “No,” he said with a low and mean growl.

      I looked back across the yard. Shadows shifted, yet I could see nothing, not even the telltale red eyes of werewolves.

      Working quickly, I dug into my bag and grabbed the night optic array. Pulling it on, I looked below. I closed my right eye, looking through the optic with my left. Cyril’s wolves moved to guard the doors. I saw them shift and change into werewolf form. But in the back, Marlowe, Fenton, and the humans were preparing to make an escape.

      From the darkness somewhere around the yard, I heard a low, dark howl.

      The sound chilled me to the bone. While the sound was not human, I knew it was Lionheart.

      A series of howls answered in reply.

      “Christ, boss. What’s happening?” I heard Damien ask.

      “Templars,” Cyril said. I could hear the sneer in his voice.

      The murmuring voices of the wolves below became silent.

      “We should retreat,” Damien said.

      The sound of the smack was audible. “Say that again, and I’ll kill you myself.”

      “Cyril,” someone called.

      The boss moved toward the front of the hangar.

      “Christ,” Damien said again.

      I moved to the front of the building to see what had caught the wolves’ attention then gasped when I saw. I pushed up my night optic for just a moment.

      There, in the yard before the hangar, stood the Knights Templar. Not a pack of werewolves or a gang of men. Something in between. Two dozen armed soldiers wearing the white capes with the red cross of the Templars stood ready for battle, their leader at the front. All of them armed, not just with long claws, fangs, and muscle, but with helmets, swords, and shields. Their gold-colored armor had been smelted to fit their physique in shifted form. The moonlight glinted off their armor. They were a magnificent sight to behold.

      “Screw them. Open fire,” Cyril called.

      The front door slid open so Cyril’s werewolves could attack.

      Lionheart, who’d been standing at the front of his men, motioned to the knights and in a blur of swirling white and red capes, the Knights Templar swarmed the hangar.

      I slipped on my night array lens once more then turned and ran back to the open window. I grabbed a chain attached to a lever and slipped inside.

      Fenton and Marlow rushed the alchemists out the back door.

      I cast a glance back at Lionheart and the Templars. I didn’t want to leave the werewolf. Everything depended on him defeating Cyril. Everything. But if I didn’t go after Marlowe now, and the werewolf got away, I’d end up chasing him all across the realm.

      Looking back one more time, I spied Lionheart amongst the fray.

      He paused, nodded to me, and then turned once more, his blade glimmering in the moonlight.

      I turned and raced to the back of the hangar. I knew where Fenton and Marlowe were headed. I just needed to get there in time and figure out how I was going to kill a werewolf mage and a beta all at once.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Alpha and Omega

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Pumping my legs hard, I raced back to the airship towers. In the distance, I heard that someone had raised the alarm and was calling for the Bow Street boys. I shook my head. Complications. Always, complications.

      When I got to the towers, I saw that Marlowe and the others had already boarded the lift to take them up to the second level. I turned and raced up the steps, eyeing the airship the wolves had been packing up.

      Dammit. They were already pulling up the anchor. The balloon of the airship filled with hot air, making the balloon glow with orange light. The ship made ready for departure. Fenton and the others hurried down the ramp. When Professor Jamison struggled, Fenton clocked her on the back of her head with his pistol then threw her over his shoulder.

      Marlowe cursed loudly at him.

      I arrived at the last step, turning the corner just in time to see the crew pull up the last lead rope.

      Hell’s bells. I was too late.

      If I shot out the balloon, the ship would crash, killing the very people I was trying to rescue. I eyed the platform. Jumping onto the ship that had been docked just behind the werewolves’ craft, I raced to the bow of that airship. I pulled out my silver dagger, sliced a supporting rope, and then swung from that airship to the werewolves’ craft.

      My stomach rocked as I swung haphazardly through the air between the ships. There was far too much space between me and the earth below. Pushed by the force of my acceleration, I swung over the back of the airship, dropping onto the deck before the rope lost its forward velocity.

      But my landing was not subtle. I hit the deck hard.

      “Little Red,” one of the werewolves yelled then turned toward me.

      Taking aim, I shot.

      Having taken them by surprise, the werewolves, who were still in human form—so not to alert the airship guards, I supposed—were slow to react. All the better for me. I was able to get off three shots before I heard the door to the captain’s cabin open.

      Fenton and Marlowe emerged.

      Fenton moved to lunge at me, but Marlowe raised his hand, stopping Fenton.

      “Kit Marlowe,” I said. “Her Majesty asked me to remind you that you were sent into exile. Your sentence has not been commuted nor revoked. If you would kindly re-exile yourself—and I can assist you if you will not—then all this drama can come to an end.”

      The old werewolf laughed. “Tell Her Majesty I am disinclined to agree. As for you,” he said, then whispered something softly, making a strange arcane figure in the air, “I think I’m quite done with bravado.”

      A strange feeling washed over me, and quite against my will, I felt myself moving toward the side of the ship as if pushed by a gust. I gasped. The mage had cast a spell on me. Pulling away with all my might, I sought to resist the spell.

      The mage frowned then whispered again, once more drawing the invisible arcane symbol.

      I tried to lift my arm, trying to get my weapon on the monster so I could get off a shot, but my arm felt so heavy. It felt as if it was being pressed down by a dozen men. Yet slowly, inch by inch, I lifted my gun.

      “What is this?” Marlowe said through gritted teeth. “What are you doing?” This time, he spoke aloud, shouting his spell in Latin.

      I resisted once more, but could not break out of the spell as I felt myself slowly sliding toward the open plank. If I didn’t break free, I would be thrown to my death.

      Fenton laughed, “Goodbye, Little Red.”

      “No,” I whispered. “No!” I resisted with all my might. I closed my eyes. No. In that single moment, I felt something powerful flutter alive inside me. The power was something larger than me, greater than me, but soft, gentle, no lighter than a butterfly. But this deep power, delicate as it might have been, was made of sturdy silver.

      I stopped cold.

      “No,” Marlowe said, glaring at me. “It cannot be.”

      A split second later, a strange sound distracted me. I heard wings and the squeaking sound of bats. A massive swarm of bats covered the deck of the airship. In that single moment, two of the remaining wolves screamed and fell over the side of the vessel. Moving in a torrent, the bats swirled then disappeared, leaving behind Agent Rose and Constantine.

      Fenton growled in frustration. Seeing the hopelessness of the situation, the coward grabbed a rope, then swung off, leaving Marlowe alone.

      Marlowe glared at Constantine then started casting another incantation.

      “Constantine,” Agent Rose warned, but she didn’t need to say anything. With strength that impressed and frightened me, the vampire flew across the deck of the ship, picked up the mage, then sank his fangs deep into the werewolf’s neck.

      The werewolf’s spell died in his throat. To my horror, I watched as the vampire sucked the wolf’s blood, the werewolf’s body shrinking in his hands like he’d been left to dry in the sun.

      Pulling myself away from the terrible sight, I raced to the side of the ship and watched as Fenton disappeared back into the night.

      “Hell’s bells,” I swore then turned and looked around for another rope.

      At that same moment, I realized the ship was descending. Quickly.

      I scanned around. No captain. No balloonman.

      “Clemeny, the ship,” Agent Rose said.

      “The tinkers are inside,” I said, pointing to the captain’s cabin.

      Understanding, she nodded. “Go. Go. We’ve got this.”

      Grabbing the rope, I turned and jumped off the airship. I slipped down the rope to the ground. Slipping on my night optic, I caught sight of Fenton as the werewolf turned and ran away from the airship towers back into the city.

      Gritting my teeth, I turned and raced behind him.

      He wouldn’t get away that easy.
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      I could hear the sound of my boots hitting the cobblestone, the beating of my heart, and the telltale grunt of the werewolf racing ahead of me. If I let Fenton get away, I was failing everyone. I was failing to avenge Quinn and Agent Reid, endangering Lionheart, and putting the Society at risk. There was no way Marlowe could have survived Constantine’s terrible revenge. But letting Fenton get away meant war between the packs. As vexing as Lionheart was, I now understood his true nature. He was a knight. That had never changed. He had acted because his monarch had told him to.

      Fenton howled loudly then scurried up the side of a building. I raced behind him, scampering up a ladder and onto a rooftop.

      Now we were on familiar ground.

      He hung from a church steeple and glared back at me, his eyes fiery red.

      I pulled my pistol, steadied my breath, and forced my heart to be silent as I trained my weapon on the figure silhouetted against the moonlight.

      Inhale.

      Exhale.

      Taking aim, I pulled the trigger.

      Too late.

      He turned and raced off across the rooftops.

      “Hell’s bells,” I swore through gritted teeth then took off after him. My heart pounded in my chest as I leaped from the rooftop across the alley. When I landed, the tiles under my footfall broke and went crashing down to the cobblestones below.

      Ahead of me, the wolf barked, a sound that almost sounded like a laugh. The beast looked back over his shoulder at me, his eyes glimmering red as rubies in the moonlight.

      I gritted my teeth, realizing then that the werewolf was moving with purpose. But to where? We raced past Tinker’s Tower then into the city and up the Strand.

      Fenton jumped to the street below.

      A horse whinnied loudly, and a moment later, a woman screamed.

      I rushed across the roof, balancing on a loading beam above the door of the tannery, then grabbed a rope and dropped onto the street.

      And then, because apparently, I was some kind of idiot, I raced in the direction of the monster and the screams rather than away from them.

      Grand-mère would have called me a fool.

      Grand-mère.

      The wolf looked back at me, his teeth bared but a wickedly gleeful expression on his face.

      Oh no. No, no, no.

      Wolves had keen hearing and a sense of smell that was without compare. Had Fenton trailed me? Did the packs know where my grand-mère lived?

      Of course, they did.

      Of course.

      We raced down the Strand, past the theatres, St Mary-le-Strand, and then toward Saint Clement Danes.

      There was no doubt in my mind where Fenton was headed. There was only one person in this world I truly cared about save Quinn, only one bargaining chip a werewolf could hold over my head, and the werewolf was headed on a straight course toward her.

      But this was my neighborhood.

      I turned, slipping down a side alley. I turned right then left, rushing down a narrow passageway, through a stable, and into a side alley that would exit onto the street outside my grand-mère’s building.

      I burst out of the alley and onto the street just as Fenton turned the corner.

      Pulling both my pistols, I took aim at the monster.

      “Stop,” I said commandingly.

      The wolf slid to a stop then eyed the windows of the building. He could make the jump, crash through the window, and grab my grand-mère if he wanted. I flicked an eye upward and caught sight of her silhouette through the curtain. He could do that, but not before I shot him first. It was dark, but the optic I wore outlined the monster perfectly.

      I could feel him watching me. I could feel him waiting to see what I was going to do.

      “Come on now, Fenton. No need to make it personal. Let’s go back to headquarters and have a chat.”

      “Not going to happen, Little Red,” he said, his voice was raspy. “You let me go. Now. Or I’ll rip out dear granny’s throat.”

      I frowned. “Now, we both know that’s not an option. Cyril is, no doubt, dead by now. Marlowe as well, or did you miss Constantine making a snack out of that crusty old bugger? Speaking of, even if I don’t end you now, the vampire will likely hunt you down and kill you. I have some nice silver cuffs here. Let me go ahead and slip them on. Show Her Majesty you’re willing to talk. Maybe she’ll let you rot away somewhere, spare your miserable life.”

      “Or, you holster those pistols, and I walk.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “You aren’t leaving me with options, Little Red,” he said then looked up at the window once more.

      I pulled the hammers back on my pistols.

      The werewolf growled, his anger boiling. “You must be either really brave or really stupid.”

      “Probably a bit of both, I confess,” I said. I closed my right eye, looking through the optic on the left. I could see him even more clearly this way. There was no way that werewolf would get past me.

      “Shame to kill you. You’re too pretty. Wonder if you taste as good as you smell,” Fenton said.

      Again with the smell. His odd comment threw me off guard.

      The beast crouched then lunged at me.

      Dammit.

      Taking aim, I shot at the monster.

      The beast yelped but came at me again. I shot once more, but he kept coming. I felt my breath go out of me as the werewolf slammed me to the ground. My pistols bounced out of my hands as I hit the cobblestone hard.

      A slathering face, half-man half-wolf, looked down at me as he pinned me to the ground. He was bleeding profusely from both his stomach and his left shoulder. He barred his teeth, slobber dripping onto me as he glared down at me. He eyed the optic I wore.

      Sneering, he slashed the device off my face.

      I screamed as his claws raked my face.

      But at that same moment, my instincts kicked in. I reached into my belt and grabbed the silver dagger that I always wore. Squeezing my hand around the blade, feeling the silver sing in response to my touch, I heaved it with all my might and slammed it into the werewolf’s chest.

      Fenton let out a strange howl that quickly faded into a gurgle. He then tipped over, falling off me.

      Gasping, I sat up.

      I couldn’t see out of my left eye. Blood was dripping down my face. I quickly grabbed a scarf from my pocket and held it against my eye. Fenton lay on the street. He had transformed fully into wolf form as they all did when they were dead.

      Sneering, I knelt beside him.

      “This is for Quinn,” I said then sinking my silver blade into his flesh, I skinned off a massive piece of silver fur from his hide.

      I rose then, my knees shaking, and looked up at the window.

      Grand-mère was pressed against the glass. When she saw it was me, she screamed.

      Black spots swam before my eyes, and I tumbled to my knees. I stared down at the silver blade in my hand. Strange. Through the hazy vision of my bloody eye, the blade shimmered blue.

      The front door opened. “Clemeny,” Grand-mère screamed, rushing into the street. She scooped me up in her arms. “Clemeny, oh my God.”

      “Send word to Greystock,” I whispered.

      “Clemeny? Clemeny! Missus Rossiter, send for a surgeon,” Grand-mère called to a neighbor who must have come outside to see what all the commotion was about.

      “Is that a wolf? A wolf? In the streets of London?” the woman replied, astonished.

      “Stupid woman, send for a surgeon!” Grand-mère demanded then turned her attention back to me. “You’re all right now, my girl. Don’t you worry. You got that old sinner. Don’t worry, I’m here,” she said.

      And then I fainted in her arms.
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      I woke in a too-bright room with an awful headache. I opened my eyes slowly, but a sharp pain rocked my left eye so terribly that I let out a little whine.

      “Agent, don’t try to open your left eye. Let me go fetch the doctor. Just lie back and rest.”

      “Where am I?” I eyed the woman carefully, noting the pin on her lapel, the initials R. M. encapsulated in a circle. She worked for the Rude Mechanicals.

      “Newstead Abbey,” she said then turned and left.

      Newstead Abbey? What in the world was I doing in Nottingham?

      My whole body ached. I reached up and touched my face. There were bandages on my cheek and forehead, and my entire eye was covered.

      I closed my good eye and lay back.

      I heard footsteps and voices in the hallway. A moment later, the door to my room opened. Someone sat down at the side of my bed and took my hand. I opened my eye a crack to see Agent Greystock sitting there.

      “Clemeny,” she said softly.

      “Agent Greystock. How is Grand-mère? Is she all right?”

      “Fine, fine,” Agent Greystock said. “Angry with me, but fine.”

      “What happened?”

      “Fenton. You were gravely injured. The surgeon informed us you may have lost use of your eye permanently. And… you have a scratch on your face, from your hairline to your cheek.”

      I paused a moment. “I… I meant with Lionheart and the others. Is everyone all right?” While my chief concern had not been about my own injuries—it was plain to me that I was banged up—I considered her words. The wounds she described were both severe and disfiguring.

      Agent Greystock nodded. “Agent Rose reported in,” she said then shook her head. “Willful girl. Bold, brave, but reckless. Cyril is dead. Marlowe is dead. Lupercal pack… They’re either dead or arrested, as are Whitechapel, Conklin, and Paddington.”

      “Arresting werewolves won’t do much to ease their seething anger.”

      “No, but deporting them to Australia will help. They will either accept the new alpha, or they will take a long ride bound in silver to the colony of thieves.”

      “The new alpha… Lionheart?”

      Agent Greystock nodded, but she looked pensive. “For now, at least. He is adamant that he doesn’t want to retain the role. He met with Her Majesty. I was there. It was a difficult conversation. But he inquired about you and sent his wishes for your speedy recovery.”

      “He’s not half bad, for a werewolf.”

      Agent Greystock smiled lightly, but I could see her mind was still troubled.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Clemeny… I can’t forgive myself for what has happened to you, Quinn, and Agent Reid. I underestimated the packs—”

      “We all did.”

      “No. I should have seen a larger problem was brewing. I missed it. I, well, I have asked for a transfer to archives.”

      “No.”

      “It’s time for someone with more experience in the field, someone who will understand your work and the danger, to take charge. Her Majesty took my suggestions for a replacement into consideration. She has selected an agent based out of Scotland who comes highly recommended and is well known for hunting demons. By the time you recover, he’ll be on the job.”

      “But Agent Greystock… The job won’t be the same.”

      “No. But Lionheart will need you. Her Majesty will need you. A smooth exchange of power must take place, or there will be chaos. The Red Cape Society must take a prominent role, and word on the street is that Little Red is the most feared werewolf hunter in London. I need you back to work. Agent Hunter will be expecting you to report in as soon as you are fully recovered.”

      “Agent Hunter?”

      “Edwin Hunter. Your new commanding officer.”

      I frowned. “Sounds like a prat.”

      Agent Greystock chuckled. “Well, I guess you’ll have to see for yourself. There is a lot of work ahead of you. Whichever wolves Her Majesty doesn’t send off to enjoy the wilds of Australia will be turned loose back on the street with nothing more than a promise that they will behave and follow the leadership of the new alpha.”

      “Highly unlikely, you know.”

      “Of course. That’s why you need to recover soon. London has always had a werewolf problem. It will be up to you to keep them in check. Get some rest, Clemeny. Her Majesty needs you,” she said with a smile then turned and headed back out of the room.

      I lay back on my pillow and closed my good eye.

      It would be all right.

      Lionheart would get the packs in check, and I would get any outliers in hand. I’d recover and be back on the street in no time. Fenton was gone. And despite whatever ugly mess was under my bandages, nothing would stop me from keeping the streets of London safe.

      I had never been afraid of a big bad wolf.

      And I wouldn’t start now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Beauty and Beastly

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In this tale as old as time, Isabelle Hawking must tinker a solution to a heartbreaking mystery.

      

      

      

      When Isabelle Hawking and her papa set out from London on a sea voyage, Isabelle is thrilled. Visiting foreign courts, learning from master tinkers, and studying mechanicals is her dream. And it doesn't hurt that the trip also offers Isabelle an escape from her overbearing and unwanted suitor, Gerard LeBoeuf.

      But Isabelle never arrives. Swept up in a tempest, her ship is lost.

      Isabelle survives the storm only to be shipwrecked on a seemingly deserted island. The magical place, dotted with standing stones, faerie mounds, and a crumbling castle, hints of an ancient past. Isabelle may be an unwilling guest, but her arrival marks a new beginning for the beastly residents of this forgotten land.
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      “Isabelle, are you coming?”

      My heels clicking on the cobblestone, I hurried behind Papa as I made the last few notes in my journal. The London streets were packed. A group of young airship jockeys, each jostling the other around, bumped into me as they passed. My fountain pen went skidding across the page, blotting ink on my sketch.

      “Blast,” I cursed, glaring.

      “So sorry, miss,” a young airship captain said. “Are you headed to the market? May I buy you a new journal?”

      I frowned at him, suddenly wondering if it had been an accident.

      “No. No, thank you,” I said. I slipped my pen into its holder hidden amongst the flowers and feathers on my tiny lady’s top hat and tucked my book into my basket. Grabbing the skirt of my blue gown, I hurried to catch up to Papa as he made his way through the massive arch at the entrance of the Hungerford Market.

      I found my father reading over his shopping list and dodging oncoming shoppers as we entered the busy market.

      “Know what you’re after?” he asked distractedly as he ran his finger down his list.

      “Yes, Papa. The trick is not finding too many things.”

      He chuckled. “Indeed. Indeed. At Hungerford Market, that is always a problem. I’m headed to Tinker’s Hall. You?”

      “Mister Denick first. I need some new reading materials for the trip. I’ll join you in the hall afterward. Keep an eye out for a glass cylinder for me? Two centimeters or so in length, smallest in circumference that you see?”

      “Of course,” Papa said, pinching my cheek.

      The market was bustling. Everywhere I looked I saw mechanics, tinkers, chemists, and airship crews. Aside from them were common folk hunting consumables and textiles. I gazed down the aisles. On this end of the market were the fishmongers, fruit and flower vendors, and butchers. On the far end of the market was Tinker’s Hall. While the hall sold all manner of wares for someone in our trade, it was also part social club for the London Tinkers Society, of which Papa was a leading member. No doubt he would be lost for an hour or more hobnobbing with his peers. Waving to Papa, I turned and headed in the other direction to Antiquarians’ Hall where Mister Denick kept his bookshop.

      But first…

      “Good morning, Isabelle,” the baker called when he saw me. He was holding out a freshly-baked egg custard tart wrapped in parchment.

      I had to smile. Had I become so predictable? I suppose every Wednesday morning was the same as the Wednesday morning the week before. Papa and I left our workshop along the Thames at precisely eight thirty. We arrived at the Hungerford Market at 9:15. Papa always went to Tinker’s Hall. I always went to Mister Denick’s bookstore, stopping at the baker’s stall first for an egg custard tart. I’d peruse his wares, but like always, he had the same old things, and I bought the same tart. Every Wednesday it was the same routine. It was 9:17, and I was there for my egg custard.

      “Thank you, sir,” I said, pressing a coin into his hand in exchange. “Good day.”

      “And to you.”

      As I walked, I munched the tiny confection. The sweet taste of the buttery crust. The egg custard baked with a firm surface but soft, smooth, filling. The tart still warm from the baker’s oven. Perfection. This was why I never tried anything new. Why change what worked?

      “Hello, Isabelle,” Miss Ting called from her stall.

      I waved to her. “Good morning, Miss Ting.”

      “Need silk string today?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “All stocked up!”

      She waved happily.

      “Isabelle the beauty,” Mister White called then waved. The tobacco vendor, a massive pipe hanging from his mouth, was all smiles.

      I nodded politely then waved. Mister White was still under the impression that I should let his son woo me. I had decided it wasn’t my place to inform him that his son had eyes for Master Johnson’s apprentice, Tom. I turned the corner to Antiquarian’s Hall.

      Here, the place was less crowded. Well-dressed ladies and gentlemen perused fine artwork from early masters, estate furniture in need of a home, and other beautiful goods from years past.

      As I passed two well-dressed women, one of them whispered to her companion. They both looked at me then started giggling.

      I looked down at my dress only to see that my bodice was utterly covered in crumbles. When I went to wipe the custard crust mess off, I discovered my fingertips were stained black with ink. I really was quite the sight. I carefully brushed off the crumbs, working gingerly so I didn’t get ink on my gown, then hurried to Mister Denick’s stall.

      A sign reading “The Great Library of Alexandria” hung above the door to his stall. Grinning happily, I went inside.

      “Ah, Isabelle,” Mister Denick said. “Come, come. Have a look,” he said, lifting a crate of books and setting it on the counter.

      I gasped. “All new? Wherever did you get them?” I asked as I unpacked the two books I had borrowed from Mister Denick last week.

      “A gentleman was auctioning off some books from the estate of Horace Walpole, the gentleman who owned Strawberry Hill out in Twickenham.”

      “The same gentleman who wrote The Castle of Otranto?”

      “The very same!” Mister Denick said, clapping his hands together excitedly. “I got this lot for a bargain. They went quickly, but there are some gems in here. Have a look.”

      I picked up each book carefully. Many written in Greek or Latin. There were a few obscure reads, one on Sumerian religions, another on Russian folklore, but then I spotted two that piqued my curiosity. “These,” I said, setting aside a book about goblins and another on mythical artifacts. “May I borrow them?”

      Mister Denick nodded. “Of course, of course. And I found this for you at an auction on Monday,” he said, setting down a book with a blue leather spine. “It’s in Latin, but it chronicles the inventions of Hero of Alexandria.”

      Gasping, I picked up the book and flipped open the page. My eyes rested on the description of a device called an aeolipile. “Oh, isn’t this amazing?” I gushed. Hero of Alexandria described a device unlike anything I had ever seen before. I hugged the book to my chest. “Thank you so much.”

      Master Denick laughed. “Of course, of course.”

      “I must keep this volume,” I said, gazing down at the book once more. “What are you asking for this gem?”

      “Nothing, my dear. But, if you have a few moments, my clock isn’t keeping the correct time again. And my lamp started flickering.”

      I set my basket on the counter and pulled out the small toolkit from inside. “Lead the way.”
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      It took about an hour to complete all the repairs. Finishing the lamp was easy, but repairing Mister Denick’s clock proved more difficult. It was the third time I’d worked on it. The antique beauty was simply wearing out. I always carried a few extra bits and bobs in my basket, which did the trick to keep it running for now, but he would soon need me to rework a section of the inner cogs and coils.

      “When Papa and I return from our trip, I’ll make a complete repair,” I said wiping my hands off on a rag.

      “As bad as that?” Mister Denick asked, eyeing the clock skeptically.

      “Rusted and old, that’s all.”

      “Ah! Just like me.”

      I chuckled.

      “I won’t see you again before your trip. I do wish you and your father a fair voyage.”

      “Thank you, sir. And again, thank you for the books.”

      The man bowed. “It’s my pleasure, Miss Hawking. I do believe you are the most well-read woman in London.”

      I laughed. “A compliment, I know, but I suspect it makes me a bit odd.”

      “Odd? Well, who likes ordinary anyway?”

      “True. Very true. And again, thank you,” I said, patting my basket which was now full of books. I headed back into the market following the aisles toward Tinker’s Hall.

      I wove through the labyrinth of stalls. The place was crowded, vendors and buyers haggling over the price of everything from eggs to art. Glad to get out of the general crowd, I breathed a sigh of relief when I arrived at Tinker’s Hall. There, the most ingenious craftsman, clockwork designers, engineers, fireworks vendors, and airship parts salesmen could be found. Tinker’s Hall was unlike anywhere else in London. It was a place where all the great masters gathered. From designing the next best airship to working on steam-powered vehicles to tinkering with automatons, this was the place everyone who had a heart for mechanics loved. Everyone, including me.

      I passed the replica of Tinker’s Tower at the entrance of the hall then went in search of my father.

      “Good morning, Miss Isabelle,” Budgie, one of the airship parts vendors, called. Budgie and my father were close friends. Long ago, my father had been one of the most well-noted airship designers in London. But an accident had cost him—and me—the one thing we valued most: my mother. My parents were ingenious airship designers, but with all new inventions, there was the potential for mistakes. A flaw in the design of an airship that my parents had invented resulted in the crash that had killed my mother. Since then, Papa never looked at, boarded, or even talked about airships.

      I waved to Budgie, eyeing the airship captain talking to Budgie’s assistant. The airship captain was a burly creature with rugged good looks, just the kind of man I’d do best to avoid. Airship captains were usually pirates, half-pirates, scoundrels, or company men. Given the proportions, on the whole, they were more bad than good.

      Moving on, I worked my way through the hall. At one stall, a man was working on a backpack rigged with some sort of booster engine. It looked like…someone was going to die or, at least set their trousers on fire. Another man was wearing goggles that amplified his eyes ten-fold as he worked on a tiny clockwork device. I paused and watched another master working on a velocipede attached to a glass globe. The two-wheeled machine was held stationary while a young man pedaled; the tinker adjusted some wires connected to the device. In fits and spurts, a glass globe flickered to life.

      “Hello, Miss Hawking,” a sultry voice whispered in my ear. A red rose suddenly appeared over my shoulder. “For you.”

      I exhaled heavily. “Hello, Gerard,” I said, stepping away. The smell of cologne nearly overwhelmed me. I tried to plaster on a fake smile, but failed. I turned to find Gerard LeBoeuf standing far too close to me.

      He pressed the rose toward me again. “Please, ma cherie. For the most beautiful girl in London.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek and debated. It was far easier to accept the gift rather than put up with the display he’d put on if I didn’t. Besides, it was just a rose. What harm could a single rose cause? And while I had no interest in Gerard LeBoeuf, I wouldn’t be cruel. He was an enthusiastic suitor. And, given he was also the most gifted cartographer in the realm, he was a man of some quality. Unfortunately, his merits weren’t what I was looking for in a man. I wanted someone reserved: quiet, considerate, even a bit shy. I wanted someone the complete opposite of Gerard LeBoeuf. “Thank you, Gerard,” I said politely. “That’s very kind of you.”

      He smiled happily, a glimmer of hope in his eyes. He turned to look at the velocipede. “Fascinating, isn’t it?” he said, nodding with his chin toward the device. He set his hand on my shoulder and moved close to me once more. “See there,” he added, pointing. “The friction from the velocipede moves through the conductor and—”

      “Yes, Gerard. I understood. It is very fascinating. Now, if you will excuse me, I should find Papa,” I said then turned away, heading back into the hall.

      To my horror, he followed me. “So, I understand you and Master Hawking are going on a trip. Scotland, is it? Or was it Ireland? How could you leave without telling me? What will I do without seeing your beautiful face every Wednesday?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure you will find something else to keep you distracted.” Namely, the next pretty woman who walked through the hall.

      “But Isabelle, there is no better distraction than you. I tell all my friends, ‘Wednesday is my favorite day of the week.’ And they ask me ‘Why?’ I tell them ‘Because Isabelle Hawking comes to Tinker’s Hall. She is the most beautiful girl in London. She has a cute little walk, hair brown as a chestnut, and big curious eyes. She is the perfect woman.’ They call me a man in love. Maybe I am. I don’t know. But I do know that sometimes Isabelle Hawking comes to Tinker’s Hall, and sometimes she even smiles at me,” he said, setting his hand on the small of my back. Well, not quite the small of my back—somewhere a bit lower.

      Stopping, I frowned at him.

      “Alas. Not today.”

      “Kindly remove your hand,” I said, helping him move his paw from my backside. “No, not today. Not next week. Not next year. Now, if you please,” I said then turned and walked away.

      To my surprise, however, Gerard reached out for my hand. “Miss Hawking, please. I would die for you, don’t you see?”

      Gasping, surprised by the strength of his grasp and the firmness of grip, I twitched my fingers, activating a lever that caused a spring inside my ring, which was shaped like a hedgehog, to pop up. Needle-sharp spines pierced Gerard’s hand, fending off his unwanted touch.

      “Ouch!” Gerard said, pulling his hand back.

      I gave him a hard look.

      He laughed. “Oh, Miss Hawking, you are so clever,” he said as he sucked the blood from the wound between his thumb and forefinger. “You will put up a fight, eh? Not so easily won? Good! I need a woman with a spine of steel and skin like silk. You are perfect in every way, Isabelle Hawking. You must marry me, Isabelle. Say yes.”

      Gasping, I stared at him. “You must be joking.”

      Gerard laughed again. “Please, Isabelle. I love you!”

      At this point, I realized that several of the shoppers and vendors had stopped to watch the exchange. I exhaled deeply, feeling a flash of angry red burn in my cheeks then turned away from him. An elderly woman who was watching the exchange chuckled then winked at me. Glaring at Gerard, I handed the rose to her then stalked off.

      “Isabelle,” Gerard called.

      I didn’t look back.

      “Isabelle, marry me. Please?”

      I rolled my eyes and kept walking.

      “Give up, LeBoeuf,” one of the tinkers called with a laugh.

      “Not today, LeBeouf,” another added.

      “Never,” a third called.

      “Marry me! I’ll marry you,” the old woman called then cackled loudly.

      I glanced over my shoulder.

      The old woman was waving the rose toward Gerard.

      Gerard turned on his heel and headed back to his own stall.

      Sometimes it didn’t pay to be nice. Gerard was perfect on the outside, but inside he was a slimy rat. I was growing tired of his romantic jokes and pawing hands. It was one thing if he wanted to court me properly, but such outlandish exchanges were just vulgar. I felt embarrassed.

      Shaking my head, I moved toward the back of the hall where my father usually lingered. Of all the men in London, why did Gerard LeBoeuf have to set his cap toward me? I mean, it would be nice to have a suitor, but not him. I’d thought I’d found a match with the brooding but kind Doctor Murray. The doctor had frequented my home and was a friend of my father’s. He was the perfect man: intelligent, handsome, and reserved. But I should have known Doctor Murray was in love with his childhood friend, Elyse McKenna. My affection for Doctor Murray had been entirely one-sided. My hopes had come to nothing. I couldn’t begrudge Doctor Murray and Miss McKenna—well, she was Missus Murray now. I had never seen a happier couple. I only hoped that I could find a love like that one day.

      Shaking off the encounter with Gerard, I headed toward the back of Tinker’s Hall. There, I spotted my father talking to one of the craftsmen.

      “Ah, here you are, my dear. Two centimeters and as slim as can be,” my father said, handing a package containing a glass cylinder to me.

      “Wherever did you find one?”

      “Find? Oh no, my girl. The Wizard of Glass blew the piece just for you,” he said, waving to Vinicio Bintello, a Venetian glassblower, four stalls down.

      I waved in thanks to the man then turned to my father once more. “Thank you, Papa.”

      “Of course! Now, do you need anything else? This will be your last chance to shop before we set sail Friday.”

      I shook my head. For months, Papa and I had been working on a series of commissions for a Scottish nobleman. He had met my father and me in London in the autumn and had fallen in love with our work. Certain his new wife, who was a connoisseur of fine art, would love my clockwork sculptures, he’d commissioned clocks from my father and art pieces from me. The work had taken months, but we were finally ready. Now that I had the glass cylinder, I had everything I needed. The wedding was just a week away. Papa and I would sail to the Isle of Islay on Friday to deliver our creations. I was beyond excited. Not only were we planning to attend the wedding, but Papa had also arranged for us to participate in a symposium in Belfast where we would meet with renowned Irish tinkers.

      It was the trip of a lifetime.

      I could hardly wait.
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      After we finished up at the market, Papa and I walked home to our workshop between London and Blackfriar’s bridges along the Thames. As we walked, I flipped through the pages of the book on the ancient inventor Hero of Alexandria. The book chronicled the man’s inventions, though the details of how the machines worked lacked specificity.

      “Apple?” Papa offered as we walked, pulling a green apple from his pocket.

      I nodded, slipping my basket to the crook of my arm so I could eat and walk at the same time.

      Papa took a bite of his own apple as he rolled a round device in his hand.

      “What are you reading, dearest?” he asked.

      “Mmm? Oh, a treatise on Hero of Alexandria.”

      “Hero of Alexandria. I believe I saw a reference to him in one of McGill’s essays. McGill, always spouting off about this or that ancient inventor. He’ll be at the symposium, you know. Shall I have a look at the text when you’re done? Perhaps I can find something McGill hasn’t read before.”

      I chuckled at Papa’s propensity for professional rivalry. “Of course. And just what are you rolling around?”

      “Master Bintello blew me a glass orb,” he said, lifting the glass and holding it toward the sky. He squinted one eye as he looked through the sphere.

      “You have a hundred such orbs.”

      “Not like this, my dear. Look,” he said, handing it to me.

      I lifted the orb and looked through it. I was surprised to see that the reflection in the distance was reversed. I gasped. “Now, how did he manage that?”

      Papa chuckled. “A glassblower’s secret.”

      I handed the orb back to Papa. “Ingenious.”

      “Now, let me see what I can make of it.”

      While my father’s formal trade had shifted from airships to clocks, his genius led him in new, exciting directions. He’d been working on creating devices that could help the sick and maimed. He’d become practically obsessed with building an optic that could work to replace a human eye. His interest in all things medical was how I’d come to meet Doctor Murray. The doctor’s knowledge of the human body coupled with my father’s sense of the mechanical made them a good match. Good for my father. Alas, not a match for me.

      My thoughts went to LeBoeuf once more. I shuddered. How could a man be so perfect on the outside and so sloppy on the inside? I guess what they said was true, beauty was only skin deep.

      I turned back to my book and took another bite of the apple.

      Following the twists and turns of the London streets, soon we arrived home. I smiled up at the face of our little workshop facing the Thames. I was going to miss the view and comforts of home. But still, an adventure at sea and a lordly wedding were enough to get me to leave home without too much complaining.

      Papa and I let ourselves in. Papa held his apple in his mouth while he pulled off his coat. The sight made me giggle.

      “You look like a pig ready for the spit. Here,” I said, setting down my book and basket so I could help him shrug off his jacket.

      Once he was free of his wraps, Papa removed the apple. “Thank you, dearest. Now, anything else you need from outside? A bonnet? Perhaps some ink? What about your dress for the wedding?”

      “Delivered yesterday.”

      “And did you go with the pink or the green?”

      “Yellow.”

      “Yellow. Very good. Anything else then?”

      I shook my head. “My trunks are already packed. One for clothes. One for tools and books.”

      “Very good. Very good. The workers will be by to collect the clocks and sculptures. Do you have everything ready?”

      I nodded. “One last check and a minor adjustment now that I have this,” I said, lifting the glass cylinder.

      With that, my father nodded. “Very well. I won’t keep you then.” Leaning in, he kissed me on the cheek then headed toward his workshop in the basement. I grabbed my books and basket and went to my workshop at the back of the house. There, I had a good view of the garden. The sunny space was perfect. The ample sunlight allowed me to see the inner workings of my designs more easily. And since most of my work was inspired by nature, I loved being under the sky. The workshop was—so my father told me time and time again—my mother’s favorite space in the whole house. Though she died when I was very little, being there made me feel close to her, like she was watching me, helping me with my creations.

      I met Martin, our footman, in the hall. “Miss Hawking, welcome home. Shall I arrange for some tea?”

      “Please! And some sandwiches? Do we have any salted pork left? And cheese?”

      “Yes, miss. I’ll see to it.”

      “And a tray for my father as well, please. In our workshops.”

      “Of course.”

      I headed toward the back. Sunlight streamed in through the windows. I stepped around the tall palm plant and went to the table where all my commissioned designs sat ready. Three sculptures were completed. The fourth sat waiting on my workbench. I eyed over the designs.

      The first was a sculpture that appeared to be silver birds roosting on a tree branch, but when the windup key was turned, the birds sprang to life and sang Vivaldi’s Allegro-Largo-Allegro.

      The second piece was a diorama of ice skaters spinning around a frozen lake. Using mirrors, I’d worked the device to shine sunlight onto the metal trees, making the crystalline snow I’d crafted shimmer with sparkling light. Like the bird sculpture, this piece also played music. This time, the tune was The First Noel.

      Another of my designs was, in truth, my all-time favorite. It depicted a man and woman seated at a dining table. The couple, both made of bronze, were frozen in the expressions of laughing merriment. I turned the windup key then stood back. Suddenly, the table came to life. A feisty alehouse song played as the dishes on the table began to move in their groves, dancing across the table in interweaving patterns. The candelabra at the center of the table and the teapot danced around one another like they were at a country ball. The couple seated at the table swung their tankards as they watched the show. I chuckled. Dancing dishes. I hoped the lord and lady would like the quaint mirth I’d tried to capture in the piece. The music died down, and the bronze couple returned to their frozen positions, the cutlery and fine china behaving once more. I smiled at the design. Part music box, part clockwork display, it was fully of whimsy.

      Turning, I went to my workbench where my last piece sat waiting.

      At first blush, it seemed like a simple sculpture. A couple sat on a swing below an arbor of roses. The clockwork pieces had all been working perfectly, but my marriage of music to the movements had lacked an enchanting cadence.

      Sliding my stool up to my bench, I opened the metal compartment underneath the sculpture. Pulling on a pair of goggles and dropping down the lenses to the most enlarging lens, I pulled out my tools and got to work replacing the brass cylinder I had been using with the glass piece Papa had commissioned at the market. It was delicate work, but with a little concentration, I’d have it in no time.

      At some point, Martin must have come in with the tray. The wafting scent of freshly brewed Earl Grey tea distracted me for a moment, but I just about had the cylinder in place. I pushed my hunger pangs aside and focused on my work. I removed the tiny pins and screws, replaced the piece, then set in the new equipment. Testing the music pins, and adjusting for tone, I finally had it.

      With a heavy exhale, I leaned back. I pushed my goggles onto my head and set down my tools. Reaching behind me, I grabbed the cup of tea only to find it was ice cold.

      I flicked an eye toward the sky overhead. Was it already late afternoon?

      I eyed the plate on the tray. I somewhat remembered seeing a bun there. The plate of food sitting behind me now, however, consisted of fruit, cheese, and nuts. Had Martin cleared the other plate or had I eaten? I couldn’t remember.

      I grabbed a piece of cheese then reached forward and wound the machine.

      The sound of Bach’s flute sonata, this time in E minor, filled the workshop.

      I smiled.

      One part, at least, was done.

      Setting the tea back on the tray, I popped the cheese into my mouth then set to work once more. I reattached the music device to the rest of the clockwork gears inside the sculpture. It took some time, but finally, I managed to get everything aligned. Once it was done, I was ready to try it out once more.

      “Isabelle?” Papa called. “Are you here?”

      “Yes, Papa.”

      My father joined me at my workbench. “I’m told we missed lunch, but dinner will be served in ten minutes if you’d like to get ready. Well, how is it? Still B flat or did we achieve E minor?”

      I turned the key then stood back.

      Once again, Bach’s sonata started, but this time the entire sculpture came to life. The handsome gentleman stood, his hands behind his back, in a formal posture—a pose I’d modeled after Doctor Murray—and his lover on the swing began swinging back and forth. I’d used a very light weave of silver and silk string for the woman’s dress to give it movement. As it was, the music box was sweet, but a moment later, the magic happened. As the song shifted, the design reacted. The tiny metal rosebuds on the arbor slowly opened into large blossoms as if they were blooming in time with the music.

      “Love’s bloom,” I said, watching my creation work.

      As the tune slowed, the swing came to a stop, and the metal gentleman leaned down to kiss his lover. I watched the pair carefully. It had taken hours to time that movement just right. For at least a month my gentleman had banged his lady on the head, got stuck on the swing, kissed the air behind her, or just plain missed with the same lack of decorum as LeBoeuf. But today, his kiss landed true. The couple kissed. The roses closed once more. The gentleman and lady return to their waiting postures.

      My father wrapped his arm around my waist. “This is… It’s just wonderful.”

      I pulled out the windup key. “So much magic in one turn of the key.”

      My father shook his head. “The magic is here,” he said, taking my hands into his and kissing the backs of my hands.

      I giggled.

      “Now, let’s eat something. Two sleeps, my dear, and the sea will be calling!”

      I set the key down on the workbench and looked at my metal lovers. I smiled at them, proud of myself that I was able to render the sweetest of expressions in their gaze. Frozen in silver, they still looked at one another with the expression of complete and total love.

      I wished I could find a man who looked at me like that.
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      After dinner, I went back to the workshop to make some final adjustments to my sculptures. I almost hated to give them up, but I took comfort in the thought that they would bring joy to the newlyweds. It was close to midnight when I finally headed upstairs to bed. I flopped onto my bed and pulled out the book on Hero of Alexandria and his aeolipile. I must have dozed off, because I woke the next morning to the sound of men in the house.

      “Miss Hawking,” Agatha, our maid, called from the other side of my door. “Your father asked me to see if you could come down. They are almost done packing up the clocks. They want to start on your sculptures.”

      “Coming,” I called with a yawn then sat up. No time to change. I smoothed my hair as best I could, pausing just a moment to wash my face and clean my teeth, then headed back downstairs to the workshop. I guess it was a good thing I’d collapsed into bed fully dressed. I’d just reached my studio when the men arrived with the empty packing crates, Papa leading them.

      “Ah, Isabelle. Is everything ready?” he asked.

      I nodded. “As long as they are packed in ample straw. I took the liberty of wrapping the more delicate pieces in cloth last night.”

      “Very well,” Papa said then turned to the men, indicating that they could begin packing.

      I snatched the leather strap on which I’d strung the windup keys from the table. “Thought these were best kept with me. If they get lost, it will take me a week to fashion replacements.”

      Papa nodded to me. “Very good. Now, I will accompany these gentlemen to the shipyard to see the pieces and our trunks loaded. Can I bring you anything back?”

      “No, Papa,” I said, watching anxiously as the men lifted the sculpture with the little birds, setting it gently down in the straw. I held my breath the entire time. I would need to ensure I packed all my tools with me. If the boxes were rattled too hard, I might need to make a quick repair when we arrived.

      “Anything for the trip? Sweets, perhaps? A new parasol?”

      I laughed. “A parasol? Father, you jest.”

      “Not at all. It is a wedding, after all, Isabelle. Perhaps you will find someone who catches your eye.”

      I felt a blush rise up on my cheeks when one of the workers gave me a passing glance.

      “And what shall I do, bash him on the head with the handle of my parasol and drag him off?”

      At that, both of the men packing up my sculptures chuckled.

      Papa joined in the laughter. “Quite right. I don’t know. I thought maybe you could twirl it or some such,” he said, giving off the air of a refined lady twirling her parasol while bending her neck in the most attractive of poses.

      At that, the workers and I chuckled. “No, Papa. I have all I need right here.”

      “Hmm,” Papa mused. “Perhaps LeBoeuf has won your heart after all.”

      “Papa! Really.”

      My father pinched my cheek. “My good girl. As you wish, no parasols.”

      I smiled at him but was grateful when the conversation turned away from my prospects—or the lack thereof save LeBoeuf—to the wooden crates and the size of the storage hold on the ship.

      I stayed in the workshop until the last sculpture was taken to the waiting wagon outside. I followed Papa and the workers out front. The boxed pieces and our trunks sat ready.

      “Very good,” Papa said then crawled into the back of the wagon. “I’ll see these secured then be back. See you this afternoon,” he said, waving to me.

      I gave him a wave then headed back inside.

      Papa was right. A wedding was an excellent opportunity to meet someone. But then what? I wanted to be loved. Everyone did. But at what cost? I loved my little home along the Thames. I loved my daily work. I loved going to the market on Wednesday—save the encounters with LeBoeuf—and I enjoyed chatting with Papa about our work. I needed someone who understood the life of a tinker, not someone who expected me to twirl a parasol and crane my neck until my bones cracked. Perhaps the wedding would yield no results, but the symposium in Belfast might. A gathering of the most celebrated minds in all of Ireland was anticipated. The Celtic Clockworks, as they called the learned society in Ireland, was home to many bright minds. Maybe amongst them I would find someone.

      And if I did, then what? I looked down at my dress. I was still wearing the same gown I had worn yesterday, and I was covered in gear grease. I should at least prepare myself with a proper bath. Parasol or no, it wouldn’t hurt to dig the grime out from under my fingernails and sweeten my hair with a little perfume in preparation for the trip. How were fashionable ladies wearing their hair these days? I wasn’t sure.

      As I headed upstairs to tidy myself up, I thought about Doctor Murray’s wife, Elyse. She was a well-noted actress and always seemed to be fashionably dressed. Did she wear her hair up or pinned at the nape? Some days, I truly missed the mother I never knew.

      

      After lingering in a long bath, during which I read three chapters of the little tome on goblins from Horace Walpole’s collection—an interesting fiction piece that read like a spellbook—I went to my chamber and styled my hair, trimmed my nails, and dressed for the day. Of course, it was already after lunch, but no matter. I then went to the workshop, where I cleaned up my bench, packing the tools I would carry with me. I left my toolbox in the foyer then went into the kitchen, where I stole a hunk of bread and some cheese then headed back to my room. Slipping into a window seat that looked out over the Thames, I opened up the goblin book once more.

      It was dusk when Papa returned. I spotted him walking down the lane. Setting down my book, I rushed down the steps to meet him at the door.

      “Settled. All settled,” he said, handing me his hat.

      “You smell like the wind,” I told him.

      He laughed. “What an odd thing to say.”

      “Well, I am an odd girl.”

      “Who says?”

      “Everyone?”

      Papa laughed. “What is the use of being ordinary? Come, let’s see what there is for supper. I smell chicken and potatoes.”

      Following Papa, I headed into the dining room where the table—well, half the table, as the other half was stacked with books and boxes—was already set.

      “Shall we serve dinner now?” Martin asked.

      “Indeed, good man. Let’s have one last supper before we turn pirate.”

      I chuckled and slipped into the seat beside Papa. “Now, tell me, how is the ship?”

      “A ship, all in all. Stout and seaworthy. But you do know how I hate sailing.”

      “Sailing. And flying. And riding. And motoring.”

      “We have feet. Why not use those?”

      “Papa,” I said with a laugh, reaching out to squeeze his hand. I knew better than to press the subject. I knew very well why he would not fly.

      “Now, in the morning, Doctor Murray and his wife will come to see us off. I need to pass Doctor Murray some papers. He’ll be taking care of some business for me in our absence. And then we will sail on the morning tide.”

      I felt a knot form in my stomach. The sense of disappointment still lingered. I needed to let it go. “Very well. And our ship? On which vessel are we sailing?”

      “The Prospero.”

      “The Prospero,” I repeated.

      “May she help us prosper!”

      “Indeed.”

      “Here you are, sir,” Martin said as he entered the dining room pushing a serving cart.

      “Very good, very good,” Papa said, slipping his napkin into the collar of his shirt.

      Martin set out our plates, poured us some wine, then departed.

      “To the Prospero,” Papa said, lifting his glass.

      “To the Prospero,” I repeated, toasting him. “May good fortune be ours.”

      Papa and I clinked our glasses then drank.

      Tomorrow was going to be an exciting day.
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      There was a flurry of activity around the Prospero as the ship prepared for departure. I stood at the side of the ship looking out at the Thames. The wind tugged on my blue traveling coat and made the skirts of my yellow dress flutter all around me. I held on to the rail of the ship. Tremors of excitement ran through my body.

      “Isabelle,” Papa called, crossing the deck toward me. “Doctor and Missus Murray are here. They wanted to wish you farewell,” he said, motioning back to the handsome couple standing beside a carriage not far from the dock.

      My heart skipped a beat when I saw Doctor Murray. What a fine figure he cut in his top hat and dark coat. Elyse, his wife, waved to me. I sighed.

      “Very well,” I said then rushed down the plank to meet them.

      They smiled at me.

      “We are nearly ready. I’ve never been at sea before. Papa tells me I will adore it. But I will miss you both,” I said happily as I approached. My stomach knotted, the ache of jealousy trying to form once more.

      “I have a small gift for you. For luck,” Elyse—Missus Murray—said, handing me an item wrapped in a pretty silk scarf. The scarf itself was gift enough. I smiled at her. She was kind, and beautiful, and talented. She was so…perfect. It would be easy to hate her. But how could I? She had never meant to do me any harm. I cast a glance at Doctor Murray who favored me with a small smile—that was all I could ever get out of him. I suppressed a defeated sigh.

      I opened the package. Inside, was a small hand mirror. “This workmanship,” I said, tracing my finger along the silver filigree. “I’ve never seen anything like it!” And I honestly had not. Not even the finest jewel crafters in London could make such a detailed, exquisite piece.

      “It’s quite magical. I’m told that if you look into this mirror under the light of the moon, it will show you your heart’s desire,” Elyse said.

      Was she joking? I looked up at her, studying her face. An actress by trade, she could hold any expression she chose with conviction. But she seemed quite serious.

      “You jest, I know, but what a fascinating idea. Elyse, I cannot accept this. It’s too—”

      “I don’t need it anymore. I have my heart’s desire,” she said, beaming up at Doctor Murray.

      Was she trying to hurt my feelings? I knew she suspected my unreturned affection for Doctor Murray, but I’d never known her to be cruel. I studied her face once more. Again, I saw that same honest expression. No, she wasn’t trying to hurt me. She was just…in love. I looked back at the mirror.

      “Safe travels, Miss Hawking,” Doctor Murray said.

      “Isabelle! We’re ready,” Papa called from the ship. He beckoned to me.

      “Time to go,” I whispered, clutching the mirror my chest. I looked at Elyse once more. She smiled at me in all sincerity. The mirror really was lovely, and it was a thoughtful gift. “I promise to keep your magic mirror with me at all times,” I said with a light laugh.

      Elyse smiled.

      “Doctor Murray,” I said, dropping a curtsey. “Missus Murray.” I smiled at them both, gave a little wave, then turned and ran back to the ship, joining Papa once more.

      We both waved to the couple then turned to settle in for the trip.

      “What’s this?” he asked, looking down at the bundle in my hands.

      I handed the mirror to him. “My goodness,” he said, looking at the silverwork.

      “A gift from Missus Murray.”

      “It’s remarkable. I wonder where she got it.”

      I chuckled. “She said it’s magic.”

      “Actresses…professional liars,” he said with a good-natured laugh. “She is a sweet lady. And very thoughtful.”

      “Sir. We are ready to depart,” one of the sailors said. “Perhaps you and your daughter would be more comfortable below deck with the other passengers?”

      “Good God, man. No. We’ll stay here—out of the way, I assure you—and have a look.”

      The sailor gave me a passing glance but simply nodded to my father and went on his way.

      “Come,” Papa said, leading me to a spot along the rail away from the flurry of activity. We settled in on a box and watched as they unmoored the vessel.

      The wind whipped harshly, pulling my dark locks from my long braid.

      I set the mirror in my lap and used the pretty scarf, which was trimmed in purple and blue roses, to cover my hair.

      Papa looked at me then chuckled. “We should have bought you a proper traveling bonnet.”

      “What? You don’t like my babushka? Agatha would be proud.”

      Papa laughed again then pinched my cheek. “How like your mother you are at times. Always full of mirth.”

      I smiled then took his hand and gave it a squeeze. I stared out at the Thames, wondering for the thousandth time about my mother, a mysterious but omnipresent figure in my life who, at least for me, had never really existed. I gazed down at the mirror in my lap, wishing Elyse’s magic mirror could show my mother to me.

      Catching the bright light of the sun, the mirror glimmered brightly, shining in my eyes. In that odd moment, I could have sworn I’d seen something in the looking glass, but the light passed, and only the blinding sun was there. Magic indeed. I turned the mirror over, covering the light, and stared out at the Thames, knowing there was no way for my wish to ever come true.
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      The captain informed us that the trip would take the entire day and evening. “The moon will be out when we pull into port tomorrow night. But barring any bad weather, we should arrive on schedule,” the man informed my father as he passed by.

      The sights and sounds of the ship were fascinating. I spent the morning on the deck watching the sailors work, enjoying the view as the Thames slipped past and we put out to sea. It had occurred to me on several occasions that if we’d taken a coach to Wales, or even gone by motor, we would have saved ourselves a considerable amount of time, but I said nothing to Papa. He had his reasons, and I understood him well.

      There were ten other passengers onboard, most of whom stayed below deck even as the ship rounded Cornwall, moving from the Channel north. It was a shame. They were missing everything. I slid my hand over the rail and felt the spray of the dark blue water on my palm.

      “Look, Papa,” I said happily, spying a pod of dolphins. Their fins wove in and out of the water between the waves as they swam alongside the ship. One of the creatures leaped from the depths below, jumping over and over again as it played with the waves. It came so close to the side of the boat that I could see its dark eye glancing at me.

      “Curious creature,” Papa said. “Just look at him.”

      Laughing, I waved to the dolphin. Eventually, the pod swam off, leaving me with an idea.

      “Oh, Papa, what a wonderful sculpture it would make, dolphins swimming amongst pitching waves,” I said, quickly pulling out my notebook and turning to a blank page.

      “I can see it now, my dear,” Papa said as he lit his pipe and settled in with his book once more.

      I spent the rest of the afternoon and into the early evening drawing my new design. It was only when the light grew dim after sunset that I realized it was time to go below deck.

      “Well, my dear, I can’t read another word in this light,” Papa said.

      “I was beginning to come to the same conclusion,” I said, closing my journal.

      “The waves have begun to toss a bit. Shall we go below?”

      I nodded.

      At that, we found our way to the quarters. Papa was right. The waves had grown rough as night had fallen. Bracing myself so I didn’t tumble, I descended the narrow steps below deck. In the mess hall, the others were settling in for a meager dinner. Papa and I went first to our small cabin.

      “Dinner, Isabelle?” Papa asked as he washed his hands with the small pitcher of water on a narrow basin.

      I shook my head. “I think I’ll rest instead.”

      “Very well. Let me see what kind of wine they have. All this heaving is giving me a bit of a headache.”

      At that, he left me.

      I crawled up onto my bunk. The mattress was overly stiff, but the sea air had made me tired. I stuffed my journal into my bag with my books and Elyse’s mirror then closed my eyes. I must have fallen asleep quickly, and deeply, because I didn’t fully wake again. Sometime that evening, I heard Papa return. He was talking about the weather taking a turn, but said not to worry. Seeing that I was still mostly asleep, he didn’t push the conversation further. I heard him crawl into his bunk below, mumbling about how hard the bed was. I didn’t hear anything else. Instead, I was lost in dreams.

      

      It was the strangeness of the sound that first woke me. I was dreaming I was in a forest. Somewhere, far in the distance, a tree fell, and a woman screamed. That seemed odd to me. Then I heard a scream again followed by the sound of rough voices shouting orders.

      “What in the devil?” Papa said as he woke.

      The ship pitched sideways, and in my sleepy state, I rolled out of the cot and hit the floor. My eyes only opened just in time to see my bag come sliding toward me.

      Gasping, I leaped forward to catch it before Elyse’s mirror shattered into a thousand pieces.

      The ship pitched once again, and I fell backward.

      “Isabelle,” Papa called, reaching out to me.

      “I’m all right,” I called as I braced myself against the wall.

      “Hard port! Hard port!” I heard someone scream overhead.

      Then there was a terrible jolt as the ship slammed into something.

      A moment later, water began leaking into the cabin.

      “Good God,” Papa yelped. Jumping out of bed, he grabbed my hand.

      Securing my satchel around me, I followed Papa as he flung open the door. From the other end of the ship in the direction of the mess hall, water filled the boat rapidly.

      I gasped. “We’re shipwrecked.”

      We headed quickly up the steps to the deck of the ship. There, I saw the mast had splintered and fallen over the side. And then I saw why.

      All around, a wild tempest tossed waves onto the deck of the ship. The battered vessel cracked. The wind whipped horribly, and to my shock, I saw it was heavy with a squall of snow. Holding on to a pole for dear life, I gazed around me in the darkness. The deck of the ship was lit only by two small lanterns. The sailors were working busily trying to get the small life raft ready and load up the first of the passengers.

      “Master Hawking! Miss Hawking! Come on,” the captain called, waving us to the small boat. The wind whipped ferociously, the snowflakes blinding me. Waves crashed all around, drenching us with cold water as the icy blast froze us.

      “Isabelle, come on,” Papa said, gripping my hand tightly. Moving carefully, we made our way toward the rowboat.

      The sailors tried to hold the small boat steady as the rest of the passengers got on, but a huge wave toppled over the side of the ship, knocking two of the men from their feet, washing them out into the sea. They lost the lead on the boat, and the vessel, carried by the wave, disappeared into the darkness. From where I stood, braced against a pole, I couldn’t see if the tiny boat had capsized or not.

      Behind me, I heard another terrible crack.

      I looked back to see the ship splintering in half.

      “This way,” Papa called, pulling me toward the front of the ship where the captain and the sailors were readying another rowboat.

      Papa and I moved toward them. We were just about there when the ship below us heaved. The wind whipped wildly and a squall of snow blinded me.

      And then, a giant wave smashed over the side of the vessel.

      I heard the captain scream.

      I felt my feet lift off the deck as the wave slammed me into the sea.

      I felt Papa’s fingers leave my grasp as the sea violently tore our hands apart.

      Something hit me hard on the back of the head.

      Then there was nothing.
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      “She has windup keys.”

      “I see. I see. Look! Look! She’s wearing keys.”

      “She’s waking up.”

      “Go. Go.”

      I coughed hard and spit up water. My lungs ached. I slowly opened my eyes. I was lying on a rocky beach. Water lapped at my feet. I coughed again, clearing out the last of the briny water from my mouth, nose, and lungs. I sat up slowly, the world around me slowly coming into focus. The back of my head hurt, and the strain of my eyes told me I had hit my head hard.

      Sitting up, I looked around me.

      Debris from the shipwreck littered the beach. Gazing out at the waves, I saw nothing on the horizon. The pebbly beach was entirely deserted save the wreckage and me. I looked behind me to see a dense forest. The shoreline was shrouded in fog, but it was not snowing. In fact, it felt like a warm spring morning, the air damp with dense fog.

      I was surprised to find my satchel was still strung around me.

      Legs shaking, I rose. My head swam dizzily, and for a moment, I thought I might be ill. Scanning around, I spotted a tall stick. I picked it up then braced myself against it as I took in my surroundings.

      There was nothing here save the wind, the sea, and the forest.

      I gazed out at the waves once more. While there was no sign of the ship, I did spot the dorsal fins of dolphins swimming not far from shore.

      Steadying myself, I turned back toward the shoreline.

      Papa. I needed to find Papa.

      “Hello?” I called.

      My voice echoed across a vast empty space.

      In the forest, a flock of birds was startled by the sound of my voice. They flew off. Otherwise, it was eerily silent. Yet I couldn’t shake the sense that someone was close by.

      “Hello? Anyone?” I called again.

      No one answered.

      I glanced at the beach. All manner of clothes, ropes, splinters of wood, and even a tobacco tin had floated to the shore. There could be others like me who’d washed up on the beach. I needed to look. Someone may be hurt…or worse. Papa. I needed to find Papa or the next village down the shore or something.

      Leaning against the tall staff, I began walking down the pebbly beach. The rocks on the shoreline were round and black and worn smooth by the relentless waves. My head ached, and my legs felt weak, but I kept moving.

      “Papa? Papa?” I called, looking toward the dense forest. The woods were thick with massive oak trees. I couldn’t remember ever seeing such wide trunks before. It would take three men to reach their arms around them. The fog shifted on the ground below the trees. It was so dark in the forest, but then I heard something, like the tinkling of a small silver bell.

      “Hello?” I called.

      For the life of me, I could have sworn I heard a child’s laughter.

      “Hello? Is there anyone there?”

      But there was nothing save a warm wind that made the broad green leaves on the trees wave and the tall grass bend in the breeze. But when it did so, the grass revealed a stone poking out of the ground. I could see it was carved.

      Maybe a road marker?

      I stepped into the grass at the edge of the forest then pushed the blades, nearly jumping out of my skin when I found a face looking back at me. The stone was, in fact, an old Celtic marker. Someone had carved a face into the stone. Slash marks lined the side of the rock. There were Ogham marks, the language of the ancient Celts. I recognized it but couldn’t read it.

      “Where am I, ancient friend?” I whispered to the stone then rose, leaning heavily against my staff. My head swam, black dots appearing before my eyes. I took a moment to steady myself then went back to the beach. Moving slowly, I walked along the shoreline. Signs of the shipwreck were abundant, but there was no sign of anyone else.

      “Hello? Anyone?”

      Feeling weak and cold, I made my way along until the land narrowed to a long point. Soon, I found myself standing on a bar of pebbles. I cast my eyes out at the water. There was nothing. Nothing. Was I facing England and Scotland or was I facing Ireland?

      I turned and looked back. From this vantage point, I expected to see the shoreline trimming the horizon on either side. But instead, I found water on both sides of the narrow point. Good lord, I was on an island. Had we passed the Isle of Man or was I elsewhere? There were so many small islands in the narrow sea between England and Ireland. I could be…anywhere.

      “Hello?”

      Once more, the wind rustled the leaves, but there was no answer.

      Following the shoreline again, I made my way up the beach. Here, the signs of the shipwreck were far fewer. I eyed the coastline for any sign of a house or wharf, but there was nothing but the dense forest and the waves. I felt dizzy. Whatever I’d hit or had hit me had done so with terrible force. Stopping, I bent over to catch my breath. My stomach rolled once more, and I thought I might be sick.

      The wind blew again, and this time, I could have sworn I heard voices.

      Leaning heavily against my makeshift staff, I stared into the woods. “Who’s there?” I called.

      The hairs on the back of my neck rose, and my skin turned to gooseflesh.

      This time, when the wind rustled the leaves, I spied a worn path hidden by the long blades of grass. Once upon a time, the earth had been trampled down here by foot or hoof. The trail led into the forest. I stared into the dark woods. My mind split with two ideas. Something called to me, urging me to venture into the woods. Yet another instinct told me to stay away. In the end, I headed back up the beach away from the path. I eyed the woods warily. Maybe the path would have led to an old woodcutter’s house or perhaps a fisherman’s hut. But something felt off.

      As I walked up the beach, I remembered reading the stories of the Roman invasion of Celtic Britain. Hadn’t the Celtic tribes had sacred islands offshore from which they’d called upon their gods to save them from the Romans? I remembered the story of the Romans shaking in fear as the Druids of old—priests and priestesses—called upon their magic to save them from the invaders. My skin prickled at the thought. I was making myself nervous.

      I headed back up the beach. The debris from the shipwreck was on one side of the island only, but in my confused state, I wasn’t sure if it was east or west. The dense fog occluded the sun. My temples throbbing, I doubted my natural sense of north and south—and my true sense of direction had always been good. As more time passed, my headache began to blind me, and my stomach ached. Did I have a concussion?

      Black spots appeared before my eyes, and my stomach pitched again.

      This time, I did get sick. Leaning into the bushes, I vomited up the last of the seawater and stomach acid. I clung to the walking stick as I swayed.

      I needed to go back to the main site of the wreckage. My best chance was to try to make a fire and stay there. And I needed to rest.

      Gathering myself, I headed out once more.

      The day passed, and it began to grow dim. I neither heard nor saw any other living person…save the odd sounds in the woods. No doubt those were just hallucinations in my concussed state.

      Out of desperation and frustration, tears pricked the corners of my eyes.

      “Papa?” I called, my voice dry and raspy. “Papa?”

      Terror swept over me.

      With each step, I failed to find my father. What if… What if he’d been lost at sea?

      That was a thought I could not bear. I could not live without my father. He was all I had. Tears streamed down my cheeks.

      Once again, I spotted the debris from the ship. But there was no one. There was only me.

      A soft moan escaped my lips.

      “Papa?” I whispered.

      Again, the wind blew.

      Once more, the wind revealed another path through the woods. This time, however, I saw that some stones lined the walkway. I eyed the path. Yes, there was very definitely a man-made path here. So, where did it lead?

      I stared into the ever-darkening woods.

      The massive oak trees swayed in the breeze. In the far distance, I heard a soft chime.

      I could follow the path just a little. Maybe there was an old house with a hearth, somewhere to get dry and light a fire, somewhere off the beach. I wouldn’t go far, just down the path for a look.

      Gathering up my skirts, my petticoat and undergarment still damp, I followed the path into the woods.

      It was foggy here, the air shrouded in mist that seemed to weave around the oaks. Taking a deep breath, I headed into the forest. My heart slammed in my chest.

      When I stepped between two arching oaks, I felt like I’d been swallowed by the wilderness.
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      It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim light. The canopy of trees overhead hid what sun there was. I made out a path in the woods that seemed to lead…somewhere.

      Following the trail, I moved under the tall oaks. The massive timbers swayed in the breeze. Again, I heard a soft tinkling sound. The forest, from what I could tell, was untouched. Maybe I was right to think of the ancient Romans and Celts. Sunlight slanted through the branches, casting blobs of golden light on the forest floor. The smell of the forest—new spring leaves and heady loam—made a sweet perfume far different from the air in London. It put my unsettled head at ease. Motes of dust floated through the air, making it shimmer. Spring flowers grew in small bunches at the base of the trees. Mushrooms seemed to grow everywhere.

      I stepped off the path just a moment to look at an impressive ring of red-capped mushrooms growing in a circle. But then I remembered my fairy tales and Mister Walpole’s book on goblins. It was best not to get too close to a ring of mushrooms where faeries danced. I thought again about the book then dug into my satchel.

      I was relieved and surprised to find that Elyse’s mirror had survived the wreck unscathed. Mister Walpole’s books, my journal, and the tome on Hero of Alexandria had not fared as well. All of them were wet. When I was finally settled, I’d need to investigate the damage. But at the moment, I was searching for something else.

      At the bottom of my bag, safely stowed, I found the small hairpin I always carried. It was trimmed with a metal bumblebee.

      “Pardon,” I said, stepping into the ring of mushrooms. Leaning against my staff, I set the hairpin down at the center of the ring. “Faerie troupe, accept my gift, if you please. And if you will, help me find a way to safety and recover Papa.”

      Moving carefully, I stepped back.

      Perhaps it was a superstitious thing to do, but I was lost, and Mister Walpole’s book on goblins had undoubtedly enriched my imagination. And this island, well, it just seemed so…

      My thoughts left me then as the sun glimmered brightly through the trees far deeper into the forest and I saw a ring of stones.

      Gasping, I walked deeper into the forest toward the ring.

      Papa and I had talked many times about taking a trip to Salisbury to see the standing stones at Stonehenge. We’d hoped to go this year at midsummer when they said the sky and stones aligned. I had never seen any of the ancient rings before. But there, just before me, in the midst of this forgotten wilderness, was a ring of nine stones.

      I approached the stones carefully. I felt their energy, or maybe it was an echo of those who had come before, but once more, my skin prickled to gooseflesh. And, reminding me I was not well, my head swam.

      The dark stones were a good three feet taller than I was. Moss and lichen grew on the stones. As I studied them, I saw that they were all carved with Celtic knots and designs, trimmed with Ogham writing, and had faces carved thereon. They were exquisite. I had never even heard of such fabulously decorated stones before.

      Taking a deep breath and chiding myself for being overly superstitious—again, I blamed Mister Walpole’s book on goblins—I stepped inside the ring of stones.

      At the center of the ring, the sunlight shimmered with renewed vigor. There was a feeling of magic in the air. I could hardly breathe. I went from stone to stone studying the faces and designs. A wealth of knowledge, lost lore, was just at my fingertips.

      Reaching out carefully, I gently touched the face on one of the monoliths.

      The wind blew once more, and this time, I swore I heard voices on the wind.

      “Hello? Is anyone there?”

      The sky overhead darkened, and in the distance, I heard the rumble of thunder.

      Oh no. No, no, no.

      I looked up at the sky. My head swam.

      I needed to find shelter.

      I turned to go back to the path, but when I did so, I didn’t see the path, nor the ring of mushrooms, nor anything else vaguely familiar.

      Once more, the sky rumbled.

      I felt the first of the raindrops on my head, but luckily, the thick leaves overhead sheltered me somewhat. As the storm rolled in, the forest grew dark.

      I cast a glance around.

      It didn’t matter which direction I went. Eventually I would find the shore once more.

      Turning to head out, however, I spotted a bluish colored light in the distance. A house? A fire? A lantern? A…something.

      “Hello?”

      No reply.

      Turning, I followed the bluish glow. I headed deeper into the forest, chasing after the light, but soon found its source. It was a mushroom. The glowing mushroom had been sitting on a rise. It had played a trick on my mind. Then I spotted another glowing fungus, then another, and another, all of which held an incandescent blue light. They grew in a straight line. Without a better recourse, and feeling half suspicious of the supernatural, I followed the glow of the blue mushrooms as the rain pattered overhead, the sky rumbling. I followed the blue lights deep into the ancient woods, aware that I was passing other sacred rings. I walked past a mound of earth, a barrow, the final resting place of some ancient person—and some said a passageway to the Otherworld—as I hurried deeper into the woods. Surely I would find the shoreline soon.

      Lightning cracked overhead.

      Then, on the horizon, I saw golden light. A fire? I squinted my eyes, trying to make out the shape through the trees, but my head ached miserably. Leaning heavily against my staff, I moved toward the golden colored light.

      The forest thinned. The glowing mushrooms led me onward toward the glow of the yellow light in the distance. Praying to find someone—anyone—I followed along, well aware that my quick exertion had my stomach rolling. Black spots wriggled before my eyes. The line of mushrooms ended. To my shock, I’d blundered to the center of the island and found myself standing outside the gates of a castle.

      I gazed up at the enormous structure. It towered over me, a black silhouette on the horizon. Light glowed through one of the windows in the upper floors. It was raining in earnest now. Not waiting a moment longer, I pushed the gate. It swung open with a creak.

      It was pouring.

      I leaned my walking staff against a metal bench in the perfectly manicured garden, then grabbing my skirts, I ran for the castle door. As I rushed, lightning flashed. It created an odd illusion on the bushes and flowers around me. For a moment, they all seemed to glimmer like metal under the bright light.

      My temples pounded. My stomach rolled. I raced through the heavy rain to the castle door.

      Hoping whoever was at home would forgive me for letting myself in, I pushed open the castle door and crept inside.

      The place was eerily silent.

      “Hello?” I called. “Is anyone here?”

      Breathing deeply and quickly, I realized the moment I stopped that I was not well.

      I cast a glance toward a roaring fireplace nearby. A chair was seated before the hearth, a glass of something dark sitting beside the seat. I heard a strange clicking sound.

      “Hello?” I called again, but this time, my head began to spin. I put my hands on my hips, trying to catch my breath. I closed my eyes. Everything was twirling.

      Footsteps approached.

      “I-I’m sorry I let myself in but…” I began then opened my eyes.

      Standing before me was a massive automaton, its silver eyes staring coldly at me.

      A nauseous feeling swept over me, and my head swam. Black spots danced before my eyes.

      “Pardon me. I think I’m about to—”

      Faint.

      But the word was lost.

      And so was I.
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      “She’s coming around,” a soft, feminine voice said. “Go tell him.”

      A pair of feet clomped heavily across the floor followed by the sound of a door opening and closing.

      My head ached miserably, and I felt ill. I was lying in a warm and comfortable bed. I hated to open my eyes, but it wouldn’t do to leave my hosts worrying about me after I fainted at the doorstep.

      I opened my eyes and sat up slowly. I sat nestled in a massive poster bed. Sheer drapes had been drawn to mute the sunlight.

      “Awake, mistress?” a soft voice called.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “You gave us a fright. You’ve been out for two days. You had a very nasty bump on the back of your head.”

      “I was shipwrecked.”

      “Indeed?”

      “Are there any other survivors here? My father… We were separated in the wreck. Any of the other passengers or sailors wash ashore?”

      “I have a pot of tea ready for you and a bite to eat,” the woman said. “Let me bring your tray.”

      I sat up, adjusting myself in bed and coaching myself to be patient. I was a guest here, after all.

      The woman pulled the drape aside. “You need to eat, mistress. You’ll need to get your strength back. Mistress… My name is Missus Silver. Please, don’t be frightened.”

      “Frightened?”

      I stopped fluffing the pillows and looked up at the woman. My breath caught in my chest. Standing at my bedside holding a breakfast tray was an automaton. My mind flung back to the night I’d arrived and the hulking creature I’d seen in the hall. I hadn’t hallucinated it. It was real, and so was the creature standing before me.

      She looked every bit like a woman. She even had a mop of curls frozen in bronze, but her face had been made of porcelain. Where she should have had eyes, there were bright blue optics. Her mouth was jointed so it could open and close. She wore the gown of a maid with a long white apron and cap, but the dress was out of fashion, worn, and ripped at the seams. Her movements told me her entire body was machine.

      I stared in wonderment.

      “I know, I am a sight,” she said then set the tray on my bed. “But at least you didn’t scream.”

      “I…I… No, of course not.”

      “I didn’t think you would. The others were not so sure. But I saw the necklace you’re wearing, and I figured you might not be shocked.”

      “Necklace?” My eyes drifted down to my chest. I pulled out the leather cord I was wearing around my neck. On it were the windup keys for all of my beautiful devices which were now at the bottom of the sea. “The keys were for my creations.”

      “Creations?”

      “Sculptures. Like music boxes. Clockwork. They were lost with the ship.”

      “I see. You know about such things then? Things like me?”

      “Yes. My father and I are tinkers. Madame, is my father here? Any of the others? I’m sorry to press, but I need to look for my father. I need to send word to the mainland that the ship is lost. Please, where am I?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t answer any of those questions, dear. But the master will be by shortly.”

      “Master? Who is lord here?”

      The automaton laughed a strange tinny sound. “He will tell you himself. Eat up, dear. Get your strength back,” she said then turned and left, closing the door behind her.

      I cast a glance around the room. The furnishings appeared to be in the style favored during Queen Anne’s reign or older. I looked down at the gown I was wearing. The lace at the cuffs and along the neckline were beautifully made, but faded to yellow and very fragile. Everything in the room was exquisite but old.

      I took a deep breath, steadied myself, then quickly drank the cup of tea—which tasted more herb than tea—and scarfed down the thick piece of bread. I had been starving. The flour used to make the bread had an odd tang I didn’t recognize. It wasn’t quite sourdough, but something similar. Once I’d eaten, I turned and set my feet on the floor.

      I felt dizzy, my legs unsteady. Working slowly and carefully, I slipped out of bed and grabbed the dressing robe hanging nearby.

      I crept to the door and listened. It was utterly silent.

      Hearing nothing outside, I opened the door a crack and looked out.

      My chamber was in a long, dimly lit hallway. Barefoot, I crept out of the room and down the hallway. The castle was truly wonderful. From paintings on the walls to fine sculptures in the alcoves to beautiful tapestries, the castle was luxurious and richly appointed. Whomever the lord of this little island was, he was a very wealthy man. It was, however, dim inside. I snatched a candelabra off a nearby table and went in search of…anything. Anyone. And most importantly, Papa.

      As I glided down the halls, I checked each chamber. Room after room appeared to be empty, dusty, even. None of the bed chambers had been used in years. Climbing the steps to the third floor of the castle, I paused when I heard heavy footsteps in the hallway. I heard two male voices. Their cadence had that same metallic pitch as the maid. Was the lord a tinker? Had he fashioned these creations himself or purchased them with his obvious riches? If he was in the trade, perhaps he would know Papa. Maybe he was one of the members of the Rude Mechanicals, an elite society of tinkers in the realm. That would explain why he had such advanced mechs. We common tinkers had just begun to make some breakthroughs with more sophisticated automatons. But the maid had been truly extraordinary. Who had designed her?

      The voices drew near.

      I blew out the candle, set the candelabra aside, and slipped into a window alcove. The window was hung with a heavy green velvet drape that let in no light whatsoever. I hid in the darkness only peeking out from my hiding spot to watch as the two mechanical men made their way down the hall. Like the maid, they were dressed in servants’ attire, although they both had the look more of Cavaliers than modern gentlemen. I waited as the footsteps retreated.

      The dusty curtains made my nose burn. I stifled a cough. Turning, I took the quickest of glances out the window then paused.

      My eyes narrowed as I focused on the flowers, the topiaries, the trees.

      Outside, the sunlight shimmered blindingly on the garden.

      Too blindingly.

      And then, I understood why.

      Turning, I rushed down the hallway to the stairs.

      Grabbing the skirts of my dressing gown and robe, I ran down the steps. It wasn’t until I reached the bottom steps that I realized how much my quick movements taxed me. I felt winded and woozy.

      I heard heavy footsteps heading in my direction.

      I flung open the front door and rushed out into the perfectly manicured garden. I raced along the prim garden path, past the distinctly box-shaped shrubs to the center of the garden. Turning around as I looked, I stared in disbelief at the beautiful rose arbors, the blooming dogwood trees, the bunches of wisteria, the twisting ivy, and the clipped topiaries in the shapes of swans and cupids. It was garden of refined taste. It was perfect in every way, each beautiful tree and blossom conforming to its training.

      And every lovely bloom was arrested perfectly in place.

      The entire garden was made of metal.
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      “Mistress, what are you doing out here? Mistress, you must go back to your room at once,” a male voice called.

      I looked back toward the castle. One of the male servants, also made of clockwork, was ambling toward me. One of his two eyes, a yellow optic, had burnt out. His left leg moved with a screeching sound, not bending with fluidity. His hair, like the maid’s, was arrested in silver. But his locks were long in the style favored in King Charles’ day, as was his clothing. Didn’t the lord of the house have the sense to re-dress his automatons? Perhaps the creations were merely that old.

      “I… What is all this?” I asked the servant, waving toward the garden.

      “The gardens. Now, if you please,” the mechanical said, motioning back toward the house.

      “Isabelle?” a distant voice called. I just barely heard my name on the wind. “Isabelle!”

      My heart stopped beating.

      I recognized the voice.

      “Papa,” I whispered. I scanned the castle. There, at the very top of one of the castle turrets, I saw movement in a window. Papa was there.

      “Papa,” I yelled, waving.

      I rushed past the automaton and back into the castle.

      “Mistress! Mistress, wait,” the mechanical called, but I ignored him.

      I flung open the door to the castle and headed for the stairs.

      “Mistress, where are you going? Mistress, wait,” the maid called, but her voice box failed at the last words, the sound coming out garbled.

      Ignoring the mechanicals, I raced up the steps.

      “Papa,” I yelled. “Papa, where are you?”

      “Isabelle? Isabelle, I’m here.”

      I raced down a long hallway and up a short, winding flight of steps until I reached the door to the turret near the top of the castle.

      “Papa?” I called, banging on the door. “Papa, are you there?”

      “Isabelle? Oh, my sweet Isabelle. Thank God you are alive. I’m here,” my father called.

      Grabbing the door handle, I gave it a tug, but the door didn’t open.

      “It’s locked, Isabelle.”

      “Locked? Why?”

      “Because I locked it,” a voice answered from further up the stairs. The voice was so dark and menacing that my heart skipped a beat.

      “Papa,” I whispered in a breath.

      “Isabelle, it’s all right. Don’t be afraid.”

      “Why should she be afraid, old man? There’s nothing monstrous here, except the monsters.”

      Heavy footsteps tromped slowly down the stairs toward me. I pressed myself against the door. My heart beat hard, the sound of it ringing in my ears. My breath quick, I felt woozy, and my stomach flopped, the tea and toast sloshing around. I felt like I was going to be sick.

      The owner of the voice finally rounded the corner of the stairwell. First, I saw his heavy metal boots. He wore black hose, the cloth faded to an odd gray. My eyes drifted up. In addition to the hose, he had on a pale blue coat with a silk cravat. He had long hair, a square jaw, and a royal nose. His features were that of an aristocrat. But they were made entirely of metal.

      He glared at me, his silver optics shining brightly through the narrowed metal eyelids. The optics turning, he regarded me carefully. He sneered then grabbed me by the wrist. Using a key attached to the tip of his finger, he unlocked the door.

      Papa, who must have been standing close by, stepped back.

      The mechanical pushed me into the room, entered behind me, then slammed the door closed behind us.

      Holding my aching wrist, I rushed to Papa.

      “Isabelle,” Papa said, pulling me close to him.

      The menacing mechanical glared at us. “Now, what am I supposed to do with the two of you?”
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      I looked from the automaton to the workshop behind me. To my surprise, suspended aloft was a tiny, one-person airship. The ship was not much larger or more advanced than a hot air balloon and nothing like the massive airships that flew in and out of the towers in London. The balloon had been painted periwinkle blue, though the color was much faded. A large red rose was painted on the side. Below the balloon hung a burner and a small gondola. I scanned the workroom. Tools were strewn everywhere. The place was, in fact, a hangar.

      “Monster, my daughter is alive, and you didn’t tell me?” Papa snapped at the mech.

      I was shocked. I had never seen my father speak to anyone in anger. I then eyed Papa over. He was wearing a leather apron and had grease smeared across his face. Had he been working on the airship?

      The mechanical laughed, his voice sounding tinny and hollow. “As if I am concerned with some peasant who washed up on my shore. And you, a thief, deserve nothing.”

      “Thief?” I asked. My father had never stolen anything in his life.

      “The garden,” Papa said. “You saw. The roses are all metal, all clockwork. One seemed to call to me. Foolish, I know. I picked it, thinking you would want to study its design. The castle seemed abandoned. No one was around. I figured there was no harm. But I was very wrong. I was locked in this room, made a prisoner because of a metal rose.”

      “No harm?” the lord said with a laugh. “You know nothing about harm. How dare you presume to pick my rose,” the lord said with a snort. “A rose by any other name would still spell damnation for us all. Now, is your infernal device prepared? You and your daughter will board the ship and leave on it at once.”

      “You must be joking. This aircraft was designed to hold one person. It won’t even lift with two aboard. As it is, the craft is an antique. If it flies at all, there is no guaranteeing how far it will go,” Papa replied.

      “Antique?” the lord said hotly. From within his metal body, I heard something click and whirl. The levers around the automaton’s mouth moved his lips into the expression of a sneer. Once more, his eyes narrowed. “Then I guess one of you will just have to stay. You’re both tinkers, I presume? My servants suggested as much. Fine. One of you will go, one of you will stay. My servants need repairs anyway.”

      “Stay? No,” Papa said. “There must be another way. A ship? A rowboat? Does no one come here? This is a mad place, and you—a machine—may not lord over me or any living man.”

      At that, the automaton stepped menacingly toward my father.

      Gasping, I stepped between them.

      The lord eyed me skeptically then eased back.

      “Mad? Indeed. This place is mad, as you would be in my place. No one comes here. Ever. And there is no other way off this island. Now, get your balloon ready, and send your daughter away from here, old man,” he turned, his gears clicking as he looked at me. Once more, I saw his optics focus. He eyed me over, looking down at my chest.

      In a fit of modesty, I clutched my dressing gown. But I quickly realized it wasn’t me he was looking at—it was the windup keys.

      “Where did you get those?” he snapped, reaching out for the keys.

      I clutched my hand around them. “They’re mine. They are the keys to my creations.”

      “Your creations? What creations?”

      “Music boxes. Nothing more. They’re at the bottom of the sea. Go have a look.”

      The mechanical looked from the keys back to my face. His eyes narrowed once more then he turned and stomped to the door. “I will give you a moment to say goodbye. Prepare that ship. One of the two of you will be getting on. Decide. Now,” he said then slammed the door behind him.
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      “Papa,” I whispered, looking up at my father.

      My father planted kisses on my forehead and cheeks. “Isabelle, are you all right? What happened to you? Where have you been?”

      “I was injured in the shipwreck, a blow to the head. I found my way here but fainted. I have been asleep in a chamber below. I had no idea you were here. And you? How did you find this place?”

      “Quite by chance, I stumbled upon the castle after I floated to shore on a barrel. I found a path leading here. I hoped to get help, a search party—men, horses, dogs—to find you and the others. But when I picked the rose, the lord—or so he fashions himself—appeared and called me a thief. I fear what he might have done if I hadn’t I explained I was a tinker and that I was only curious. He brought me here. I’ve been locked in the workshop ever since. He’s been very anxious to be rid of me.”

      I chuckled lightly, trying to ease Papa. “Certainly no rescue party to be had at this castle.”

      “The lord does have a dog.”

      “Is it…”

      Papa nodded.

      “I don’t understand. How did such advanced mechanicals come to be here? From their clothing, they date back a century or more.”

      “Look,” Papa said, motioning to the room behind him. “This workshop is quite advanced, but the tools are all very old. The airship is one of the first ever built. This particular ship was designed by Archibald Boatswain himself,” he said, referring to the master tinker who’d invented the first airships and Tinker’s Tower, which had been a gift from the London Tinkers Society to Queen Anne.

      I stared up at the airship. Such machines had taken my mother from me and changed the course of my father’s life. Would we never be rid of them? My voice trembling, I said, “Papa, you must be the one to go. Fly the ship to the mainland then come back and get me. You will be able to better note the landscape as you go and rediscover the island. And you know these machines. I do not.”

      “Isabelle, I cannot possibly leave you here with this monstrous creature. He’s no man. He’s all machine, and I fear his ethics circuitry is incomplete or damaged. He truly thinks he is the lord of this castle. The other mechs treat him as such, and he is as haughty as any blueblood I’ve ever met. He cannot be trusted. We must find another way off the island.”

      “I have seen none. Have you?”

      Papa shook his head.

      “We cannot take the airship together?” I asked.

      Papa stiffened. “I would not risk you in an airship, Isabelle. You know that. And this ship will not hold us both.”

      “No chance at all, the risk aside?”

      Papa waved for me to follow him. We climbed the ladder to the platform outside the airship. The workshop had a very high ceiling, and as I looked upward, I saw that the roof was connected to a series of levers which opened it. The balloon burner on the airship had already been lit. I frowned. Early ships such as these were unwieldy to steer and easily tossed about by the wind. Only a steady, practiced hand could fly one. And flying one over the sea where the winds were more likely to pitch a person about was even riskier. Papa had to go. He had to. If one of us could escape, he had the better chance of navigating the ship and finding me once more.

      “Look,” Papa said, motioning to the small, slender gondola. As I looked inside, I understood. The gears, levers, all of the cockpit had been designed to hold one person only. The airship could not carry two.

      “I cannot drive it. Please, Papa. Please. Return to England then come for me,” I said, feeling tears prick the corners of my eyes.

      My father stood staring at the ship.

      “Isabelle, you know I swore I would never—”

      The door to the chamber opened once more. The lord went to the side of the room, where he activated a lever. A pulley on the wall shifted, and slowly, the roof above the turret opened.

      A soft spring breeze wafted in from outside. I closed my eyes, feeling the wind and sunlight on my cheeks.

      “Isabelle,” my father said, his voice filled with anguish.

      I turned and looked at him. “I have faith in you, Papa. I know you are frightened, but you can do this. Do this to save us both. Go. I know you will find me again,” I said then leaned in and whispered, “Advanced or not, these mechs are very old, and my hands are very nimble. It will take almost nothing to deactivate them. If things become uncomfortable, I will simply turn them off.”

      My father exhaled in relief then nodded.

      “Have you decided?” the lord called.

      “I shall go,” Papa said.

      “Then go. And do not seek to return to this place.”

      Papa gave me a knowing glance then pulled me into an embrace.

      “I love you, Papa,” I whispered.

      “I love you too. Be careful. Be safe.”

      I nodded, kissing my father on the cheek once more, then stepped back.

      Reluctantly, my father climbed into the cockpit.

      I climbed back down the ladder. Unlocking the brakes on the wooden platform, I rolled it away while the lord unlocked the clamps holding the airship in place.

      “Isabelle?”

      “Papa! I love you, Papa. Be safe.”

      When the lord released the last clamp, the airship began to rise.

      Biting the inside of my cheek, I watched as the airship lifted away from the tower, up and out of sight, taking Papa along with it. Tears threatened, but I fought them back. I would not let this beastly creature see me cry, not that it understood emotion anyway.

      The mech activated the lever once more, closing the roof of the turret again.

      “You’re very brave to stay in your father’s place,” the lord said.

      “Brave? He is my father. Of course I would suffer in his place.”

      The lord stiffened and stood in a formal, rigid posture. “Suffer?” he said with a sniff. “Oh no. You will not suffer at my hands. You might be a simple tinker, not a lady, but you are my guest here. Now, my servants tell me you are unwell. Is that so? You should return to your room and rest.”

      “Oh. Aren’t you grand telling me to rest after everything you’ve done,” I said then turned to leave.

      The mech stepped in front of the door, blocking my path. He eyed me carefully, optics turning, metallic eyelids narrowing. He looked at my hand where I held my wrist against my chest.

      I had hidden the bruise from Papa, but when the metallic monster had grabbed me, pushing me into the room, his grip had been tight. My wrist ached and was turning purple.

      “What’s wrong with your arm?” the lord asked.

      I laughed. “What was it you said? I won’t suffer at your hands? Why don’t you have a look at your handiwork?” I said, shoving my arm out so he could see. The skin around my wrist was red and purple and swelling visibly. “Beastly creature,” I said hotly then dodged around him and headed back down the stairs.

      “Miss… Miss Hawking, isn’t it? Miss Hawking, it was an accident. I don’t know the strength of this machine,” the lord said.

      Furious, frightened, sad, and confused, I raced back to the bedchamber and slammed the door closed behind me.

      My father was gone.

      And I was left alone with a metallic beast.
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      Missus Silver came to my door twice to try to persuade me to come out, but I didn’t answer. From somewhere deeper in the castle, I heard the loud grumblings of the lord. I stared out the window of the castle. From my chamber, I could see the garden below, its metal and clockwork flowers. But beyond that, I saw the island where thick trees grew.

      I might have been trapped in this terrible place until Papa returned, but that didn’t mean I had to stay locked in my chamber. I was no Rapunzel.

      I opened up the wardrobe to discover several freshly laundered dresses had been left for me. They were all very old and far too elaborate for my taste. I was relieved to spot my simple traveling gown. I slipped it and my boots back on then, creeping quietly, I went to the door.

      I heard voices, but they were not close by.

      Tiptoeing quickly and carefully, I headed downstairs.

      My head still ached. It was a miracle I had not drowned.

      I crept across the main foyer. I could hear the lord and one of his attendants in a room off the great hall. The door was open just a crack. I crept to the door and peered within.

      “I am sorry, my lord. My hand is not as steady as it used to be,” the attendant was saying.

      The lord and his servant were sitting at the end of a long dining room table in a great hall. He had removed his jacket and rolled up the sleeve of his shirt. His arm lay on the table, the metal casing open. I could just make out the clockwork mechanisms inside the arm. I pressed forward a little for a better look.

      “Do your best. That is all any of us can do,” the lord said.

      The attendant set his tools aside then slid a crystal goblet toward his master. “Try that,” he said.

      The lord attempted to pick up the cup, but it shattered in his grasp. The sound of broken glass echoed throughout the hall. The lord sighed.

      “Widdershins, Mister Flint,” the lord said, brushing the broken goblet aside. “It’s worse than before. The grip must be lessened, not increased. I don’t want any more…miscalculations.”

      “Sorry, my lord. Very sorry,” the servant said then picked up his tools again.

      I winced as I watched, my fingers twitching as the servant applied a bricklayer’s delicacy to a job that required a surgeon’s precision. Once again, the servant worked on the lord’s hand. Satisfied, he pushed another cup toward his master.

      “Try this, my lord,” he said.

      The lord of the castle moved to pick up his cup, but when his fingers flexed, they were far too soft, and the cup slipped from his grasp, crashing to the floor and splintering into a million glistening pieces.

      “Oh, my lord. I am so s-s-s-o-rr-rr-yyy,” the servant said, his voice box fading at the end. The servant went quiet and became still, frozen mid-gesture.

      The lord sighed, if such a thing was possible, then reached into his coat pocket. From within, he pulled out a small metal device. At first, I couldn’t see what it was. He unbuttoned the servant’s old coat and shirt and pushed it aside to show a metal compartment, and within it a keyhole, on the automaton’s back. The lord slipped in a windup key and turning the device, which made an audible click, he wound the mech.

      When he removed the key, the servant activated once more.

      “…sorry. It is difficult to be precise. I say, my lord, what happened?” the servant asked, looking down at his shirt which the lord was rebuttoning with care that seemed out of line with his temperament.

      “You wound down, Mister Flint,” the lord answered simply.

      “Happening more and more these days,” the servant said. “To all of us.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you, my lord? Any…luck?”

      “Don’t think of it.”

      “The girl—Miss Hawking—is a tinker like her father. Did you see? She’s wearing—”

      “I saw. Forget it. They’re nothing.”

      “But the girl—”

      “I said, don’t think of it. Now, let’s begin again,” the lord said, extending his arm once more.

      I leaned back. No wonder my windup keys had gotten the attention of the automatons. They needed them for their very survival. Such a strange and ill-omened place. I took a deep breath, quickly tiptoed to the front door, then slowly and quietly slipped outside.

      A soft breeze whipped across the garden. While the trees beyond the walls waved, the garden itself, however, was arrested in its beauty. Turning down a garden path, I walked through the metallic sculptures. I had never seen artwork like this before. Every blossom, every leaf, was made of metal. They were all so perfectly designed. I went to examine a flowering topiary meant to look like gardenia. I was surprised when a butterfly with gossamer silver wings rose from the sculpture and fluttered off. At first, I thought the creature only silvery, but I followed the shimmering creation to its next landing point, a clockwork rose. It rested there, its wings wagging as it adjusted its clockwork antennas.

      I gasped as I looked at the intricacy of the creation. How had it been designed with such small gears?

      The blossom on which the silver butterfly had landed slowly opened. It was very similar to my own sculpture, Love’s Bloom, which featured a rose arbor and the lovers. As this rose opened, however, I was unable to see the levers operating the petals. It was perfectly designed.

      I turned and looked around the grounds.

      I loved art. I loved capturing the beauty of nature in clockwork. The grounds were one massive sculpture. My own work, which even the most senior in the London Tinker’s Society considered advanced, dwarfed in comparison. Why had someone created this? And how?

      From beyond the wall behind me, I heard a soft giggle. The wind blew, and the leaves on the living trees on the other side of the wall wagged in the breeze. Once more, I heard the sound of bells and smelled the sweet perfume of new leaves and loamy earth.

      I looked back at the castle. I saw movement through the dining room window and the glint of metal. No one was going to force me back inside. I glared at the castle then turned and followed the path to the gate. It was not the same one through which I’d entered before. Here, there was a small station for a gatekeeper, and the entryway was far more elaborate. Massive letter Ls trimmed the structure. This must have been the formal entrance. That meant that the path leading toward the water must have reached a dock. I eyed the guard post. The station was empty. I pushed the ornate gate open just enough to slip out. And I was glad I did so, because a moment later, I heard one of the lord’s clockwork attendants calling my name.

      I glared back at the castle.

      Grabbing the skirts of my dress, I rushed down the overgrown cart path until the garden was out of sight. But even then, I heard someone open the gate behind me. I cast a glance all around. There was no way I was going back anytime soon. I needed to get off this path. I looked into the woods. Everywhere looked the same: thick, deep, dark forest. Well, it was an island. There was no getting lost. At some point, I’d eventually find the beach. Turning off the path, I fled into the woods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Into the Green

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I stopped running when I ran out of breath. My lungs burned, and my head ached. Sitting down on a rock, I inhaled deeply and fought off the black spots before my eyes. My head felt dizzy once more. Reason suggested that I should probably be still in bed. But reason also suggested that I was trapped on an island where automaton sentinels ruled—including a mech who thought he was a lord. I wasn’t sure who had left the clanking menace behind, but someone needed to work on his ethics circuits. I rubbed the bruise on my arm then stared into the forest.

      Everything was so green. Shades ranging from deep emerald green to bright chartreuse colored the canvas. Ahead of me was an opening in the canopy. A single standing stone stood there, slants of light shining down on it from above. Around it, a bed of new ferns grew, their soft fingers uncurling in the sunlight. The sunlight shimmered onto the stone.

      Rising, I went to inspect the ancient structure. It was taller than myself by at least another two feet. On it had been carved many Celtic symbols and knots. I spotted a mirror and comb, a horse, a horned man, ravens, and wolves. Along the edge of the stone were the ancient Ogham symbols. I traced the ancient language, running my finger over the rough stone. I could not stand the idea that there was something to be learned here, something to be read, and I simply could not read it.

      The wind blew once more, and once again, I heard voices on the wind. That overwhelming feeling that I was not alone swept over me.

      “Hello?” I whispered, my skin rising to gooseflesh. My very bones felt the presence of something else in the woods with me.

      But there was nothing.

      I did notice, however, that the stone on which I was sitting had also been carved with a face, much like the stone I’d found not far from the beach.

      “Sorry, ancient one,” I said, rising. “How very rude of me.”

      The wind gusted. The canopy overhead shifted, and I spotted a lush area in the forest where forget-me-nots covered the forest floor. I walked toward the enchanting scene. Tomorrow, I would find something to write with—first I had to see what condition my journal was in—and then I’d come back to this place. To pass the time, I’d note the Ogham inscriptions, copy the designs on the stones. Something told me it would be awhile before I felt like tinkering clockwork devices again. In the meantime, however, the mystery of the stones intrigued me. When Papa returned—and he would return, I had no doubt—I would find a key to the Ogham language and uncover the message.

      The little patch of flowers, wild and full of color, was almost more than I could stand. The cheery blue faces, the center of the flowers yellow, colored the forest floor like they’d been painted by Mother Nature. I saw hues of pink and purple amongst the tiny flowers, the imperfections of nature which only made the scene more perfect. I sat down amongst the flowers. Everywhere I looked, I saw blue.

      I laughed.

      How perfectly natural and disorganized the flowers were. How unlike the castle garden. How sweet and innocent and natural.

      I laughed again.

      Hard.

      Until I cried.

      “Hurry, Papa,” I whispered, brushing hot tears off my cheeks.

      The wind blew once more. The soft breeze ruffled my hair and caressed my cheek as if to comfort me.

      Sighing, I rose. I wanted to pick a bouquet of the flowers, but they were far too perfect as they were. I would not disturb the natural beauty of the place. Rising, I returned to the cart path once more. This time, I followed it. The trail led to the shore, but as I walked, I spotted a side road. Here, the track had been worn down by carts, trees cleared to force a path through the woods. Curious, I followed the trail. Alongside this lane, I saw where some of the massive oak trees had been cut, but their timbers lay fallen on the forest floor. Where one enormous oak had been felled, I spied a standing stone crushed underneath. My heart seized to see the ancient monolith so mistreated. I moved further along until I approached a hill. Before it, the land had been cleared. A ramshackle building, walls collapsed, and the roof caved in, sat nearby. Pulley systems lay broken on the ground. Carts, their wheels rusted, sat forgotten. There was an entrance to the hill, a crack in the rocks that looked, at least at first glance, like a cave. But when I studied it more closely, eyeing the fallen carts and tools lying around the entrance, I realized it was, in fact, a mine. Rail lines had been worked into the ground and led into the narrow cave. A row of rail carts lay forgotten to the side.

      The woods here were very still, very silent.

      I approached the entrance to the mine and looked inside.

      The mine was, in fact, a cave. Someone had built the mine shaft into the natural formation. As I looked around the entrance of the cave, I saw Celtic symbols and Ogham engraved into the cave opening.

      A breeze blew from within the cave. It smelled of mud and minerals. The denseness of it made my heart feel heavy. No. Not heavy. Something here felt…sad. Desperately sad.

      I stepped back.

      I turned around and looked at all the ruins. How unnatural, how unclean all the axes and rail lines and chains and ropes were. They marred the natural beauty of this place. Suddenly feeling ill at ease, I turned and rushed back into the forest, back into the green spaces, back where I could breathe free again. But most of all, I needed to escape the terrible foreboding that had shaken me to my core.
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      Reluctantly, I returned to the castle. As I walked, I thought about the lord. He’d asked his servant to correct the grip on the hand that had bruised my arm. What had he said when I’d confronted him: “I don’t know the strength of this machine.” That was an odd way to put it. From what I could see, the repair of his arm could be made easily. I had the tools in my satchel, and it would only take a moment. Maybe I would offer to do the repair. Perhaps it would buy me some goodwill in the castle until Papa returned.

      When I reached the door to the castle, it was already growing dark. The sun burned low on the horizon. Shades of orange, red, and pink illuminated the skyline and made the metal garden shimmer as the materials reflected the haze. How odd that the metals did not corrode under the elements. Bronze always faded to green and—

      The door to the castle opened with a heave.

      “Where did you go? Where have you been?” someone demanded.

      I turned to find the lord standing there staring menacingly at me. In the dimming light, his gray optics glowed ominously.

      “I…I was just—”

      “Never leave the grounds again. Do you understand? Do not go beyond the walls of the garden,” he shouted, his voice box shrill and dark. He took a few steps toward me, his heavy feet clanging intimidatingly.

      I felt my ire rise. I pulled myself up to my full height and stomped to him. “Or what?” I asked sharply, coming face to face with him. “You’ll rough me about again? Your ethics circuits are rusted, you tired old mechanical.” Judging that he would not be able to swivel in time, I ducked and dashed past him into the castle. I slammed the door behind me. Grabbing my skirts, I sprinted up the steps.

      The door opened once more.

      “Miss Hawking, come back here. You will allow me to explain,” he called commandingly from behind me.

      “I will do nothing. You are not my lord. I want no explanations from you. Go rust somewhere,” I said then rushed back up the steps. I raced back to my bedchamber and closed and locked the door behind me.

      I heard voices in the hall below. Missus Silver and Mister Flint were talking to the lord, whose tone of voice seemed to vacillate from furious to capitulating.

      And to think, I’d considered helping the metallic menace. Beastly creature. I’d think about him no more. From now on, I’d occupy my time noting down the designs in the clockwork garden and deciphering the Ogham written on the stones. I lifted my satchel. It was dry, but I worried about the contents.

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Go away,” I called, instantly feeling like an impetuous child.

      “Miss Hawking,” the lord called from the other side of the door. “You must allow me to explain. Perhaps… Perhaps you would dine with me tonight.”

      I set my bag down and went to the door.

      I opened it with such sudden ferocity that he stepped back.

      “Dine with you? You’re mad. What, shall I watch you sup on oil and bolts? Leave me alone. When my father returns, I shall leave this place at once and think on you no more,” I said then slammed the door again.

      “Do you really think your father is going to come back? Do you really think he will ever be able to find this place again? You are the one who’s mad, Miss Hawking. No living person has set foot in this place in more than a hundred years. Your father will never find you again. You are trapped here, just like the rest of us,” the lord snarled then stomped back down the hall.

      I stared at the door. That wasn’t possible. What he was saying wasn’t true. Papa would find me. He would return. I had no doubt. I frowned at the door. Meddlesome mech. What did he know? Someone had designed him to make him think himself a nobleman. That crumbling antique! He had no idea the world outside of this place had changed. Maybe he’d been trapped here more than a hundred years, but I wouldn’t be. Papa was the brightest tinker in London and had the best minds at his disposal. He would return soon.

      I sat down again at the desk and pulled my books out of my satchel. They had gotten waterlogged but had since dried. The book on Hero of Alexandria was destroyed. The ink on the pages had washed to nothing, the designs mere shadows. The pages were so glued together that any effort to lift them apart would cause them to tear. Pity. Mister Walpole’s book on goblins, to my surprise, was intact. In fact, the pages barely curled at all, and there’d been no damage to the ink. A goblin spell must have kept it safe, surely. The book on mystical artifacts had taken some damage, but the majority of the book was still intact. My journal had survived, but much of the new ink had bled and faded, including the sketch I’d made on the ill-fated Prospero.

      I set out my tools, pens, and the mirror Elyse Murray had given me. I slid down into my seat and stared at the books. My stomach growled hungrily.

      Sighing, I tipped my head back and closed my eyes.

      Papa would find me, and before I knew it, I would be back in London again fending off Gerard LeBoeuf and fashioning my own designs, a prospect that, despite my unending love for the trade, suddenly felt much less appealing.
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      I had fallen asleep, my head resting on my arms at my desk, when there was a knock on the door.

      “Miss Hawking,” Missus Silver called.

      I sat up with a yawn. My head ached, my stomach knotted with hunger.

      “Yes?”

      The door opened, the automaton appearing at the door with a candelabra in her hand. She smiled, an odd sort of expression on her face. “Miss, you must be starving. The lord is…has retired. Will you come eat, my dear? Missus Smith, our cook, has prepared you something to eat in the dining room.”

      Frowning, I considered it. The last thing I wanted to do was mix with the lord and his servants, but if he had retired, then there would be no harm. In that moment, I realized my stomach was overruling my wits, which was often the case. But I was ravenous.

      “Very well,” I said then followed Missus Silver.

      We walked in silence down the long hall and stairwell to the formal dining room. A long table stretched out before me. The chandelier overhead had been lit as well as the candelabras on the table. At one end of the table, a meal sat waiting under a gold dome.

      “Mistress,” the male automaton said. He pulled out my chair. “I am Mister Flint. Please, have a seat.”

      I slipped into the chair.

      “Your dinner is served,” he said, removing the golden dome.

      Underneath was a beautifully prepared meal. A rosy red lobster, delicate mushrooms in sauce, and delicious baked bread awaited. I stared down at the feast then at the gold-plated flatware, including a golden cup and saucer. The footman brought wine and poured me a goblet. The wine cup was made of crystal and trimmed with gold filigree. Such expensive items had a royal flair. I was suddenly reminded of my clockwork sculpture of the dining table with the flatware that wove and danced in tune. Of course, now it was at the bottom of the sea.

      “I am sorry, mistress, that the offerings are meager, and we cannot provide the proper courses. We, as you can guess, do not need such replenishment anymore and have to make do with what the island provides.”

      “No, no,” I said. “This is beautiful, and it smells divine.”

      “Then please, eat. You are our guest here.”

      “I wish your lord—as he fashions himself—felt the same way,” I said as I sipped the wine. The vintage had a mellow, fruity flavor.

      “Fashions? No. He is our lord. That is certain. He has always come across as the brooding sort, but time has darkened him, I’m afraid.”

      “Darkened him?”

      Missus Silver turned toward the footman, and a series of distinct clicks emerged from her chest.

      “Yes, Missus Silver, you’re quite right,” Mister Flint said then bowed to me. “I’ll return in a time with a dessert for you, mistress.”

      “Thank you,” I said, eyeing Missus Silver skeptically. What had she signaled to Mister Flint? I wanted to puzzle it out, but my stomach rumbled. I lifted my fork and took a bite of the mushrooms. They were heavenly. They’d been fire-roasted with fresh herbs. The flavors melted on my tongue.

      I had eaten lobster a few times before, Papa and I laughing as we made a mess of the entire dining room, much to Martin’s bemused horror. Trying to be a bit more refined—well, as much as possible—I worked on removing the lobster tail. I still failed in my feminine duties when a bit of lobster went flying across the dining room. I was suddenly very glad the lord was not there to give me a metallic sneer.

      “Lost a bite,” Missus Silver said with mirth in her voice.

      “It’s tough to eat this properly,” I said with a smile.

      “Yes. I know. Miss Hawking, I understand you were in the garden today.”

      I nodded, my mouth full of bread. I lifted a finger, asking her for a moment, took a sip of the wine then swallowed. “It’s a lovely and unexpected place. Quite enchanting, really. The architect must have been a tinker of rare talent.”

      “Rare talent? Yes, well, that is one way of putting it. But you should have seen it long ago,” she said with a sad sigh. “It was the most heavenly place in the world.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her. “Indeed? It’s held up remarkably well in the weather. You all must take excellent care of it. I haven’t seen even a spot of rust.”

      “We look after it like we do all things here.”

      I eyed the mech. While I knew her programming was all analytic machine, ethics boards, and an aether core, there was something very human about her manner. Sadness hung heavily on her. Surely I was reading more into her than was there. I broke off a bit of bread then looked out the window. It was dark outside. The sky was absolutely full of stars.

      “The forest beyond these walls,” I said, motioning, “is magical beyond anything I have ever seen. And, I think, has some history.”

      “Oh, yes. This small island was sister to Ynys Dywyll, as it was once called.”

      “Ynys Dywyll—the Isle of Anglesey?”

      The mech nodded. “You’ve been outside the walls. Perhaps you saw the stone rings and standing stones?”

      “I did,” I said then cracked open the lobster claw. Considering there was no one around other than Missus Silver, I set aside my golden fork and took a bite. Much easier. Working with my hands, I began to dismantle the crustacean.

      “Our lord once told me that back in the ancient times when the Romans invaded, they destroyed the Druids’ shrines and decimated Anglesey. Those who survived retreated to this island.”

      “Druids? Well, that would explain the standing stones. And in the woods, I’d swear I felt something magical.”

      “The woods here have many eyes and lots of memories.”

      “I hope to record those memories. Tomorrow, I shall return to the forest and make a note of the stones. Do you have a map of the island? Perhaps if I make a grid, I can ensure I don’t miss any of the menhirs. I’d like to sketch the stones and record the Ogham script thereon.”

      “The forest is not safe, Miss Hawking. You should not roam outside the castle gates again.”

      “Why not? What’s out there?”

      The automaton clicked. “Wolves.”

      I turned and looked at her. “Wolves? On an island?”

      Even the most sophisticated mech cannot replicate human emotion with any precision, but at that moment, I could very clearly see that Missus Silver was lying.

      “Yes,” she replied with false certainty. “Large, dangerous wolves. You must stay inside the walls. You may feel free to use the garden as much as you like, but you cannot leave the safety of the grounds. Do you understand?”

      I frowned but said nothing more. Clearly, this was the lord’s message that she was delivering. Why was he so insistent I stay inside the castle walls?

      Missus Silver busied herself with pouring more wine. If I had hadn’t known better, I would have thought it a nervous distraction. But now my curiosity was piqued. How much did the mech actually know?

      “I thought, perhaps, you were concerned I would get hurt amongst the old mining equipment,” I said leadingly.

      Missus Silver froze. She set down the wine bottle then turned to look at me. Her optics narrowed. A series of clicks rattled in her chest. “You…found the mine?”

      I nodded.

      “Miss Hawking, that place is very, very dangerous. I implore you, do not return there.”

      “I found the place quite odd. It really didn’t seem like a mine at all. The opening to the cavern had carvings all around it just like on the standing stones. I noted Celtic designs and Ogham as well.”

      “Miss Hawking,” Missus Silver said. Her voice box boomed so loudly that it echoed down the hallway, which made the feedback from her voicebox screech. From somewhere within her body, I heard very loud ticking increasing rapidly. She set her hand on my arm. “Please, mistress. Please. For all our sakes, don’t go there again.”

      “Why not? Missus Silver, what’s wrong?”

      “Please. Please. You cannot. You must not. Please, don’t go there again. You must promise not to go there again.”

      “Missus Silver?” The ticking inside the machine was growing even louder, and the automaton’s optics brightened.

      “Promise, Miss Hawking. Promise. Promise?”

      “Missus Silver, what’s happening?” I asked, standing. The mech’s eyes were flashing as her chest continued to click and rattle.

      “Please, please, please, pleeeeease, pppllleeasssee,” she repeated, the ticking growing louder and louder until there was a terrible pop.

      I smelled a whiff of sulfur then Missus Silver’s eyes went dim. She slumped over, bending at the waist.

      “Oh damn,” I whispered.
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      Moving carefully, I lowered Missus Silver into a seat at the table. I studied her optics. There was still light flickering at the very back, but she had clearly damaged some of her circuitry. Looking carefully, I checked her body for signs of damage. Her back felt hot, and I saw a bit of scorching on the back of her shirt.

      “Missus Silver, please excuse me,” I said then began to undo the small buttons on the back of her shirt. Sure enough, there was a panel between her shoulder blades from which I smelled sulfur and felt the heat.

      Grabbing a knife to pop open the back panel, I looked at the circuitry inside.

      “Madame!” Mister Flint said, reappearing in the dining room. “What’s happening?”

      “I believe Missus Silver overheated. Do you have a toolkit?” I asked, knowing full well I had seen the mech with the tools earlier that day.

      The mech nodded then went to the cabinet at the side of the room. From within, he brought out the large wooden cabinet I had seen earlier that day. He set it on the table.

      I pushed my hair away from my face then squinted at the small clockwork devices inside Missus Silver. I suddenly wished I had my magnifying goggles.

      “Bring some light,” I said.

      Mister Flint lifted a candelabra.

      “Ah. There it is,” I said, seeing where a cog had come loose. I dug into the toolbox and grabbed the smallest pair of pliers I could find. Working slowly, I removed the broken pieces then set them aside. Grabbing a repair piece from the toolbox, I started to set a replacement cog in place.

      Heavy footsteps thundered toward the dining room.

      “What’s happening here?” the lord complained as he strode across the room.

      “Missus Silver broke down. Miss Hawking is making the repair,” Mister Flint answered.

      “What? How dare you work on her without my permission?”

      “Why don’t you yell at me after I restore Missus Silver?” I snapped. “Now, be quiet so I can concentrate.”

      I heard a series of clicks pass between the lord and his servant, but no one spoke another word.

      Using the tiny tools, I fixed the cog in place.

      Exhaling, I stepped back. “Done. Now, how do you reanimate her?”

      The lord pulled out his windup key, but the grip on his fingers betrayed him, and he dropped it. When he bent to retrieve it, I noticed he used the hand opposite the one his servant had attempted to repair.

      The lord slipped a windup key into a keyhole right above the panel on Missus Silver’s back. He turned the key, re-winding Missus Silver, then pulled the key out slowly.

      Missus Silver sat erect. At first, her words came out garbled then she stood and said very distinctly, “No, Miss Hawking. Please. Please don’t go there again.”

      Everyone in the room stilled.

      Missus Silver turned and looked around. “Oh dear! I do believe I malfunctioned.”

      “One moment,” I told her then replaced the panel. The lord and Mister Flint looked away as I buttoned up Missus Silver’s shirt. “There you are, Missus Silver.”

      “Miss Hawking, thank you so much. Yes, my analytics in that sector are working much better now.”

      “It’s the least I can do. I’m sorry our previous conversation upset—”

      “Think nothing of it,” she said, cutting me off. Clearly, she did not want to return to the topic with the lord present.

      The lord narrowed his eyes, looking from me to Missus Silver. He frowned then said, “Thank you for fixing her. I believe we interrupted your dinner. Please sit. Enjoy your meal,” he said, pulling out my chair for me.

      Eyeing him warily, I returned to my seat.

      The lord nodded to his servants, who then disappeared. Missus Silver and Mister Flint clicked to one another as they went.

      He took a seat nearby. “May I ask what you were discussing with Missus Silver when she became so upset?”

      I lifted the glass of wine and sat back in my seat. I was not in the mood for another scolding. “The woods.”

      The lord looked carefully at me. “The woods here are dangerous.”

      “So I’m told. There are giant, ferocious wolves out there, from what I heard.”

      The lord’s metal mouth moved into an expression like a smirk. “Wolves? Did she think you would believe her?”

      I smiled softly, surprised by his candor. “Yes, I think so.”

      He smiled. “There are no wolves, as you no doubt already guessed, but the forest is not safe.”

      “I mentioned to Missus Silver that I hoped to record some information on the standing stones I saw. I was hoping to sketch the designs and note down the Ogham writing.”

      “Can you read the language?”

      “Not yet. Perhaps if I had a key. But with a little time, key or no, one can decipher the language.”

      “How?”

      “Patterns, of course.”

      “Patterns,” he repeated. “And if you study the patterns, you may be able to read the stones?”

      “Yes.”

      The lord sat back in his seat and stroked his chin where his pointed pickdevant beard in the Rococo style was arrested in metal.

      “The western side of the island can be explored without excessive risk. There are a number of stones west of the castle. You may explore the western side of the island, but no further. Do not pass the castle to the east. Do you understand?”

      I looked at him. I most certainly did not understand, but with my freedom hanging so tantalizingly in front of me, I didn’t dare say so. “Yes,” I replied simply.

      He nodded. “Good. Ah,” he said, reaching for the bottle of wine. “I see they selected you a nice vintage.”

      But when he grabbed the bottle, his grasp was loose and the bottle tipped.

      Moving quickly, I grabbed it before it fell over.

      When I did so, the lord stared at my bruised wrist.

      “Thank you. I… The controls on my left arm are problematic. I injured the arm, and it hasn’t been right since. Miss Hawking, I really do apologize for what happened. I was taken aback by the unexpected appearance of you and your father on my island. In my alarm, I believe I was rough in tone and became careless regarding the crudeness of my mechanics. It is so very far beneath me and not in my character to injure you. Please, I hope you will forgive me.”

      I eyed him skeptically. Automatons were not supposed to be able to lie or deceive, but Missus Silver had just invented giant wolves. Could I trust this self-fashioned mechanical lord? He did seem sincere. Given what I had observed, it was an accident. It didn’t do to be angry with a machine.

      “If you would like, it would be very easy for me to make the adjustment to your grip. As you have seen, I am an adept tinker.”

      The lord considered. “Very well.”

      I rose from my seat, grabbed the toolkit, then sat closer to the lord. I tried not to think about the fact that my lobster was cold and that I had an entire mini loaf of bread still waiting for me, nor the fact that I was still hungry. At that moment, it felt far more important to help. In fact, it felt good. It felt right. The lord didn’t want to hurt anyone. There was honor in that.

      The lord rolled up his sleeve and lay his arm on the table. Moving carefully, he opened the metal covering on his inner arm to reveal the clockwork devices inside.

      I inhaled deeply, fighting off the wooziness too much wine on an empty stomach had caused, then stared at the mechanisms.

      “Wiggle your fingers, please,” I said, watching devices work.

      I nodded then handed the lord my golden teacup. “If you drop it, it won’t chip,” I said with a soft smile. “Please take it by the handle.”

      He did as I asked, all the while watching me as I studied him. His latch around the handle on the cup was far too loose.

      “Now grip the cup around its girth and lift it.”

      When he did so, the cup slipped from his fingers and fell to the table. The thumb and forefinger were in better shape than the rest of the hand.

      Nodding, I gently lowered his arm and looked within. To my surprise, the metal was as warm as flesh.

      Ignoring the unexpected sensation, I eyed the configuration then spotted the problem. “Ah, there we are,” I said.

      Fishing around in Mister Flint’s toolbox for a screwdriver, plyers, and torque wrench, I finally found everything I needed. I leaned over his arm and studied the gears. I lifted the pliers but paused for a moment.

      “This may be uncomfortable,” I said, looking up at him as he studied me. “Is it possible for you to shut down until I’m done? If you give me your windup key, I can restart you thereafter.”

      The lord snorted, but not rudely. “I wish that were possible, Miss Hawking. I will have to stay alert.”

      “Very well,” I said then moved a candelabra close to us so I could see better. Moving delicately, I adjusted the mechanics inside. It took some time to get them all settled. I could feel the lord’s optics on me, watching me closely. I steadied my breath and tried to ignore him, focusing on my task. The clockwork mechanisms inside were really no more complicated than the sculpture I’d done of the birds on the branch. In no time, I had it. Setting the tools aside, I sat back. “Move your fingers, please.”

      He did as I asked. The fingers worked in unison.

      Picking up the cup once again, I set it before him. “The handle, to start.”

      He nodded then lifted the cup. I watched as his fingers worked. They were steady, firm, and aligned.

      “Now grasp it.”

      Once more, he grasped the cup. This time, he didn’t drop it.

      “Hold. Like this,” I said, setting my arm on my elbow, my hand extended.

      Moving my chair closer to the lord, I carefully examined the grip of his fingers on the cup. It held in place without denting. His grip was neither too firm nor too soft. As I leaned to look, I heard a slightly audible tick coming from his chest that sounded like the beat of a heart.

      He made a noise as if he was clearing his throat then shifted a little away from me.

      Nodding, I pulled back. “I think we have it there. How does it feel to you?”

      He set the cup down then lifted it again. “Very good. Thank you, Miss Hawking. The hand has given me trouble for some years. None of us had the skill to fix it.”

      I smiled. “I’m glad I could help.”

      The lord rose. “I have disturbed your dinner again. You must forgive me. My manners are rusty. Very literally.”

      I chuckled then picked up my goblet of wine. “You are forgiven.”

      He bowed politely. “Good evening, Miss Hawking.”

      “And to you.”

      With that, the lord walked out of the hall. He rolled his sleeve back down as he went, rebuttoning it at the wrist. Before he exited, he looked over his shoulder at me, an odd expression on his metallic face.

      “Miss Hawking? Do you like baked apples?” Mister Flint called as he returned from the kitchen.

      Smiling, the lord exited the hall.

      What an odd, odd mech. Grinning, I looked back at the automaton crossing the room toward me. The scent of freshly baked apples and cinnamon spiced the air. I picked up my fork and hoisted it like a saber. “I’m armed for the battle.”
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      I woke the next morning with renewed vigor. Setting my books and Elyse’s mirror aside, I grabbed what paper I could find from the writing desk and repacked my satchel. The sky overhead was a bit cloudy, but I wasn’t going to let the rain stop me. Digging in the wardrobe once more, I discovered a light spring jacket that fit well but was worn by time. I slipped on the dark blue coat and headed toward the front of the castle.

      To my surprise, the lord was waiting by the fireplace in the hall.

      “Miss Hawking,” he said, bowing to me. “I thought you might find this useful.” He handed me a cylindrical leather package.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “A map of the island.”

      “Oh! Oh, yes. This will be very helpful indeed. Thank you.”

      “The western side of the island only. I have your word?”

      “Yes, of course. Best to avoid wolf country.”

      The lord chuckled, a sound that was surprisingly human. It was a shame I couldn’t have a look at his voice box. The design of it amplified sound perfectly. When I returned to London, I would have much to consider regarding these mechanicals. Perhaps I could convince Missus Silver to tell me more about her creator.

      “And to ensure your safety, I ask that you take a companion.”

      “Companion?”

      He whistled. A moment later, I heard the quick sound of scurrying. The noise reminded me of street performers doing a tap dance. I was surprised when, a moment later, a dog appeared. Well, a dog but not a dog. The creature, like everything else on this island, was clockwork.

      I knelt to look more closely at the beast. The dog had large golden optics and a metal tail that wagged happily. Its body was created from a color of bronze that was nearly red. Great care had been put into her creation.

      “This is Kelly,” he said. “She is a loyal companion.”

      “What manner of dog is she modeled after?”

      “She’s an Irish Setter.”

      “Hello, Kelly,” I said, setting my hand on her head.

      She wagged her tail happily.

      “Well then, come along,” I said, tapping my leg as I rose and headed toward the door. The cylinder for the map hung on a strap, which I strung around me.

      “Western shore to the castle only,” he reminded me.

      “Of course,” I said with a smile then headed outside.

      

      Once I was out of the castle gates and in the forest once more, I felt the tension leave my body. It was beautiful in the forest. I had grown so accustomed to life in London that I never thought of the countryside.

      Kelly snooped through the forest, nose to the ground, in the manner of a real dog. I eyed her skeptically. Who had created these fabulous creatures, and why had they been abandoned in this place?

      I left the castle from the west gate and headed directly to the shoreline, only stopping once I reached the beach. I stared out at the dark blue waves which thundered against the shore. The smell of the sea filled my lungs. Kelly stood beside me staring out at the water. To my surprise, she whimpered.

      Kneeling, my instinct was to pat her head, to comfort her. But why? She didn’t actually feel anything, did she? The dog looked longingly at the water.

      “You’ll rust if you go play in the waves, won’t you, poppet?”

      The dog whimpered once more.

      I was anthropomorphizing the mechanical. She was made to behave like a dog. Perhaps someone had designed her analytics to respond in such a manner when confronted with water to ensure she didn’t get wet and rust out.

      But still.

      The large golden optics looked…sad.

      “Shall we go look for the standing stones? Nothing to see here but pebbles anyway,” I said to the dog then sat down on a piece of driftwood and pulled out the map. “We’ll begin here and make a sweep. There seems to be some structure north of here. Noted here on the map,” I told Kelly who seemed to be observing the map with me. I chuckled. “Clever girl. Can you read a map as well? There is a man in London I quite loathe, Gerard LeBoeuf, who is said to be the greatest cartographer in all of England. He advises all the explorers who go out on the seas to adventure. Detestable creature though. He says he loves me, but he tells that to every woman he meets. I wish I could find a gentleman who professes such passion but does so in earnest,” I said with a laugh.

      Taking one last glance at the map, I decided on my course. “Let’s go find this mysterious structure, and we shall use it as our rallying point.”

      I gazed out at the sea one last time. Exploring the island was a distraction. More than anything, I hoped that Papa had made it to land safely and was busy arranging for a ship to come for me. But I couldn’t think about that now. I didn’t dare give into the thought that maybe Papa had not made it home.

      “Come on, Kelly,” I said then turned and headed back toward the interior of the island.

      We walked under the thick limbs of the old oak trees deep into the lush green. Everything smelled fresh and alive. Keeping my eye on the landscape, the map in mind, I pushed through the dense woods until I spotted the ruins of a small structure ahead. Kelly ran toward it. From what I could tell, the place must been some sort of hermitage tucked into the forest away from the castle. Ivy and unusual orange-colored roses grew all around the Grecian-style columns. The small ruin was beautiful. Its gentle grace was a stark contrast to the metallic precision of the garden at the castle.

      “What is this place?” I whispered to Kelly as I wove through the columns. The small ruin seemed to have been built to complement the natural surroundings. I was surprised to see some hints that it had frequently been used in the past, including a clock worked into the columns, the time on the face arrested close to nine o’clock. I passed through one section then found myself standing on a small veranda that overlooked a beautiful, picturesque scene. A brook meandered through the woods, emptying into a small pool on the rise just below the terrace. Somewhere in the trees above, a bird warbled happily. This place had been created to view the natural splendor. I imagined a painter or poet working from this very spot, calling up lines or dabbing green paint on a canvas.

      Feeling content, I sat down on the flagstones and pulled out the map. Taking a pencil from my bag, I divided the landscape around me into four quarters, mindful to keep to the west of the island only. Wolves, right? I gazed back in the direction of the castle and east. Why was I supposed to avoid the mine? What had Missus Silver so upset?

      I looked down at the map. The more hilly area of the island was all to the east and south of the castle. What had they been mining there? Had the mine run out? Why had all the equipment been left behind?

      Frowning, I folded up my map. It didn’t matter. Papa would return within the week. I’d make my study of the standing stones and the Ogham and see what I could learn about the automatons. I would keep busy until I could leave the island. The small hermitage would be my home base from which to explore. I rested a while longer then headed into the woods.

      Kelly and I tromped through the ferns until we found the first of the standing stones. The menhir was covered in knotwork and Celtic designs. Sitting on the ground before the monolith, I sketched the rocks, copying each shape exactly. I also noted the Ogham writing on the stones. Digging in my bag for the writing paper and a piece of coal, I did a rubbing of the ancient language. Noting the stone on my map, I explored the rest of the woods only to find another small rock with a face like the one I’d seen when I’d first arrived and the other not far from the mine. This face wore a deep grimace. I noted it on the map and sketched it in my journal. I was almost done when Kelly, who’d been sniffing—or so she was tinkered to behave—through the ferns stiffened. Like a trained hunting dog, she lifted her leg in point, her back stiffening, tail straightening.

      Rising, I followed her gaze.

      She was staring into the forest on the eastern part of the island where the trees were the thickest. A late-afternoon fog was rolling in from the sea, and the sky had grown cloudy as the day had progressed.

      In the dark forest, I heard the sound of a tinkling bell and a soft laugh. I stared into the woods. Then I saw a shimmering blob of golden light.

      Kelly growled.

      I watched the strange glow as it bounced playfully then disappeared into the forest.

      A wisp.

      I looked down at the small stone with the face. My eyes deceived me for a moment when it appeared the face thereon was looking up at me.

      “Well, Merlin. What tricks are you playing?” I called into the woods.

      There was only silence and the strange feeling of eyes upon me.

      “Or is it Morgan le Fay who haunts these woods?” I added.

      To my surprise, I heard a soft laugh.

      My skin prickled to goosebumps, and the hairs on the back of neck rose. If this was a holy island, a sacred place for Druids, it did not pay to play with things I didn’t understand. Yet everything within me urged me to follow. To see where the wisp had gone. To know what was in that mine. No. Not a mine. To see what was in that cave.

      I stepped toward the woods.

      Kelly whimpered then trotted forward, blocking my path.

      “The lord sent you to keep an eye on me, did he?”

      The dog wagged her tail.

      I stared into the forest. “I am too curious for my own good. It’s true. Also, it may rain, and I won’t have you getting wet. You win, Kelly. Let’s head back to your castle.”

      The dog wagged her tail again. She turned and headed back toward the castle, only pausing to look back expectantly at me.

      “Coming,” I said. I looked back at the forest one last time.

      From the thick foliage, I could have sworn I heard a soft whisper.

      Isabelle. Come.
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      Kelly and I had just entered the castle foyer when it started to rain. Kelly disappeared somewhere deeper within the castle while I shrugged off my coat. I listened for the sounds of Missus Silver or Mister Flint or any of the other servants—or the lord—but heard nothing.

      I eyed the castle steps. Perhaps this was my chance to learn more about the automatons.

      Moving quickly and quietly, I worked my way up the stairs of the castle back to the turret hangar where I had found Papa. The place was empty. I closed the door behind me then set down my bag. I went to the workbench and began looking over all the tools. This workshop was that of an airship engineer, a mechanic. This was not the workshop of a clockwork tinker. That made no sense. In a house full of automatons, where were all the pieces and parts? Where were all the schematics? Where were the tools needed for fine work? I found nothing save sketches, equipment, and mechanics meant for airships. Old airships.

      There were no answers here.

      Frowning, I picked up a handful of blank paper and shoved it in my bag. Tiptoeing, I slipped back out of the hangar and down the stairs once more.

      “Ah, Miss Hawking. I was looking for you. Some tea, miss?” Mister Flint called, climbing the stairs toward me.

      “Um. Yes. Please.”

      “Very good. I shall prepare high tea in the dining room,” he said then turned around and headed back downstairs. I paused a few moments, pretending to look out the window until I was sure he had gone.

      Then, creeping, I headed downstairs. All of my movements thus far had been restricted to the west wing of the castle. But there was a narrow hall on the first floor that led to the east wing. From what I could tell, the lord kept that wing to himself. Every time he appeared, that’s where he’d come from. And that’s where Kelly had run off to.

      I turned and headed down the hallway. The wide hall had windows that looked out on the grounds on one side. On the other were rows of doors and even more corridors. I kept one ear listening for the lord or the servants then went exploring. The first hall was lined with oil paintings. Welsh lords and ladies, clearly aristocrats, were commemorated in their royal best, frozen in elegant poses. The paintings dated back many generations. When I reached the end of the hall, I noted a discolored spot on the wall where a canvas was missing. At the end of this hall, I found a staircase that led upward, presumably to the suites above and the other castle turret.

      I had just made up my mind to risk his bad humor when I heard footsteps descending the stairs. I made out the distinct footfall of the lord followed by the padding of Kelly.

      Frowning, I turned to the nearest door. Locked. I tried the next. Locked again.

      The footsteps drew near.

      I stuck my hand into my satchel and pulled out my small tool kit. Turning to the nearest door, I worked fast. A moment later, the lock popped. Opening the door gently, I slipped inside. I closed the door with a silent click just as the lord and his dog descended the stairs.

      I listened, my heart pounding in my chest, as the lord and the dog passed.

      Turning, I looked back into the room. There, on a long table at which at least twenty people could sit, was an endless mountain of windup keys.

      Confused, I approached the table. The keys had been separated into piles: steel, copper, bronze, silver, gold, stone, and even some that looked to be made of glass. There were thousands of keys. Thousands. Each of the keys had a small tag. I lifted one of the steel keys. It was numbered: 8,015. I gazed around the room. There were chests sitting everywhere. Moving quietly, I opened a pinewood chest only to find more windup keys, all of which had been tagged.

      A slow realization washed over me.

      The lord was searching for his key. That made no sense. Couldn’t someone just tinker a mold for him? And where had all these keys come from?

      I froze when I heard voices drift down the hallway. It was Missus Silver and the lord. I scanned all around the room looking for a place to hide, a place to escape. There was none. But I also noticed that sitting in one corner was a large painting covered with a drape. The portrait from the hall? Why was it here?

      Dismissing the idea for the moment, I hurried across the room, opened the window, and slipped outside. It was a tight fit getting around the iron topiary positioned there, but I took a deep breath and slid past the metallic ornament as I closed the window behind me. Once clear, I ducked low.

      “And in today’s chest?” Missus Silver asked.

      “Nothing,” the lord replied flatly. “You know the game. Of course, there was nothing.”

      “The girl—Miss Hawking—surely she could help you. She is a very gifted tinker. Perhaps if you let her examine you, she might find a way—”

      “No.”

      “But, my lord, she is a very bright and honest girl. Perhaps if we just tell her what has happened to us, she will believe us. She will help us.”

      “Say nothing. This is my burden to bear. I must be the one to undo the curse.”

      “If you won’t tell her, then, at least… I am not sure how to put it, my lord, but she is the first woman to come to this island since…since it happened. Don’t you think she might be the one to help break the curse?”

      “I will not trouble that poor girl. You’re right. She is honest and bright, and she is also gorgeous. She doesn’t deserve to be drowned by our misery. Her father will return, and she will go. And soon, my heart will stop, and that will be the end of it. When I am gone, you will be restored.”

      “But, my lord, you could at least try. If not for us, at least for yourself. She is an amiable creature, really.”

      “Amiable, yes, but also very unusual.”

      “Time has passed. The manners of the day have no doubt changed.”

      “I am sure you are right. No, there is no fault in her. The fault is in me. Look at me, Aelwyd. What is there for any woman to consider?”

      “My lord…Rhys…what’s in a face? It is the heart that matters most.”

      The lord laughed in a deep, tinny voice that rattled. “And what heart have I shown her? Have you seen her arm? I did that. Me. I can barely look her in the face,” he said then paused. “Do you feel the breeze? The window latch is open.”

      Gasping, I turned and quickly darted away from the open window. My heart pounding in my chest, I raced around the front of the castle toward the gate and out of sight. Surely he had not seen me.

      I dashed to the front door and stood for a moment under the eave away from the rain.

      A curse.

      The place was cursed.

      Well, no wonder it had been abandoned.

      But cursed by whom? What had the lord meant? I replayed the conversation in my head, but it didn’t sound like anything to me. I couldn’t make sense of it. The thought that he found me admirable, if odd, made my heart beat quicker. Why? He was just an automaton. What did his opinion matter? But all the same, the compliment affected me. But their words…the curse…what did it all mean?

      Moving fast, I slipped inside once more then headed toward the dining room. I arrived just in time to find Mister Flint setting out the tea.

      “Ah, Miss Hawking. Good timing. Please,” he said, pulling out a chair.

      My heart still racing, I slid into my seat, relieved that the room was dim enough that he didn’t notice that I was damp from the rain.

      “Not the freshest tea, I must confess. And I do apologize. It may be a bit more herb than Earl Grey.”

      “It’s all right. I have work to focus on anyway. Hardly ever even notice my plate in such a state, I confess,” I said as I began unpacking my satchel. “But I’ll begin in good form,” I said, picking up a bite of the apple from the plate and popping it into my mouth.

      Mister Flint laughed. “Good appetite, yes. Your form, however…you know I did set you out some flatware.”

      I felt my cheeks redden. No, you would never catch a refined lady eating with her fingers. I grinned. “What? And give you something else to wash. I didn’t want you to get rusty from the exertion.”

      “I’m so pleased you thought of me, mistress.”

      “But of course.”

      The mech laughed again, bowed, then headed back to the kitchen.

      I rose, spreading my papers all around. The sunlight in the dining room, despite its broad windows, was abysmal. The heavy velvet drapes blocked what sun came in during the afternoon. Frowning, I took a sip of the tea.

      He was right. I tasted rosemary, mint, and lavender, but not much tea, per se. All in all, it still tasted fine.

      Then I got to work.

      Opening my journal, I looked at the sketches of the stones and tried to make connections. What similar symbols had I seen? And what commonalities had there been in the Ogham?

      But my mind went back to the conversation I’d overheard. What had Missus Silver been talking about? What had happened to them? And why was it the lord’s cross to the bear?

      The lord.

      No. Missus Silver—Aelwyd—had called him something else.

      She had called him Rhys.
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      I don’t know how long I spent sorting through my notes, but when I took another sip of my tea it was cold. It was dreadfully dim in the dining room. Frowning, I lifted the papers, trying to see them in the last of the dying sunlight.

      When I looked up, I realized the lord was standing there.

      When had he arrived?

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “So I noticed,” he said then motioned to my work. “You’re cataloging the symbols on the stones?”

      “Yes. And the Ogham,” I said then shook my head. “But the light in here has finished the job for the day.”

      The lord nodded thoughtfully. “Collect your things. I have somewhere better for you to work.”

      Curious, I tidied up my papers and journal and stuffed them back into my bag which he politely took from my hands.

      “Come,” he said, motioning to me.

      Grabbing the map, I followed him.

      He led me from the dining room toward a section of the house I had not yet explored. As we walked, I noticed the beautiful oil paintings on the walls. These were not portraits. Instead, they were artistic renderings of fruits, flowers, animals, and even woodland scenes.

      “These are divine,” I said, stopping to eye a painting of a bright red rose. The artist’s use of color and the perceived movement of the strokes reminded me of Van Gogh.

      “The lady of this house was a gifted artist,” the lord said as he studied the painting as well. He sighed heavily then asked, “Is the paint still very red?”

      “Red? Yes. Alive as can be,” I said then turned to him. “Your optics don’t detect color?”

      “Not anymore. This was always my favorite painting. The red was arresting. Now all I see is black, white, and gray. My vision has become much like my mind.”

      “I could have a look at your optics. Perhaps you have a short?”

      The lord laughed. “That is very kind of you, Miss Hawking, but, it’s no use,” he said then turned and continued down the hallway.

      I stopped once more when I spotted a painting of a dog on the wall. The artist was different. This hand had less artistic flow and more realistic symmetry. The dog in the painting had large, amber-colored eyes. “This looks like Kelly,” I said.

      The lord paused. His hands behind his back, he considered the painting. “The work of an amateur. But, yes, it does resemble an Irish Setter.”

      “Not an amateur. The style is different from the other artist, but no less creative. The realism is perfect. Look, you can even see a shadow of the artist in the dog’s eyes. No. This is the hand of an observer. And an astute one,” I leaned in and studied the painting. I could see that the figure reflected in the dog’s eyes was male, but not more than that.

      I looked up at the lord who was smiling.

      “What?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Nothing. Perhaps you are right, Miss Hawking. This way,” he said. He led us down several more corridors then, at the end of the hall, pushed open a set of wide double doors.

      “I think you will find the light much better in here.”

      I stepped into the massive room behind him.

      Unable to suppress a gasp, I stared in wonder. Reaching two stories in height, I stood at the entrance to a massive library. The u-shaped room had floor-to-ceiling windows. At the top of each window were mosaics in colored glass which sent shimmering rainbows of light on the floor. Between each window, on both the first and second floor, was a bookshelf. Winding stairs on both sides of the entrance led to a balcony on the second floors. Bookshelves reached from the floor to the ceiling. The top shelves were only accessible by the ladders on the balcony. At the opposite end of the room was a massive fireplace. A portrait of a man, woman, and child—all dressed in regal fashion—hung over the fireplace. A long table ran down the center of the room. The sweet scent of old books filled the air.

      “Missus Silver mentioned you had some books with you and that one had been ruined in the shipwreck. I asked her to learn the titles of your books. Please forgive the intrusion. She said there was a volume on Hero of Alexandria.” The lord went to the table and set his hand on a stack of five volumes in blue leather. “These books are on the Greek inventors, including Hero of Alexandria. And this is a tome by Mister Graves on Celtic knotwork. He mentions Ogham in passing. It’s not much, but a start. Please feel free to use the library as you wish. Were you planning to go out into the forest again tomorrow?”

      “I… Thank you. Yes.”

      He nodded. “I will accompany you,” he said. He set my satchel and papers on the table then picked up another book that had been there and tucked it under his arm. “Do you need anything else?”

      I shook my head. “No. I hardly know what to say. It’s so lovely,” I said, looking around once more. My head was spinning. And I had thought Mister Denick’s shop, the little Library of Alexandria at Hungerford, was a sight to behold. This place was a million times grander.

      He smiled. “I’m glad it pleases you. The library is yours,” he said then turned and headed back down the hall.

      Gratitude swelling in my chest, I gazed after him. He had such a regal walk and stance, and despite being made of cogs and gears, there was a kindness to him that I couldn’t put my finger on.

      Odd.

      Swallowing an excited squeal, I set the map down and lifted the small book on Celtic knots, opening the book and inhaling deeply. Perfection.

      Maybe being lost on this strange little island wasn’t so bad after all.
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      Mister Flint brought my dinner to the library where I sat working later into the night. The gas lamps overhead and on the walls bathed the room in light. The grandfather clock in the hallway had just struck midnight when I felt a hand on my shoulder.

      “Miss Hawking,” Missus Silver said. “Why don’t you get some rest? I’ll leave your work here just as you have it.”

      Yawning tiredly, I rose.

      “Yes, you’re right. The fire is burning down anyway,” I said, casting a glance toward the fireplace. My eyes went once more to the portrait above. “Missus Silver, who are they?” I asked.

      “Oh, that’s our late lord and lady and their son,” she said, sounding suddenly overly dismissive.

      I eyed the painting carefully. The fashions depicted in the picture, much like everything else in the castle, were dated. But there was something more. The lord in the painting…his face looked somewhat familiar. The lord stood with his hands behind his back. The lady stood with her hand on her son’s shoulder. The small boy had bright gray eyes, curly black hair, and a bright smile.

      “So you were under the lord’s employ?”

      “Yes, until he passed. And then his son.”

      “And the lady?”

      “Passed away not long after the portrait was made.”

      “And the young lord?”

      A strange click emitted from Missus Silver. “I almost forgot. I brought you a shawl, Miss Hawking. It’s very cool in the hallway,” Missus Silver said, setting a warm wrap around my shoulders. “Now, why don’t you head up to bed? I’ve laid everything out for you. I’ll be by in the morning to see if you need anything.”

      “The young lord,” I said, turning back to the portrait once more. “Is he still alive? If not him, his family? Does the family know you all are here on your own? Perhaps someone in the family should be informed of your condition. When I return to London, I can write to the estate and inquire.”

      “Never mind that, Miss Hawking. Our master knows where we are and looks out for us as best he can. Now, off to bed with you.”

      I looked at the smirking smile of the child once more. The boy was full of mirth. I could see it behind his eyes, but still, he sought to temper his smile. When I looked up at the elder lord in the painting, I could see why. From his hawkish expression to his firm stance, everything about the elder master showed him to be a hard man. The lady, however, had a free and open face. The mirth in the boy’s eyes was reflected in his mother’s. Sighing, I thought once more about the conversation I had overheard earlier that day. There was undoubtedly trouble here if the mechs thought they were cursed. Perhaps their circuitry was not capable of handling what appeared to be their total abandonment. Despite her assurances, I needed to help them. The lord—Rhys—took care of the others, but still. I must be able to do something for them.

      Sighing, I pulled the shawl around me, grabbed my journal and a candle, then smiled at Missus Silver. “Goodnight.”

      “Goodnight, dear,” she said then turned and went to the fireplace.

      I headed back down the hallway. It was chilly in the castle and very silent. I paused when I got to the main foyer. There was noise coming from the hallway that led to the east wing. Tiptoeing, I went to investigate.

      Light poured from around the door to the room where I’d found the windup keys. From inside, I heard someone shifting metal. Someone was digging through the keys. I debated. It was the lord, I was sure, and I knew what he was searching for. I could help him. I could easily make a mold of his key, but that would require his permission. Something told me that although he was warming up to me a bit, it didn’t pay to push.

      Turning, I headed back upstairs to my chamber.

      I set my candle and journal down on the writing desk and changed into my dressing robes. Someone had kept the fire stoked, and the room was warm. I went to the writing desk. A clockwork rose like the one my father had taken, which had earned the mechanical lord’s ire was sitting in a vase on the desk. I lifted the rose. I would need to spend some time studying the mechanics inside. Perhaps tomorrow, after my study of the forest, I could open the bloom and inspect its mechanics. Of course, I would need the lord’s permission. He was so particular about everything. I shook my head. I was trapped in this place until my father returned, but what a place in which to be held captive. From the standing stones to the mechanicals to the library, everywhere I looked, I found something that excited my curiosity beyond measure. I blew out the flame on my candle but was puzzled when a bright light shone into my eyes.

      A corner of the wrapping on Elyse’s magic mirror—I still chuckled thinking of that one—had slipped aside. The mirror was reflecting the bright moonlight pouring in through the window. I unwrapped the mirror and looked within. I was a terrible mess. My hair had fallen into a messy bun. Apparently, at some point, I had stuffed a pencil behind my ear for safekeeping. And there was a leaf in my hair. Had that been there since I’d been outside earlier today?

      “What man could ever love a fright like me?” I said with a laugh.

      The moonlight in the mirror glowed bright, and for a moment, the silver handle shimmered blue. To my astonishment, my reflection faded from the looking glass as the image turned smoky. Wide-eyed, I stared as the image sharpened once more.

      I saw the ruins of the little hermitage in the forest. As the image cleared, I saw a man standing on the veranda overlooking the beautiful pool of water. He was poised before an easel, painting the beautiful scene.

      Lifting my hand tepidly, I reached out to touch the looking glass.

      The man in the image stopped and turned, looking out of the glass at me.

      I gasped.

      Hands shaking, I quickly set the mirror back on the table, covering it once more with the scarf.

      It…it couldn’t be. My heart pounded in my chest. It couldn’t be. The man in the mirror had been the mechanical lord himself, but in the flesh. A real, living man. And he had smiled sweetly at me, his eyes full of love.

      

      Hands trembling, my breath quick, I went to the window and set my forehead on the cool window pane.

      I was tired. That was all. I had worked too much, was too distraught. And I had hit my head in the shipwreck. I’d been practically unconscious for days. I had over-exerted myself today. I was just seeing things.

      Yes. I was seeing things.

      I was seeing the lord, the mechanical, as a living man. A young, handsome lord with dark hair and silver-colored eyes. A young lord dressed in an antiquated fashion.

      Leaning back, I shook my head. It made no sense. First, how could the mirror even show such an image. And then, how or why would it show me that?

      Perhaps…perhaps the true lord of this castle had created the automaton in the family image. Was there a real lord somewhere, a man of flesh and blood, who looked like his machine? Was I meant to find the real lord of this castle and return him to this place? Yes, that had to be it. Somewhere a living man existed. His creator had fashioned him in the family image, that was all. I needed to find him.

      And say what?

      How do you do, Lord Somebody. So, I discovered a forgotten island that appears to belong to your ancestors. Lost the map there, did you? Well, the mechs there have taken charge of the castle, one of them calling himself the lord of the place. I’m sure he’s just trying to keep everything in order. He seems very nice, really. Comes off a bit beastly at first, but quite a gentleman if you give him a chance. Anyway, they do seem like a good lot, but they are in need of repair and your castle is falling apart. Shall I take you there? Oh, and I do love the place beyond all measure. Since you appeared to me in a magic mirror, I think we are supposed to be together. Why don’t you go ahead and marry me and make me Lady Whatever and move me to your little island where we can live happily ever after?

      Right? So. No. I exhaled deeply. Elyse’s fairy tales, exhaustion, and my concussion were working an enchantment on me. I needed to sleep.

      I slipped into the bed and tried not to think about the lord in the mirror. I tried not to think about the twisting feeling I’d gotten in my stomach when he had smiled. I tried not to think about how everything inside of me wanted that unknown man, unknown person, without reason.

      And I desperately tried not to think about the fact that the living lord looked exactly like the mechanical lord downstairs.

      No. I would definitely not think about that.

      But when I closed my eyes, I imagined that young lord putting his hand in mine, and it was everything I had ever dreamed of.
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      I woke the next morning feeling foolish. I’d been half asleep when I’d returned to my chamber the night before. I’d let visions and superstition get the better of me. Thinking of it no more, I redressed in my walking clothes and headed back downstairs. Stopping first at the library, I collected some of my papers and notes and packed them into my satchel. I eyed the painting over the fireplace once more. Fairy stories. I’d have to amuse Elyse with tales of the effect her magic mirror had on my wits when I got back to London. Readying myself, I headed to the main castle foyer.

      The lord and Kelly were waiting, the lord dressed for an outing. It seemed odd to see a gentleman wearing a wide-brimmed Cavalier hat in the style favored by King Charles. Well, man was a matter of speaking. This was an automaton. And trapped on this island, he would have no sense of fashions of the time.

      “I packed you a breakfast, Miss Hawking,” Missus Silver said.

      “I hope you don’t mind. I thought it was such a lovely morning that maybe you’d enjoy breakfast outside,” the lord said.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Taking the basket from Missus Silver, he signaled to Kelly, and we headed outside.

      “Yesterday you had a look at the northern quadrant?” he asked.

      “Yes. I thought I’d begin at the hermitage and go northwest today.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “You will find stones there. I can show you.”

      I smiled up at him, surprised and puzzled to see him looking down at me, a smirking smile on his mechanical face.

      My stomach knotted. Surely the tinker who’d made him had modeled him after the family. I forced my attention away from the lord and back to the forest. Papa would return soon, and I wouldn’t have to trouble myself with any of this anymore. Very soon, an airship would appear over the castle, and it would all be over.

      We headed out, passing the perfect garden arrested in metal then back into the forest. It was quiet amongst the trees. The weather was warm and sunny. We walked along together in quiet contemplation. The silence felt comfortable.

      Kelly ran ahead as we neared the hermitage.

      From inside the lord’s body, I heard a series of clicks.

      He coughed uncomfortably as if to hide the noise. “Here we are,” he said. “She still stands.”

      “You don’t come out here?”

      “No. Not in many years.”

      We stepped into the opened structure, really more a gazebo than a home, and walked to the veranda overlooking the pond. The lord stopped and gently touched one of the roses growing on the column. I watched as his optics focused repeatedly.

      “It’s orange,” I said. “Like the sunset. A mix of orange, yellow, and pink. The colors bleed into one another.”

      He smiled. “Thank you, Miss Hawking.”

      “Isabelle.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Isabelle. That’s my name. You may call me Isabelle if you like.”

      “Isabelle,” he repeated. “I’m more commonly known as Rhys.”

      I smiled. “Nice to meet you, Rhys,” I said playfully, extending my hand.

      The mech took my hand into his, bowed, then laid a metallic kiss on my gloved fingers. “The pleasure is mine,” he said then let me go.

      The gesture so surprised me that I felt a blush brighten my cheeks. How ridiculous. He was an automaton. Metal, and cogs, and bolts, and wires…

      “Here,” Rhys said, picking the prettiest bloom on the vine. It was a simple rosebud, just barely opened. Ensuring there were no thorns, the mechanical gently set the flower in my hair above my ear. I was pleased to see his grip was working well enough to do such delicate work.

      I chuckled, touching the blossom. “Thank you, kind sir.”

      “Of course,” he said with a smile. He selected another rose, adding it to his lapel, then looked out at the view. Once more, a series of clicks emanated from his chest. He was still for so long I almost wondered if something within him had broken.

      “Rhys?” I said, gently setting my hand on his arm.

      He jerked oddly as if reanimating himself. Had he had been lost in thought? “Yes. Very well. Let’s explore, shall we? This way…Isabelle.”

      The automaton turned and headed away from the hermitage into the forest.

      We headed into the thick woods. It was so beautiful that I pitied the mechanical that he couldn’t see the vibrant palette of greens and smell the loam of the earth. It was enchanting beyond compare.

      Rhys led me to the first ring, a small place with five tall stones and a center altar. The feel of magic filled the air so strongly that my skin rose in goosebumps.

      “This place…everywhere I go, I feel magic.”

      Rhys stared at the stones. “Even at the castle?”

      I frowned. “There is a different kind of magic to be had there. But no, not there.”

      He nodded. “No. Not there.” Reaching out to touch the stone, he hesitated then drew his hand back. “The lady of the castle, the one who made the rose painting, could feel the magic here as well. She used to run barefoot in the forest. She said she could feel the magic coursing between her toes.”

      I smiled. “The lady…is she the same woman in the painting that hangs in the library?”

      Again, something inside of Rhys clicked. “Yes.”

      “She was lovely.”

      “Yes. In mind, body, and spirit. A fey thing, some called her.”

      I eyed the mech. I wanted to unload a million questions upon him, but even one at a time felt like I was pushing. But still, the vision in the mirror haunted me. It felt like answers hung just beyond my grasp, and my intellect could barely stand it. “The lady in the painting seemed quite in contrast with the gentleman in the portrait.”

      The mech huffed a laugh. “A more different pair never existed.”

      “Some say there is synergy in opposites.”

      “Not in those opposites,” he said, his voice turning cold. “Now, here are some of the Ogham symbols you are hunting.”

      I went to the stone and looked at the writing engraved thereon, cognizant of the fact that Rhys had changed the subject. “That’s odd,” I said, pulling out my journal.

      “Odd?”

      “The Ogham writing. It’s the same as on the other ring of stones. See,” I said, pointing from my journal to the stone. “The figures are the same. I hadn’t noticed before.”

      “What does it say?”

      “I’m…I’m not sure. I’ll need to work on it,” I said, again writing down the combination of slashes along a single line that made up the Ogham. I went from stone to stone, sketching both the stones and the Celtic figures and knotwork thereon in my book.

      Kelly raced through the forest chasing everything she could see, including waving blades of grass. The lord circled the stones as well, eyeing the ancient structures with interest, but his arms stayed folded behind his back. From time to time, he would look over my shoulder at my sketches.

      “Your technique is very good, albeit mechanical.”

      “Mechanical?”

      “Precise, perhaps, is the better word. It is the hand of an engineer. Your skill for catching the real form is superb.”

      I flipped back to earlier pages in my journal. While some had blurred due to getting wet, others had survived. I turned to my sculpture of the birds that sang Vivaldi.

      “This was one of my best pieces. I worked all winter on it. The birds moved in tune to Vivaldi’s Allegro-Largo-Allegro.”

      “Ah yes, Vivaldi. That new piece is quite in fashion. I’ve only heard it once.”

      “New piece?” Vivaldi’s work was almost a hundred years old.

      Rhys turned and looked at me, studying me carefully. From within him, I heard a series of odd clicks. “Well, I mean, it’s well-marked, that’s all. Your sculpture. What happened to it?”

      “Papa and I were on our way to Islay for a wedding. The piece was intended as a wedding gift. It’s somewhere at the bottom of the sea now,” I said, turning the pages so the lord could see the interior designs of the sculpture. “As you can see, the sculpture was a marriage of clockwork, music, and movement.”

      “My servants and I must prove interesting subjects for you,” he said. His voice held a tone of resentment I didn’t understand. Why would he be angry for me being in interested in his design?

      I eyed him carefully, once more seeing the lines of the face in the painting in the library.

      “There is beauty in all forms. Steel, flesh, or stone,” I said, setting my hand on the standing stone once more. “All have their beauties.”

      The lord harrumphed, making me wonder if he had some sort of inflatable in his chest that mimicked the lungs—a creation in which my father would be very interested—then turned and moved on to the next monolith.

      When I was done sketching the stones, we headed deeper into the woods. Rhys surprised me, gently holding my arm and guiding me over small streams. Had he been programmed to act the part of the perfect gentleman?

      The next stone we found was one of unique design. On a rise that looked toward the ocean was a round stone with a hole at its center. In the distance was another rock, this one cone-shaped. I pulled out my map.

      “Here,” he said, noting a position on the map. He stared off at the horizon.

      I noted the location of the stones on the map then leaned down to look through the hole. “Makes you wonder what it’s pointing at.”

      “The Isle of Man.”

      “Are you certain?”

      He nodded. “And on Anglesey, you will find a similar set of stones pointing here.”

      I looked through the hole. “What do you suppose will happen if I pass through?” I said, moving as if to enter.

      The lord reached down and gently held my arm. “Isabelle. Do not.”

      I was startled by the sound of panic in his voice. I looked up at him. “Rhys?”

      He chuckled lightly. “Just…best not to tempt fate. That was what my mother—er, my master, always told me. Especially in this place.”

      I stared at him. Mother? I narrowed my eyes as I considered. “Very well. This seems a good a place as any to have a quick bite to eat. Do you mind? I don’t want to waste your time, but,” I said, setting my hand on my stomach.

      “No. Not at all.” He handed the basket to me. “I think there was some claret in there.”

      “No oil for you?”

      He laughed lightly. “No.”

      Inside, I found a small hunk of dense bread, salted fish, and wine. Everything the servants were cooking were things they had scavenged from the island—save the wine.

      I poured myself a small glass and sipped as I stared out at the waves.

      “Do you remember the shipwreck?” Rhys asked.

      “No. And for that, I am grateful. I was asleep when the weather turned. I fell from my bunk. Papa and I went on deck only to see the tempest. I was swept over. I remember hitting my head, then nothing until I woke up on this beach. But I think I remember snow.”

      “Snow?”

      “During the tempest. I’d swear that it was snowing. A rare summer squall? Perhaps some fluke in the weather? I don’t know. I remember it being white and cold, then the darkness and the waves.”

      “That is very strange,” he said, staring back toward the forest.

      “Indeed.”

      I ate my breakfast—though it was now after lunch—then packed up the basket once more.

      “Speaking of the weather,” he said, motioning to the sky. As the day had progressed, the sky had grown gray and cloudy. “As far as I know, there are no other stones in this section of your map. Perhaps we should head back?”

      I nodded. “I don’t want you and Kelly caught out here in the rain.”

      “Thank you,” he said then whistled for his dog who appeared a few moments later, a parcel in her mouth.

      I chuckled at the sight of her. “I was worried the selkies found you.”

      “What do you have there?” Rhys called.

      Wagging her tail, Kelly set a very wet package at his feet. The parcel, despite the paper covering being ripped, the pack waterlogged, looked familiar.

      “Wait,” I said, kneeling. “There was debris from the shipwreck on this beach. That package…” I said then pushed off the wet paper. Digging in my satchel, I pulled out a knife and cut the twine holding the light wooden box closed.

      “What is it?” Rhys asked.

      “This package is mine.”

      “Yours?”

      “It must have washed ashore.” I carefully removed the lid of the box to find a soaking wet ball gown inside. It was the yellow dress I’d packed to wear to the wedding. “Impossible. Dear Kelly, how did you ever find this of all things? What chance!”

      The dog wagged her mechanical tail happily.

      Rhys made a strange sound, a sort of frustrated grunt, then glared into the woods. “Very improbable.”

      From the forest beyond us, I swore I heard a tinkling laugh.

      I closed the lid on the box. “It will need to be washed and hung to dry. It was a very expensive gown. High fashion, Papa called it,” I said with a chuckle. “I’m glad it survived,” I said, staring down the beach. Maybe I should come back and have another look through the wreckage. Perhaps other gems had washed ashore. But given the darkening sky, now was not the time. “Good girl,” I said, patting Kelly on the head.

      “I’m pleased for you,” he said, reaching out to carry the package for me.

      “Please. Allow me. It’s quite wet,” I cautioned.

      He pulled his hand back. “Yes, you’re right.” Offering me his arm, we turned and headed back into the woods. As we walked, I heard the same songbird that I’d noticed before, its sound so sweet and strange.

      Rhys stilled and looked into the trees. “Do you hear that?” he asked.

      I nodded. “I heard it the last time I was out. Such a pretty songbird.”

      To my surprise, he repeated the bird’s call. The soft, sweet song emanated from somewhere deep within him.

      There was a pause, and the bird whistled in reply.

      The lord repeated the call.

      I watched the trees only to see a glimmer of gold and movement amongst the leaves.

      The pair exchanged calls again.

      Then, on the wide oak above me, the bird alighted on a branch. The tiny winged creature was gold-colored. But that was because it appeared to be literally made of gold and every bit as clockwork as the lord himself.

      The little bird warbled once more then hopped down the branch to move closer to Rhys.

      The lord held out his arm, extending a finger. The bird turned his head, eyeing him skeptically.

      “Come, Matilda,” he called gently.

      I stood perfectly still as I watched the exchange.

      The bird chirped sweetly then flitted down and landed on Rhys’s finger.

      I was shocked.

      Moving gently, Rhys gently stroked the metal feathers on the clockwork bird’s head.

      But from somewhere deep within the forest, that same strange wind blew once more. The little clockwork bird chirped nervously then turned and looked into the forest. The sound of a tinkling bell and a light laugh was carried on the wind. The tiny bird chirped loudly then turned and flew away.

      The lord stepped away from me and turned to face the dark glen, staring down the strange wind, an angry look on his face.

      Overhead, the sky rumbled, and lightning streaked the horizon.

      Again, I heard a laugh, but this time, I heard menace.

      “Rhys?”

      He didn’t answer.

      I stared into the dark forest. There was something there. I could feel it, but I didn’t know what.

      “Rhys?” I said softly, reaching out to him. “Come on. Let’s get you and Kelly inside before it rains.”

      He stood another moment more looking out at the darkening woods.

      “Yes. Very well,” he said then turned and joined me, linking his arm in mine. The act seemed almost subconscious if such a thing was possible.

      Frowning, I stared in the direction of the dark woods.

      What was on the eastern side of the island? What force was there that so disturbed everyone in the castle? Again, I was reminded of Missus Silver’s words. A curse. The castle was cursed. Was that true? Was such a thing even possible? But by what? Whom? And why?

      We walked in silence back toward the castle as the dark clouds overhead gathered once more. The lord pushed open the gate for Kelly and me, and we entered the metal garden. Retaking my arm, we walked toward the castle.

      “So, Matilda?”

      “She used to live in the castle. She was a pet. She escaped by chance. I’m glad to see she survived. I have worried about her out there exposed to the elements.”

      “Pretty songbird. Such a rare sound.”

      “She was a gift. Someone brought her from Barbados many years ago.”

      I looked back toward the woods. The ancient trees waved menacingly as the sky grew dark. I suddenly felt very, very sad for the mechanicals. Forgotten or cursed—I didn’t know which—their plight was pitiable.

      But which was it: forgotten or cursed?

      I gazed off to the east. There was something in the woods. Whatever it was, it held the key. I knew where to go to learn my answer. Now I just had to muster enough courage to seek it out.
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      After we returned, Rhys retreated to his wing of the castle, and I headed back to the library. Sitting before my maps and notes, I found myself distracted. I gazed up at the painting above the fireplace, studying the expressions of the three people there. What had happened here? Where had all the people gone?

      “Tea, mistress?” Mister Flint said, carrying in a tray. “And Missus Smith sent some sweets for you.”

      Once more, I noticed the limp with which he walked. As well, his optic didn’t seem to sit quite right.

      “Thank you,” I said with a sigh, turning from the portrait. “Mister Flint, would you like me to have a look at your leg and optic? Perhaps there is something I can do.”

      Mister Flint paused as he considered. “The optic is as it should be. But if you would be willing to have a look at my knee, I would be much obliged.”

      He set down the tray while I grabbed the tools from inside my satchel.

      I tried not to giggle when the mech pulled up his hose to reveal his metallic leg. It wasn’t so much the movement or the hose that were amusing, but the modest expression on the man’s face. How could a mechanical face express so much emotion?

      Kneeling on the ground, I had a look at the wires. While the mechanism seemed to be intact, it appeared that a cog deep within the knee joint had rusted.

      “We’ll need to replace a part then give it a good lube,” I said. “I might have something that will do the trick. But do you have any replacement parts? And some oil?”

      “I…well, yes. Yes, Miss Hawking.”

      “Very good. And a workbench? It will be easier if you are lying down.”

      “Oh. Well, yes. Very well, come with me,” he said then motioned for me to follow.

      We headed back down the hallway to the east wing of the castle, passing the room with all the windup keys, to another door on the first floor. Casting a glance toward the steps that led to the upper floors, Mister Flint led me into another room.

      “It’s a rather shoddy workshop, but we’ve done the best we can,” he said.

      The room had once been some kind of study but was transformed. Tools lay on a table as well as parts that looked like they had once belonged to a clock, some torn up household tools, garden equipment, and a few other devices I could not recognize. Clearly, they’d scavenged for the parts they needed. There was a table at the center of the room.

      “Here you are,” Mister Flint said, motioning to the parts table. He picked up a small can of oil and handed it to me.

      Grabbing what parts were there, I hoped I would be able to make at least a small improvement.

      “Very well. If you don’t mind lying down,” I said, motioning to the table.

      “Oh. Yes. All right,” he said, sitting hopping up on the workbench.

      His apprehension moved me. Suddenly I felt more like a doctor than a tinker.

      I set my hand on his shoulder. “This may feel a bit…uncomfortable. Shall I turn you off until the repair is completed?”

      The mech took a windup key from his pocket and handed it to me. He then removed his coat and unbuttoned and removed his shirt. Whoever had created him had instilled such a sense of modesty in him that I swore I felt him blushing. “On my back, as with Missus Silver, you will find my windup. Turn the key as far as you can without strain. Once you remove the key, I will reactivate. To turn me off, simply turn the key widdershins,” he said.

      I nodded. Taking the key in hand, I slipped it into the hole on his back. “I’ll take good care of you. I promise,” I said.

      “Thank you,” he replied, and then I turned the key counterclockwise, shutting down the mechanical.

      The ticking inside him slowed, and his optics dimmed.

      I lowered him slowly and carefully onto the table so I could have a better look at his leg. The piece that was giving him trouble was buried deep within the knee. I really needed my own tools. It was obvious the workshop had been thrown together by the automatons, who were decidedly not tinkers. At the moment, however, what I most needed was a magnifying glass. I set down my tools and began hunting around the room. There was nothing on the table, so I started looking through the shelves. Those, too, turned up empty. I went to the enormous closet. Most of the previous contents of the study had been moved there. I looked through dust-covered boxes until I finally found a box that contained a magnification glass. It had been housed with a number of frames that contained specimens of butterflies. I was about to close the closet once more when I spotted an odd draped shape in one corner. Moving carefully, I removed the draping off what I had expected to be a statue or a suit of armor only to find another automaton.

      I gasped.

      The mech was a maid dressed in a similar fashion to Missus Silver. But something about her appearance gave her a youthful look. Like Missus Silver, her face was made of porcelain.

      I cast a glance at the door, then at Mister Flint. No harm in having a peek.

      I looked the automaton over. Her panel in the back was open. She’d shorted out. I studied her wiring and cogs. From what I could see, it looked like she’d gotten wet.

      I looked back at Mister Flint then at the maid. Tapping my finger on my chin as I thought, I left her for the moment and returned to work on Mister Flint. Holding the magnifying glass in one hand and my tools in the other, I was able to remove the rusted piece from Mister Flint’s leg and replace it with another, newer—but not new—gear. I set the piece in place then oiled the joint. It took a few adjustments, but finally, his knee had better range of movement and no more squeak when I bent it.

      I then set my tools aside and eyed the maid once more. It felt like a pity to just leave her there. The least I could do was try.

      Leaving Mister Flint on the table, I returned to the closet. There, I found a wooden dolly. Grunting from the effort, I loaded the maid onto the dolly then wheeled her to the window so I could have a better look.

      Under the sunlight—though dim since a light raining was falling—I got a better look. As I had guessed, she had shorted out. A ton of her wires had corroded. It looked like someone had attempted to repair or replace her parts but had failed. I went to the workbench and fingered through the supplies there. Not much on hand.

      Then I remembered seeing a spool of wire in the hangar in the turret.

      Debating, I left both mechs and hurried up the stairs to the airship hangar. From somewhere deep in the castle, I heard Missus Silver and Rhys talking. Wincing, I knew I needed to be fast.

      I rushed up the steps to the turret, relieved to discover the door was unlocked. Moving quickly, I grabbed the spool of wire off the workbench. I then dug into the workbench drawers in search of a small screwdriver. I found plyers, bolts, and even an old compass, but no screwdriver. Digging in the very back of the last drawer, I unearthed a handful of paper, but alas, no screwdriver. I slipped the tools into my pocket, dropping the papers back into the drawer, but then I paused a moment. These were not just simple papers. They were letters addressed to Lord Rhys Llewellyn. On second thought, I slipped the letters into my pocket.

      I grinned. First, I would sneakily repair the broken automaton. When I was done, I would snoop through the mail. I was becoming very good at clandestine activities. One day, I would make a good busybody.

      Slipping out of the hangar, I headed downstairs. To my great relief, I spotted Missus Silver and Rhys through the window. While it was still raining, the pair was walking with an umbrella toward the east gate of the garden.

      I raced back to the workshop. My heart pounding in my chest, I closed the door behind me.

      Mister Flint still lay on the table. I felt great pity seeing him like that, but he’d have to wait just a bit longer.

      I grabbed a stool and settled in behind the maid.

      “Well, my dear. Let’s see what I can do for you,” I said, then leaned in and got to work.
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      There was far more damage to the female automaton than I had initially thought. The rough tools in the workshop were below subpar—if there was such a thing—but after some work and a lot of muttered cursing, I finally replaced and reconnected the wires, cogs, and rusted-out pins. I then worked on the automaton’s joints, brushing out rust and oiling all of her parts. It took me the better part of two hours. Once I felt sure she was repaired as much as I could do, I tidied up her clothes and got her ready. Then, I considered what to do. I didn’t have her key. Now, I’d have to discover just how much I’d trespassed.

      I turned Mister Flint’s windup key, switching the mechanical back on.

      A series of clicks emanated form his chest, and he slowly came back to life.

      “Mister Flint, are you all right?” I asked, extending a hand to help him sit up.

      “Yes, yes. I think so. Good to shut down for a bit. Restful.”

      “I think the knee is repaired. Shall we give it a try? Easy standing up,” I said, taking both of his hands. Again, to my surprise, his metal was warm to the touch.

      He nodded then rose slowly.

      Guiding him, I helped him take a couple of steps. The knee bent perfectly.

      “Miss Hawking! You clever tinker, you have it! I can’t believe you—” He stopped cold when he saw the maid standing by the window.

      “I…I was looking in the closet for a magnifying glass when I found her. I hope it’s okay. I worked on her a bit. I believe she’s repaired now. I just didn’t have her key to test her.”

      Mister Flint turned and looked at me, his optics spinning. “She’s repaired?” I could hear the surprise in his voice.

      “I believe so, but I will need her key to restart her.”

      “Miss Hawking, are you quite serious? You’ve repaired her?”

      “I think so. I wasn't able to get a look at the cogs inside her head, but I was able to replace her core wires and refresh her joints. It looked like she got wet. Is that right?”

      “Yes. She was caught in the rain and shorted,” Mister Flint said then turned and picked up his jacket. From an interior pocket, he pulled out a key and handed it to me. He then slipped his shirt and coat back on as he watched me.

      Taking the windup key, I went to the mech and slipped her key inside the keyhole. It took several cranks to wind her. When I was done, I removed the key and stepped back.

      From deep within the automaton, I heard a series of clicking sounds. This was followed by a series of brief and halting movements as each limb seemed to come back to life. I heard the automaton’s optics spin, then she turned and looked from Mister Flint to me. She attempted to say something, but it took a moment for her voice box to work. When she did speak, her words puzzled me.

      “You. It’s you. Mister Flint, it’s her,” the automaton exclaimed, gesturing to me. “But…but if it’s her, why am I still like this?”

      “Oh my dear Bronwyn, it’s so good to have you back,” Mister Flint said, ignoring the question as he embraced the automaton. “Your mother has missed you so.”

      “Mother?” I asked.

      “Oh. Yes. Missus Silver is like a mother to her, you see,” Mister Flint said, then a series of loud clicks emitted from his chest. The maid tilted her head as if to listen, and then she clicked in reply. Mister Flint answered her with another series of clicks.

      I frowned at Mister Flint. “It’s rude to talk behind my back.”

      Once again, I felt his embarrassment. “Oh! I’m very sorry, Miss Hawking. Yes, you’re quite right.”

      “Mistress, you repaired me? The last thing I remember was coming back from the beach, the rain, and then…nothing.”

      “You broke down, my dear. Miss Hawking has fixed you.”

      The automaton curtseyed to me. “Thank you, mistress.”

      “Look,” Mister Flint said, pointing out the window. Rhys and Missus Silver were walking back toward the castle door. I noticed that Rhys carried a small chest in one hand and hoisted an umbrella in the other. Missus Silver also carried an umbrella. A soft rain continued to fall.

      Without another word, the maid turned and ran out of the room.

      “Bronwyn, go slowly. Bronwyn, be careful,” Mister Flint called, rushing behind her, me rushing behind him. “I say, Miss Hawking, you’ve done a splendid job with this knee. Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome.”

      Rushing behind the mechanicals, I reached the foyer just as Missus Silver and Rhys stepped inside.

      “Mother,” Bronwyn yelled and ran to Missus Silver.

      Rhys stiffened, a look of surprise on his face. He stared at Bronwyn, who was hugging Missus Silver, then looked from Mister Flint to me.

      “Mister Flint?” he asked.

      “My lord, it’s all Miss Hawking’s doing. Quite by accident, she discovered Bronwyn in the workshop—we’d gone there to see about my knee—and she made a full repair!”

      “Oh, my dear! Oh, my dear,” Missus Silver said, holding the other automaton tightly. Tears of oil trailed down the automaton’s cheeks.

      The scene startled me. This was beyond the capacity of ethics boards, aether cores, or other clockworks. This was so much more.

      Kelly jumped excitedly all around the mechanical.

      The maid paused and petted the dog.

      “And how are you feeling?” Missus Silver asked Bronwyn. “Is everything working all right?”

      “I…I think so. Some of the gears are still a little stiff, but the oil is working its way through, loosening things up.”

      Missus Silver left the young mechanical then crossed the room and wrapped her arms around me. Her body felt stiff, metallic under her worn gown, but there was a feeling of pure joy radiating from her. “Thank you, Miss Hawking.”

      “Of course.”

      “Master,” the girl said meekly, carefully embracing Rhys, who gave her quick and polite embrace.

      “We’ve missed you, Bronwyn,” he told her then turned to me. “I’m in your debt,” he said, bowing to me.

      “Think nothing of it,” I said then smiled at the mechanicals.

      “Oh, you must excuse us, Miss Hawking. We need to find Mister Steele and Missus Smith and share the good news.”

      “And have you seen my knee?” Mister Flint said, following behind the two female automatons as they headed down the hallway in the direction of the kitchen. “It bends perfectly. It didn’t even work this well before.”

      “What a blessed day,” Missus Silver said. “Let’s hope more blessings come our way,” she called over her shoulder, looking toward Rhys.

      He chuckled lightly.

      “They are very attached to one another,” I said as I watched them go.

      Rhys nodded. “Yes. I must thank you again. You have done us a great favor.”

      “You’re very welcome,” I said then looked down at my hands which were now covered in gear grease and rust. “Oh dear. If you’ll excuse me, I think I need to wash up.”

      To my surprise, Rhys reached out and gently touched the bruise on my arm. It had turned an angry shade of purple with yellow around the edges of the bruise.

      “Please know how very sorry I am. I am mortified to see you in such a condition.”

      I looked up at the mechanical. A strange feeling swelled in my stomach as I took in the expression on his face. He looked so terribly sad. His plight moved me.

      “None of us are without imperfections,” I said. “It was an accident, and you are forgiven.”

      “Thank you, Miss Hawking.”

      I nodded then turned and headed up the stairs toward my bedchamber.

      “Miss Hawking?” Rhys called from behind me.

      “Yes?”

      “Do you like music?”

      “Music? Of course.”

      “Excellent,” Rhys said then bowed to me. He turned and followed the other automatons to the kitchen.

      Feeling confused, I headed back upstairs. My heart was beating hard, and there was a swelling feeling in my chest. I was so thrilled to have helped Bronwyn and Mister Flint. And it pleased me to no end to see Missus Silver so happy. But more than that, Rhys’s happiness moved me more than it should, more than reason dictated. He was just a machine, right? He was just a machine. And if he was nothing more than analytics and ethics boards, cogs, gears, and wires, then why did I feeling something for him?

      But I did.

      And the thought terrified me.
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      Alone in my chamber, I washed up then locked the door and sat down on my bed. I pulled the yellowed letters from my pocket.

      The first letter to Lord Rhys Llewellyn detailed supplies that would be sent from Wales to the castle in the coming months. A rich bounty of wines, meats, textiles, and even livestock was detailed. The bill, it seemed, had already been paid in full. But what was of interest to me was the date: 1726. Almost one hundred years ago. I stared at the name on the paper: Lord Rhys Llewellyn. Had the lord named his automaton after himself? I also noted that nowhere in that supply list did I see any indication of supplies of a clockwork sort.

      I thumbed to the next letter, which was from Master Archibald Boatswain. As Papa had rightly guessed, the famed inventor had been connected to this place. His message was brief, indicating that he planned to come with his “little gift” in the coming weeks. The tone of the letter was very familiar, as if he and the lord—now, was it Lord Rhys the elder or the boy in the painting—were friends.

      I set the letter aside and opened the final piece of mail. This message was far more formal in nature. It had come from a silver mining company in England. It detailed the plans, down to the number of laborers, pieces of equipment, and tools that would be brought to the Isle of Annwfn for work and construction of the Annwfn mine.

      I stared at the letter. A silver mine. That’s what I’d discovered? I frowned. Then why the secrecy?

      There was a knock at the door. “Miss Hawking?” Missus Silver called.

      I shoved the letters under my pillow then rose to answer the door. “Yes?” I replied, opening the door.

      Missus Silver entered carrying my yellow ball gown. “I took the liberty of washing it. It’s been drying by the fire. I had to mend a few spots, but the dress is all back in order. Lord Rhys… Lord Rhys would like to do something special to thank you for restoring Bronwyn to us. He has a dinner and some music planned if you will join him. A formal affair. I’d love to see you in this gown, my dear.”

      “A formal dinner?”

      “Yes.”

      “And music?”

      “Yes. In our ballroom.”

      “You have a ballroom?”

      “Indeed we do. The most beautiful ballroom in all of Wales. Do you accept Lord Rhys’s invitation?”

      “I… Of course.”

      “Very good,” Missus Silver said then turned to go.

      “Missus Silver,” I called. “You refer to the automaton as Lord Rhys, the same name as the owner of this castle.”

      Missus Silver’s lids lifted, her optics shining brightly. She smiled. “Yes, I do,” she said then turned and left, leaving me to stare at the door in her wake.
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      My hands shook nervously as I slid on the yellow ball gown. It was quite silly, really, feeling so nervous. What was there to be worried about? I had done something to help the mechanicals, and they found a way to thank me the best they knew how.

      Adjusting the dress, I sat down and looked into the vanity mirror. I smoothed my hair back once more. I’d styled it as Elyse Murray often wore her hair. Then I adjusted the small bumblebee hairpin in my hair—its cousin gifted to the fairies. I dabbed some perfume on my neck. By now, the Scottish lord who Papa and I had traveled to meet was already married. I’d missed that wedding. The ball gown was going to go to waste. At the very least, I would enjoy dressing up for just one night.

      I adjusted the off-the-shoulder sleeves of my dress then pulled on my long, yellow gloves. Even my pair of heeled silk dancing slippers had survived in the box. I was suddenly very grateful for them. It would not do to wear traveling boots under a ball gown.

      I took a deep breath, steadied my nerve, then rose and headed to the stairwell.

      To my surprise, all of the candelabras in the main foyer had been lit, even the massive chandelier that hung overhead. The hall, which had seemed so dim before, was bathed in orange light. Everything felt so cheery and alive.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Mister Flint, Missus Silver, Bronwyn, Missus Smith, the cook, and Mister Steele, another of the servants, stood waiting. All of them were dressed in their finest. It pleased me to see Missus Silver with her arm wrapped around Bronwyn’s waist.

      And alongside them was Rhys, who was dressed in a handsome suit. He wore a dark blue doublet trimmed with gold embroidery, a white silk collar, breeches and leggings, and boots. His metallic face glimmered as if it had been polished.

      My stomach rocked with butterflies the size of ravens.

      Isabelle, you’re being ridiculous. He’s just a machine.

      When I reached the bottom of the stairs, the ladies curtseyed, the men bowed.

      Rhys offered his arm.

      I linked my arm with his, and we moved down the hallway opposite that which led to the library. At the end of this hall was a set of double doors.

      Mister Flint opened the doors to reveal a massive ballroom.

      The place was bathed in light. The hardwood floor made of a light-colored timber gleamed. The walls were painted white and fixed with gold sconces and trim. A table had been set up for dinner. On the table were vases of wildflowers.

      Rhys pulled out a chair for me, but I paused a moment when I spotted a piano sitting in the corner.

      “Is that a pneumatic piano?” I asked, staring at the rare music piece.

      “It is. It was a gift from Master Boatswain,” Rhys replied.

      “Archibald Boatswain?”

      Rhys nodded. “He was a friend…to this house.”

      “I…” I said, looking from my seat at the dinner table to the piano. It was such a rare piece. “Do you mind if I—”

      Rhys laughed. “Please, go ahead. You won’t be able to eat a bite until your curiosity is sated.”

      “The music boxes I design… I studied all of Boatswain’s musical creations to understand how to make the metallic rollers to produce sound. I read that he had designed a few pianos, but no one knew what happened to them. Does it really play multiple songs?”

      “Indeed it does.” Rhys went behind the piano and opened a panel. First, he pumped a pedal at the back to build air pressure. He then activated a lever inside. Once he’d done so, he slowly let his foot off the pedal.

      The gears inside the machine turned, and a moment later, the mechanics began to work.

      I gasped as the music sounded from the piano. A moment later, the entire ballroom was bathed in the dulcet notes of a waltz.

      I looked at Rhys, my eyes wide with excitement.

      He extended his hand. I couldn’t help but notice it was the hand I had repaired. “A dance?”

      I nodded then set my hand in his.

      Rhys led me to the center of the room. Gently setting his other hand on my waist, he led me into a waltz.

      I was suddenly very glad that Papa had made me practice dancing in the months leading up to the trip. It was Papa who had to endure the injured toes. While I was not an accomplished dancer by any stretch of the imagination, I could manage. I smiled. Was I a refined lady? No. That was not me. Mechanically skilled? Yes. Clever? Yes. I was well read and not bad looking. But refined? Well, no, but at the very least, I was able to pull off the waltz.

      As Rhys and I spun around the room, however, I took a bit of pride in myself. Clearly, he knew all the forms of formal dance. He moved with precision. I was happy that I could keep step and was even more pleased to see a joyful look on Rhys’s mechanical face. How unlikely it seemed that a metallic man could express so much emotion.

      He looked truly glad.

      And when he gazed at me, he looked…well, now I was just reading into things. An automaton could not fall in love. Right? Right? But that look… He seemed enamored. And more, I sensed deep emotion in his expression which moved me.

      The notes from the player piano filled the room with sweet music.

      We paused when the song ended. I glanced back at the piano, curious to see how the machine would shift to the next piece. I smiled at Rhys then went back to the piano. Through the pane of glass above the keys, I watched as the metallic drum rolled. The metal had been beaten as thin as paper. A new roll of metal moved onto the player and the second song started. I stared at the machine. Boatswain had tinkered the material with the craft of a master metallurgist and the precision of a surgeon. He was a true master.

      “It’s amazing,” I whispered, touching the glass.

      “I’m glad it pleases you. Are you hungry?”

      I nodded then Rhys and I both took a seat at the dining table. I ate quickly and lightly, well-aware that Rhys was not eating, as we chatted about the inner workings of the pneumatic piano. The servants had outdone themselves in preparing the meal: broiled lobster tail, truffles, puréed quince, baked garlic, and bara brith. Everything was delicious. As soon as I was done, I rose once more and went to the piano in time to see the roller move to another song. This time, the piano played Vivaldi.

      “So someone else here was a lover of Vivaldi’s works,” I said.

      “Indeed,” Rhys replied then extended his hand to me.

      Again, we took to the floor. We moved slowly, spinning around the room with gentle ease. I loved the feel of my gown, the sweep of it as the hem brushed the floor, and the sensation of Rhys’s hand on my hip. I smiled at him. If only he were a living man. If only he were flesh and blood. If only he were the man I had seen in the enchanted mirror.

      Rhys spun me once more, lowering me into a dip. When he gently lifted me, our eyes met. The expression on his face surprised me. If he’d been a living man, I’d swear he wanted to kiss me.

      “Isabelle,” he whispered, touching my cheek gently. “There’s something I must tell you.”

      My heart beat hard in my chest.

      You cannot possibly be falling in love with an automaton.

      This isn’t happening.

      This can’t be happening.

      “Rhys,” I whispered.

      “Isabelle, I…” he began then leaned toward me.

      I froze, knowing the kiss was coming, not sure what to do, but wanting it all the same.

      The piano suddenly clanked loudly. There was a sharp whine and then a loud pop followed by the shattering of glass.

      Rhys stilled and looked toward the piano.

      My breath quick, I suddenly caught hold of my senses.

      The ballroom door handle rattled.

      Both Rhys and I stepped away from one another.

      The door opened, and Mister Flint entered. “Lord Rhys, is everything all right? Oh my dear, what has happened to Master Boatswain’s piano?”

      Rhys and I crossed the room to look at the instrument. Heavy tension filled the air, unspoken words, unspoken deeds.

      And at the heart of that was my confused emotions.

      “Let me clean up the glass before Miss Hawking gets hurt,” Mister Flint said then hurried back into the hallway to fetch a broom.

      Moving carefully around the glass, I looked inside the piano. “It became misaligned. There,” I said, pointing to the place where the rolled metal had gone astray. I traced the lines with my eyes. “Ah, I see. Look. The lead rusted off.” I went around to the back of the piano and removed the panel. Pulling off my yellow gloves, I knelt down then leaned into the instrument, looking at the broken piece. I inspected the inner workings. “Nothing else is broken save the glass and the rusted lead. Once the piece is replaced, it will work again. The lead has an odd shape though. It will need smithing to make a new one.”

      I crawled back out of the instrument and dusted off my hands and dress.

      “I…I do apologize,” Rhys said, his voice sounding tepid and awkward. “It has worked these many years. I’m sorry that it chose tonight to malfunction.”

      “We all malfunction at times. And it does seem that the timing is never right. I did enjoy the music and the dancing. I loved all of it. Thank you, Rhys,” I said, perfectly aware that he was going to tell me something essential before Master Boatswain’s design decided to interrupt. And maybe more. The thought that the mechanical wanted to kiss me confused me.

      Rhys bowed. “Thank you for joining me. It was a great pleasure.”

      I stared at him. Whatever he was going to say, it appeared he’d decided it was better not to say anything.

      The clock in the hall chimed ten o’clock.

      “It’s very late. I’m sorry to have you up so long. You must be tired after today’s long walk,” Rhys said.

      I wasn’t tired, but he already knew that.

      “Rhys?”

      “If you want to retire, please don’t stay up on my account. Mister Flint and I will work on cleaning up the piano.”

      “I… All right. I do thank you for everything,” I said, searching his metallic face. Strange mech, what was he playing at? “It was an enchanting evening.”

      At first Rhys avoided my glance, but then he turned and looked at me. He looked so sad. “It was my pleasure, Miss Hawking. More than you can ever know.”

      A wash of mixed emotions nagged at me. I felt scared, sad, anxious, and…and a new feeling bloomed inside of me that I simply could not accept. He was a machine. This couldn’t be happening.

      I curtseyed to him.

      He bowed politely in reply.

      Then I turned and left the ballroom. I headed down the hall, crossed the foyer, and went outside to the metallic garden. I walked away from the castle until I found my way to a bench. Only there, once I was able to sit down in the darkness, out of sight of everyone, did I allow myself to cry.
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      Isabelle.

      Wiping the hot tears from my eyes, I turned and looked east toward the dark forest.

      Isabelle, come.

      Rising, I looked back at the castle. I saw candlelight through the windows, but no one had come outside.

      Inhaling deeply, I walked through the garden to the east gate. To my surprise, the ornate gate was open. I stared down the path. For some reason, I wasn’t surprised to see a row of glowing blue mushrooms leading away from the castle.

      I looked back at the fortress once more.

      What was he going to tell me?

      Was he really going to kiss me?

      Was I losing my mind?

      Isabelle, come.

      My hands shaking, I stepped out into the dark forest, following the trail of fungi. I didn’t need them. I knew where I was going. I’d known it since I first set eyes on the place. The trail would lead me to the cave.
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      Slim beams of moonlight guided my path as I worked my way down the road back to the trail that led to the mine.

      Feeling my ankle twist as I stepped on yet another rock, I grumbled, “Stupid shoes.” I stopped and pulled off the delicate silk and bejeweled heels. As I turned down the side path leading to the mine, I set the shoes on a small boulder so I’d easily find them again. Steeling my nerve, I walked barefoot toward the mine.

      The sounds of night birds and insects made a chorus in the dark forest. As I walked, my eyes adjusted to the dim light, and I made out shapes on the forest floor, including the fallen standing stone lying underneath the timbers of the cut tree. Under the light of the moon, it cast a soft blue glow.

      I walked up the small hill to the entrance of the cave.

      Moonbeams illuminated the entrance. Inside, it was as dark as a tomb. A lantern hung just inside. I grabbed the lamp then felt the shelf above it for matches. Although it was covered in dirt and cobwebs, I found a flint box. I lit the lantern. The orange glow of the flame seemed gaudy under the silvery moonlight. Standing at the mouth of the cave, mindful of every fairy tale and goblin story I had ever read or heard, I entered slowly. The answer to the mystery was here. And tonight, I would find it.
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      I followed the rail line deep into the cave. It was clear that blasting and mining had destroyed the natural splendor of this place. I walked through the darkness, feeling the angle of the rail line—and the cave—descend. I followed the metal rail until it reached its end at a natural slant in the rock. Here, the mine had not been blasted. Veins of silver still streaked the cave walls. It was beautiful. It glowed under the light of the lantern. The company had come this far, but no further. Ahead of me, the direction of the cave shifted dramatically to the left. A slim passage moved deeper into the cave. Above this entrance, I saw the same markings.

      Isabelle. Come.

      The voice, like a soft whisper, breathed from inside the dark cave. But this time, I could tell the voice was distinctly feminine, and the owner was close by.

      Inhaling deeply, I steadied myself then pushed forward. The passage was long, narrow, and tilted to the side. Here, as in the other cave, silver veins marked the walls. I moved through the passage, exiting into a vast cavern.

      I gasped. The walls all around glimmered with silver. The metal appeared like ivy, twisting through the rocks. Stalactites and stalagmites of silver protruded from the ceiling and floor. In the center of the room was a pool of water that glowed blue, the depths below shining incandescently.

      Sitting at the water’s edge, her fingertips gently brushing the water’s surface, was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.

      “Hello, Isabelle,” she whispered, her voice tinkling like a silver bell.

      I set the lamp down. The blue hue coming off the water was all the light I needed. I stared at the woman. Her hair was silvery in color, as were her eyes. She wore a soft blue dress embroidered all along the edges with silver thread in the shape of oak leaves, acorns, birds, and flowers. On her head was a silver diadem with a rainbow-colored gem at the middle.

      “How do you like my forest?” she asked.

      Her voice had a strange hollow sound, tinny and ethereal all at once.

      “Beautiful. The most beautiful forest I have ever seen.”

      “And my standing stones? I’ve seen you looking at them, studying them, trying to discover their secrets. Do you like them as well?”

      “I do,” I said carefully, fully aware that my skin had risen to gooseflesh, the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. Something inside me was screaming at me to run.

      “They are very old, as are the symbols thereon. I like that you find them curious. I see you have a sharp mind. Do you like my island?”

      “I do.”

      “And what about the castle grounds, do you like the perfect garden?”

      I could feel the trap in the question. “I… It is an interesting puzzle.”

      The woman laughed, but not menacingly. “And what about the castle? Do you like it?”

      My heart was slamming in my chest. I had been wrong to come here. I was in terrible danger. One wrong answer, and I would pay dearly. “I like the library.”

      Again, she laughed. “And what about the little toy soldiers inside?”

      I stared at her. She was smirking now. There was so much malice in the expression, I was taken aback.

      I didn’t answer.

      “I like my forest, my stones, my cave,” she said, motioning about her. “I suppose I might even like that library you mention, though I have not seen it. I didn’t mind the castle much, not when the lady lived there. I liked her very much, her paintings, even her little hermitage which I permitted. I even enjoyed her boy, when he was young and full of his own will. Such a lively, happy thing, full of art and life. Funny how all things transform with time. But I hated that garden. The bramble, the flowers, they all wept from the constant cutting and pruning and shaping and molding. Perfect lines. Perfect shapes. I hated it, but I even let that pass.”

      She stared at me. “You are an interesting thing. You have the mind of a tinker but the heart of my people. Why do you like my forest?”

      “For its natural grace.”

      “Natural grace. Like that?” she said, motioning across the cave. There, amongst a stack of other riches, sat my sculpture of the birds who sang Vivaldi.

      I gasped. “H-how?”

      The woman waved her hand and the music box sprang to life, the little birds warbling perfectly. She waved her hand once more, stopping the tune, then turned back to me.

      “You, who can create that, must understand what I have done here, why I have done it. I could not have them take this place from us, you see? Do you understand? The old lord was a man of coin and when he died, we all rejoiced. But the young lord, whom we all loved, changed. He wanted to live up to his father’s reputation. He wanted his father’s wealth and fame. So he came here, sketched and planned, then brought machines. Here. To this sacred place where his mother had warned him never to tread. Where his mother had told him that we still existed. Where we had taken sanctuary. He came here to destroy what was left. I could not let him, you must understand. I could not let him become a man of metal, a man of machines, a man without the heart that his mother had nurtured in him. I could not let him take this place from us. So I gave him what he wanted. I wanted him to see what it meant to be a man of metal. I made him, all of them, and that accursed garden, exactly what they were all trying to be.

      “I gave them what they wanted to show them.

      “To teach them.

      “To punish them.

      “Do you understand?”

      I did understand. I truly and clearly understood. Rhys and the others were not machines. They were living people turned clockwork by this fey creature. I did understand, but I did not approve.

      “How could you do such a thing?” I retorted hotly, instantly regretting my tone.

      The fey woman’s face darkened. “He deserved it. He wanted to be a man of metal, he wanted to rape this place to make his fortune. Well, I made him into what he wanted. I thought you would understand.”

      “I understand why you did it. This place is special, sacred. I see that. But what of Rhys? Did you ever seek him out, show him, ask him to stop?”

      “His heart was corrupted by his father. He loved nothing, no one, save wealth and luxury. He became a hard man in spirit, so I made him so in flesh.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “No? I see that bruise on your arm, Isabelle Hawking. The lord is still a monster, and a monster he will remain until he learns to love and is worthy of another’s love. But rusted toys can never be repaired,” she said with a laugh. “Rusted toys can never be healed. Don’t you see? There is no hope. There is no key to that heart. No key!” she said and then began laughing loudly and menacingly.

      Her laughter, however, was cut short by the sound of barking.

      Kelly.

      The fey creature rose with fierce suddenness. Her eyes turned black, her face contorting angrily as she glared at the cave opening.

      “Leave this place,” she hissed at me.

      “Isabelle?” Rhys called from the cave.

      “Rhys,” I yelled in reply.

      I turned to look back at the fey woman then gasped to find her at my side. Her gown flowed unnaturally all around her. Her eyes were black as coal, her silver hair flying as if caught in a torrent.

      “Leave. Leave this place. Leave this island and never come back. I was wrong. He does not deserve your love. He does not deserve to feel again. Leave this place and let him rust as punishment for seeking to destroy the last sanctuary of my kind,” she said. Then, in a flurry of skirts, she disappeared into the pool of water.

      The cave rumbled, rocks tumbling in an alcove not far away.

      “Isabelle? Isabelle, where are you?” Rhys called.

      The cave shook once more. Rocks tumbled from the ceiling, crashing down on the lantern.

      Kelly appeared at the entrance of the cave and barked loudly. I raced to her.

      “Come on, Kelly. Let’s go,” I said. I moved quickly, working my way as fast as I could through the narrow passage.

      “Isabelle?”

      The cave shook again. I put my hands over my head, fending off the falling rocks. My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and in the distance, I made out the light of Rhys’s optics.

      “Rhys? Rhys, I’m coming.”

      Kelly raced ahead.

      I stepped out of the narrow passage as the cave shook once more.

      “Rhys,” I said, reaching out for him, reaching out and knowing that the strange metal man for whom I had a growing attachment was no automaton at all. He was a real man cursed by a faerie. “Rhys.”

      But then something overhead let loose, and a moment later, everything went dark.
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      Voices drifted to my ears even before I opened my eyes.

      I heard Papa.

      And…Gerard?

      Why was Gerard at our workshop? Don’t tell me Papa was actually considering him as a suitor for me. I’d need to explain to Papa that I had a growing attachment for…

      “Rhys.” I sat upright, my eyes flying open.

      “Easy, Miss Hawking. Easy. You took another blow to the head. Some rubble fell on you, as I understand it. My dear, I don’t think our island is very good for your health.”

      I looked around the room. I was in my chamber at the castle once more. I stared at the door and listened. I did hear Papa. And Gerard.

      “Missus Silver…”

      “Your father is here. And another London gentleman—so to speak. There is an airship docked in front of the castle. They arrived this morning.”

      “Missus Silver, where is Rhys? I must speak with him at once.”

      “Bronwyn, dear. Please fetch the master. Miss Hawking, shall I send for your father as well?”

      I bit my lip. “No. Not yet.”

      I stared out the window. The sky was sunny and bright. It was a perfect day for flying.

      No.

      Not now.

      Not yet.

      My head ached. I lifted my hand to my forehead, where I felt a bandage.

      Missus Silver busied herself nervously as we both waited. After a moment, I realized she was packing my things.

      Heavy footsteps rushed down the hall. A moment later, Rhys appeared at the door.

      “My lord, she just woke,” Missus Silver said as she set the stack of books on the Greek inventors into a piece of luggage. She’d also packed up all my sketches and my silk dancing slippers. My yellow gown hung by the wardrobe. From the sweet smell of soap that perfumed the air, I could tell all my clothes had been freshly laundered. Missus Silver had prepared everything for me to leave.

      Missus Silver passed the lord, gave him a knowing glance, then closed the door behind her.

      “Please, come sit,” I said, patting the bed beside me.

      “Are you… How are you feeling?” he asked. Adjusting the tails on his jacket, he sat.

      “My head aches.”

      “The cave started to collapse. A rock fell on you. I was able to get us out in time. Isabelle, what were you thinking going there?”

      “I was thinking…that it was time for me to learn the truth.”

      “The truth?”

      “Yes.”

      “And…did you learn the truth?”

      I slid my hand into his. The feel of his fingers, warm as flesh but hard as metal, made me sad beyond all measure. I stroked my finger over his, feeling the pins and bearings at his joints, the gears that worked the hand. A tear slipped down my cheek. “Yes. Rhys…why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Who would believe such a story?”

      “Such a terrible curse. The fey woman… Her punishment was beyond reason.”

      “No. She was right. I lost my way.”

      “But this? And not just you, the others too. What was their crime? They didn’t bring the mining company here.”

      “No. They did not. I did. I am the one who knowingly disrupted that sacred place. And I’m paying the price. But it will be over soon. My heart,” he said, touching his chest. “There is no windup key for me. My heart is winding down. Each day it becomes a little harder. Soon, I will be done, and when I pass, the others will be restored.”

      “Your windup key… Where is it?”

      Rhys laughed. “Every day a chest appears at the castle gate. She told me when she cast this curse upon me that when I learned my lesson, I would be given my key. Every day a case of keys arrives. Every day I try them. None of them ever fits.”

      I remembered the faerie woman’s horrible words. She had said there was no key, no hope.

      “I will make you a key,” I said. “I will make you a key. That, at least, I can fix.”

      Rhys shook his head. “No. No, you will let it go. You will return to London with your father and the gentleman downstairs who informs me he’s planning to marry you. You will return to London, and you will forget me. Let my heart stop. At least I can free the others from this curse.”

      “But Rhys, you must at least let me try. I cannot bear the thought of you—of your heart stopping.” Another tear trickled down my cheek.

      Rhys reached out and wiped it away. “You must. It is too late for me.”

      “No. No, it’s not,” I whispered, unable to find a way to make him understand. The faerie woman had said that if he learned to love another, and if someone shared that love, the curse could be broken. But how could I say that to him? How could I tell him that if he just went ahead and loved me, all would be healed? I could not force him to love me no matter how attached I felt to him.

      “It is. Please, Isabelle. Please return to London and forget me.”

      I reached out and touched his cheek. “Can you feel my touch?”

      “No, not as I did when I was living flesh.”

      I sighed. “I will return to London on one condition.”

      Rhys’s optics turned as he studied me. “And that is?”

      “That you let me take an imprint of your heart. I will take the imprint, return to London, and make you a key. I will make it, and I will come back.”

      “And the gentleman below—the one who claims he will marry you—why would he ever permit you to return? Or your father, who in my haste to get him away from this terrible place, I treated so unkindly?”

      I laughed. “First, Gerard is quite mistaken. I will never marry him. And second, my father will forgive you when he understands what has happened.”

      At that, Rhys seemed to brighten. He scanned my face, but then his expression fell into shadow once more. “I will let you make the imprint if it means you will go. You are too full of life for this place. Don’t try to come back.”

      I rose and went to the writing desk. Grabbing a slip of paper and a bottle of ink, I turned and faced him. “I need you to lie down.”

      “Isabelle,” he began in protest.

      “If you want me to leave, do as I ask.”

      “It’s not that I want you to leave, it’s just—”

      “Do as I ask, you stubborn man.”

      Rhys laughed. “At least now you know I am a man,” he said then lay down.

      “Beastly, though,” I said with a grin.

      “Yes, I have been. I admit. And I am sorry.”

      I sat down beside him. I reached out for his shirt then paused. “I… I will need to see.”

      “All right.”

      My hands trembling, I untied his collar then unbuttoned his shirt. The body below was made entirely of metal. His chest had been shaped in the form of a man’s, but under his pectoral muscles and ribs, it was open to reveal the clockwork mechanisms inside. I swallowed hard, grief nearly overwhelming me when I saw.

      “Isabelle,” he whispered.

      A tear streamed down my cheek. I shook my head. “I’ll fix this. I’ll make the key and come back for you.”

      On his chest was a silver piece of metal shaped like a heart. There, I found a small keyhole. His windup key was not like the others. First, it was not on his back. Second, the shape of it was unusual.

      Folding the piece of paper so it could slip inside the keyhole, I carefully poured a few drops of ink then slid the paper inside the opening. I concentrated hard as I leaned over Rhys. I needed to get the imprint just right.

      “Does it hurt?” I whispered as I worked.

      “It feels…strange.” He reached out and touched my hair with his other hand. “I can’t really feel your hair. I feel the sensation of something there, but not the feel of a beautiful woman’s locks.”

      His voice sounded so forlorn that it nearly broke my heart. I choked back the sob. Working carefully, ensuring I got a good imprint, I put pressure on the paper within. Then, I pulled the paper back out. I studied the design on the paper.

      “The key is grooved at the bottom,” I said. “Unless the grooves are right, a regular key will never work. Rhys, I’ll return in a week. I promise you.”

      “Please, Isabelle. You promised.”

      “I promised I would leave. I didn’t promise I wouldn’t come back.”

      Rhys took my hand then and looked up at me. His optics turned, his lids low. He reached out and stroked my face once more. “I’m sorry that I cannot truly feel your skin.”

      “Don’t give up hope,” I whispered.

      The door handle rattled.

      “Sir, please. Your daughter asked for a moment,” Missus Silver was saying.

      “Isabelle?” Papa called, pushing the door open. “Isabelle?”

      Rhys pulled his hand back, but I didn’t let go of him.

      “I’m here, Papa.”

      My father rounded the side of my bed to find Rhys lying there. Had he not been an automaton—at least in my father’s eyes, for the time being—the situation would have looked rather compromising. As it was, I felt a blush rise to my cheeks.

      Rhys sat up. “Thank you, Miss Hawking,” he said then began buttoning his shirt.

      I rose to embrace my father, tucking the print of the key into my sleeve.

      “Isabelle. Oh, my sweet girl. They told me you were hurt in a mine collapse,” my father said aghast. “I saw you earlier today, but you were still asleep.” Papa reached out and lightly touched the bandage on my forehead. “My poor girl.”

      “She should see a doctor as soon as she returns to London,” Rhys said, standing once more. He adjusted his coat and stood in a formal posture, his hands behind his back. “With the injury during the shipwreck, and now this, she needs a formal evaluation.”

      “Yes, of course,” my father said dismissively. “Are you well enough to fly? The airship crew is waiting, and Gerard is here with me.”

      “So I understand. Papa, why is Gerard here?”

      My father laughed. “My girl, no one was able to help me discover the location of this island except Gerard. He had an ancient map, taken from the Roman account of the invasion of Britain, which marked the place. From that, he determined the island’s location. He is a clever man. And he was very concerned for you. You know, Isabelle, I do believe he genuinely cares—”

      “Now is not the time, Papa,” I said, glancing back at Rhys.

      “Yes. Yes. You’re quite right. Very well, then. Let’s have your things taken to the airship, and we shall leave this place at once.”

      Standing by the door, Missus Silver choked back a little sob.

      “I… Give me just a moment, Papa. I’ll have them bring the case down. I just need to change.”

      “Very good. Oh, my Isabelle. I am so relieved. I shall get you home, and we will never leave London again!” Papa said, pinching my cheek. Then he turned and headed back out.

      “Miss… Miss Hawking, shall I take your things downstairs?” Missus Silver asked, her voice unsteady. “I left your traveling dress in the wardrobe. The only thing left to pack is the gown.”

      “Please leave it here.”

      “Leave it here?”

      “Yes, for when I return.”

      Something inside Missus Silver clicked quickly and happily. “Of course, Miss Hawking,” she said then closed up the case. Casting a glance to Rhys and me, she grabbed the suitcase then left us alone.

      “I should… I’ll go so you can change,” Rhys said.

      I nodded, unsure what else I could say. I didn’t know whether or not Rhys cared for me as I had grown to care for him. My heart beat hard as I sought for the right words. There was something between us, wasn’t there? He felt it too, didn’t he? But I had been wrong about Doctor Murray. Maybe I was wrong about Rhys too.

      Rhys stayed a moment longer. It seemed to me he was also searching for the right words, but in the end, he went to the door.

      “Rhys,” I whispered, tears trailing down my cheeks. “I will come back for you.”

      He stared at the door a moment then turned and looked back at me. “I hope you can. But I fear I will never see you again,” he said then left.
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      It was startling to see the airship hovering over the metallic garden. The crew, who seemed content to mind their own business, waited patiently for us to depart.

      “Isabelle, are you well enough to climb the ladder? I can have them prepare a stretcher to lift you,” Gerard said, his voice full of what seemed like legitimate concern.

      “I… No, I’ll be fine. Thank you.”

      “May I take your satchel?”

      I unstrung my bag and handed it to him. “Thank you.”

      Gerard beamed at me then turned and climbed up the rope ladder to the airship. The rest of my belongings, it seemed, had already been loaded.

      I looked at Papa. “Is the climb all right for you?”

      “I’ll manage it, my girl. I was climbing in and out of these machines before you were born. I must say, the relic I flew home in held up well. I have taken it to the London Tinker’s Society headquarters. The Rude Mechanicals have expressed an interest in the machine. Was the ship really designed by Master Boatswain?” my father asked Rhys.

      Rhys nodded. “Master Boatswain was a friend of the lord of this castle. It was a gift. It is yours to do with as you wish, Master Hawking.”

      “Very good. Very good. My thanks,” my father said then leaned in toward me. “Did you work on his analytics?”

      I looked at Rhys who was smiling softly.

      “In a way,” I replied.

      Rhys chuckled.

      Kelly trotted over to me. She pawed my leg gently.

      “Stay away from the selkies while I’m gone,” I told her, setting my hand on her head. I went to embrace Missus Silver who was holding back a sob.

      “Please, Missus Silver, don’t get upset. You may overtax your core again.”

      She nodded. “We shall miss you,” she told me, gently touching on my cheek.

      “Please, don’t worry. I’ll be back soon,” I said, hugging her once more.

      “Thank you for all you did for me, mistress,” Bronwyn added, placing her hand on my arm.

      “It was my pleasure,” I replied.

      Missus Smith and Master Lucas were also there. I curtseyed to them then turned to Mister Flint.

      “Thank you for taking care of me,” I told Mister Flint who also seemed upset.

      “It was my pleasure, Miss Hawking. You brought life to this old, tired place. I hope we see you again.”

      “You will.”

      I nodded to Papa.

      He headed toward the rope ladder and began the climb up.

      Rhys walked with me to the ladder. When we arrived, he took hold of the rope. “I’ll steady it for you.”

      “Rhys…”

      He looked down at me, a soft smile on his face. “Farewell, Isabelle Hawking. It was...an honor to meet you.”

      “Remember what I told you. I will come back. Soon.”

      He smiled lightly then steadied the ladder.

      I inhaled deeply then grabbed on. It wasn’t a far climb, but in my fragile state, it winded me all the same. By the time I reached the airship’s gondola, I felt dizzy. Papa and Gerard reached out, helping me aboard.

      The airship crew got to work hoisting the ladder and readying the balloon. I went to the side of the ship and looked over. Below, the automatons waved goodbye. Rhys stood slightly aside from the others, Kelly at his side.

      A soft wind blew in from the forest. The ship lifted. The rudder at the back of the ship clicked on and the prow of the ship turned to the east.

      I went to the back of the ship and stood at the stern. Waving, I watched as their figures became smaller and smaller as the airship lifted higher.

      Soon, the others departed, leaving only Rhys and Kelly.

      I waved again, unsure if he could see me until he removed his wide-brimmed cap and waved.

      Tears rolled down my cheeks as the airship lifted into the clouds, the castle falling out of sight.
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      I sat weeping miserably, my head on my arms.

      “Isabelle? What is it?” Papa asked, sitting down beside me. “Are you sick, my girl?”

      “No, Papa.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I’m just…sad.”

      My father took my hand. “Don’t worry about anything. We’ll take you directly home. I’ll have Doctor Murray come at once. My poor, brave girl. Lord knows what you endured. It’s all over now. It’s all over,” Papa said, pulling me into an embrace.

      I didn’t have it in me to tell him that it was far from over.

      Papa kissed me on the forehead then left me to my thoughts.

      The airship raced along. I breathed in the clean air. It felt good to be amongst the clouds, to feel the wind on my cheeks. It eased the sorrow that wracked my heart and helped me clear my mind. It wasn’t a forever goodbye. All I had to do was make the key and go back.

      I pulled out the small slip of paper, the imprint, and looked at it. It would take no time to make a windup key. I just needed a few days at the most. No more than a week. I slid my finger along the lines on the paper, the grooves of the key. For some reason, they seemed oddly familiar. I stared at the paper. The irony was not lost on me: I needed the key to his heart. I was sure that there had never before been a case quite so literal.

      “Your father told me what you did for him, about your bravery. You are an impressive woman, Isabelle Hawking,” Gerard said, taking a seat beside me.

      “There is nothing I wouldn’t sacrifice for Papa,” I said, looking out into the misty white clouds.

      Gerard nodded. “Admirable. I am sure you will make an equally devoted wife.”

      “Gerard,” I said, seeking to stop him before he even began his usual devotions.

      Gerard lifted a hand. “Please, Isabelle, hear me out. I know you think I am too flirtatious. I am. I have been. But I must confess, the other flirtations were always only for sport. With you, I am quite sincere in my affections.”

      “As I’m sure you say to all the ladies.”

      “No,” Gerard said passionately. “No. You have been through so much, and I know you are not well, but when you recover, I hope you will give me the chance to show you how sincere I am. Please, allow me to prove to you that I am serious.”

      “But Gerard—”

      “Isabelle, please. Do you not see?” he asked, motioning to the airship around him. “I have been working with your father night and day to find that strange island. I went through every map. Every archive. Talked to every scholar I knew. To find you.”

      I paused. That, at the least, was true. It was the most genuine act I’d ever seen from him.

      “I am very grateful for your efforts, for helping Papa.”

      Gerard smiled. “It was my pleasure. I admire him greatly,” he said. “And I esteem you more.”

      Taking me entirely by surprise, he reached out and grabbed my hand.

      At the same moment, a sharp wind blew. The gust, coming from the island, blew so fiercely that it shifted the airship off course.

      The crew and captain worked quickly to steady the ship.

      But worse.

      Even worse.

      The moment Gerard thrust his hand into mine, the thin piece of paper I was holding—the tiny note that was the key to everything I needed—was wrenched from my grasp.

      Gasping, I leaped up and desperately clawed at the wind in an effort to retrieve it.

      The gust blew hard, and on it, I heard menacing laughter.

      “No! Oh no,” I yelled, jumping to grab the paper.

      But the wind snatched it and ripped it away. It fluttered over the side of the ship and disappeared amongst the clouds.
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      There was a soft knock on the workshop door. I ignored it. My magnifying glass in front of me, I filed the last grove on the windup key.

      “Isabelle?” Papa called.

      I almost had it. I filed down the last slanted groove then set the key in the box with the others. I sat back in my seat and pushed my goggles onto my forehead.

      “Isabelle?”

      I huffed an exasperated sigh. “Yes? What is it?”

      “Doctor Murray is here.”

      I frowned then pulled another template key from the box sitting on my desk. Inside the carton were a hundred like it, dummy keys not yet shaped or filed. I opened my journal and looked over my notes. I grabbed a pen, drew a line, and made a new remark: Configuration 154.

      “Isabelle?”

      “Yes. Yes. Send him in.”

      I pulled off my goggles and tossed them onto the table. I rose quickly, my back against my workbench.

      “Ah, here is my patient,” Doctor Murray said. “Hard at work, I see. A new sculpture, perhaps?”

      My father looked from me to Doctor Murray, a worried expression on his face.

      I slid a little to the left to hide my journal and the box of keys sitting there. “Oh, just tinkering,” I said dismissively, forcing a smile.

      Doctor Murray gave me a slight nod. “Master Hawking, will you give us just a moment?”

      “Of course. I’ll be in the parlor,” Papa said then left.

      “Miss Hawking, why don’t you sit? I’m just here for a follow-up. I wanted to give you a quick examination, make sure you are still recovering well.”

      I sat but said nothing. He needed to hurry up. I didn’t have time for this.

      Doctor Murray dug through his bag. “How are you feeling? Any more headaches?”

      “In the morning, yes. They pass by the afternoon.”

      “Are you eating breakfast? Some people experience weakness in the morning after a long fast.”

      “I… No, not with regularity. You’re right. That’s probably the culprit. I’ll pay special attention to that starting tomorrow.”

      “What has you so busy first thing in the morning?” Doctor Murray asked.

      I eyed the keys out of the corner or my eye but didn’t answer.

      Doctor Murray studied me closely. “Well, may I have a look?” he asked, motioning to the bandage. The cut on my forehead had required stitches. Doctor Murray, who had come to see me the day we’d come back, now almost a month ago, had done the job.

      “Go ahead,” I said.

      Anything to get this over with and get back to my task.

      Doctor Murray removed the bandage and inspected the wound. Dipping into his doctor’s bag, he pulled out some cleaning salves. I winced when he applied some alcohol. He then smeared a healing balm on the wound.

      “It’s coming along well. We were not in time to avoid a scar, I’m afraid,” he said as he began to bandage the cut with a fresh dressing.

      I don’t care. What does a scar matter?

      Doctor Murray paused, waiting for a reply, but I had nothing to say. It was a scar, a small blemish. It was nothing. What mattered was Rhys. Rhys was dying. I needed to work quickly. And right now, Doctor Murray was in my way.

      I sat perfectly still, waiting for him to finish the job.

      “So, your work,” he said, looking at my bench as he packed up his tools and ointments. “Your father tells me you’ve been making keys.”

      “Papa should not gossip,” I snapped.

      Doctor Murray stiffened but said nothing. He removed a small device from his bag. “I would like to examine your eyes if that’s all right.”

      “Fine.”

      Doctor Murray slid out a stool and sat down directly in front of me. He activated his small tool. Light glowed from the end of it. “Try not to blink,” he said then shone the light directly into my eyes.

      With key one hundred fifty-four, I’ll try a variation on the one hundred thirty series. The second set of grooves might have slashed left then right as opposed to right then left. I could make a series varying the—

      “How are you sleeping these days?”

      “Fine.”

      —angle. I should have another series of ten done by the end of the day Friday. After that, I could begin a variation on the last set of slashes. Once those are done, I could—

      “Your father tells me you sleep very little, and when you do sleep, you have bad dreams.”

      “Really, Doctor Murray, I am fine. I’m just busy.”

      “Miss Hawking, you had two blows to the head in a very short span of time. A single concussion is already a lot for the body to recover from. A second blow—”

      “I said I’m fine,” I replied hotly, turning away. A wave of embarrassment washed over me. I hadn’t meant to be rude. I just…I just needed to hurry. And Doctor Murray really needed to leave. “I’m sorry, Doctor. I’m…distracted.”

      “You are not yet recovered, Miss Hawking. It would be better if you rested. This work can wait.”

      No. It can’t.

      I said nothing.

      Doctor Murray rose and put his device away. “Miss Hawking, sometimes when a person experiences trauma, it can have an effect on their mind. Your father and I are concerned that what you experienced on that island has—”

      “Doctor Murray,” I said, standing. “I appreciate your concern. I will be sure to eat breakfast and get more rest, but I am not out of my wits, thank you very much. No need to secure me a cell in the sanatorium just yet.”

      “Isabelle,” Doctor Murray said aghast. He then coughed uncomfortably. “Miss Hawking, I am not just your doctor. I am your friend. If you want to talk about what happened, I am here to listen. Or maybe you would prefer to talk to Elyse? I know sometimes there are things that are best discussed amongst women.”

      Oh good God. “No. No, thank you. I’ll be fine. As you said, I am still recovering. I think I’m just trying to find my footing again, and I’m failing at the moment. It will all come together in time.”

      Doctor Murray lowered his chin into his cravat as he considered my words, a move I used to find terribly fetching. Now I just wanted him to leave.

      “Very well. I’ll call again on you Friday evening,” he said.

      “Good. Thank you.”

      We both stood there a moment until Doctor Murray said, “I’ll show myself out.”

      I nodded to him then waited as he turned and left. When I heard the door close once more, I sat back down at my workbench. I slid my journal toward me, flipping back to the earlier 130 series, and began making a sketch of the next design.

      I could hear Doctor Murray and Papa talking in the foyer. I rolled my eyes, feeling relieved when the front door finally opened and closed, heralding Doctor Murray’s departure. When the sketch was finished, I grabbed the dummy windup key, a pair of tin snips, and a file, and began my work.

      One hundred fifty-four.
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      It was late that night when I finally went upstairs and lay down on my bed. There was a tray with a plate of biscuits sitting on my side table, but the thought of food turned my stomach. I rolled over and stared at the ceiling.

      There was a knock on the door.

      “Isabelle?” Papa called.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s Wednesday. I brought you some books from Mister Denick.”

      “Okay.”

      “May I come in?”

      “Yes.”

      The door opened. “Oh, it’s dark in here. I didn’t know you were sleeping.”

      “I’m not.”

      Papa struck a match and lit a candle. “You’re still dressed.”

      “Yes.”

      “Shall I set out a night dress for you?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Mister Denick sent you three volumes. I told him you’d taken an interest in Celtic lore. He had a good number of books on the topic. Apparently, there is a scholar by the name of S. Rossetti who has written an entire booklet on Ogham.”

      “Thank you, Papa. Please set them on the desk.”

      “Very well. Do you need anything, my dear?”

      “No.”

      “Isabelle?”

      “Yes, Papa?”

      My father exhaled deeply. “Never mind. Goodnight, my dear.”

      “Goodnight.”

      My father left.

      I lay there for a long time staring up at the canopy of my bed. The street outside our workshop was busy. Horse-drawn wagons rolled down the cobblestone street. I heard the roar of a steam-powered vehicle somewhere in the distance. Then there was the purr of airships gliding overhead. All the sounds of home. It should have comforted me, but…

      I sat up and picked through the books sitting on the table. One volume was on illuminated Irish manuscripts. Yes, there would be details therein on the knotwork I’d seen. Another volume was a guide to the menhir in England. Disinterested, I set it aside. I picked up the last book, a small, leather-bound journal. With a tired sigh, I opened the book and flipped through the pages. Whomever the author was, they had developed a partial key to Ogham.

      Thumbing from back to front, I flipped the pages over and over again. The pages turned quickly, moving before my glassy eyes like a phantasmagoria.

      Flip.

      Flip.

      Flip.

      The Ogham lines moved and shifted shapes.

      Flip.

      Flip.

      I was about to flip through the journal again then I paused.

      Rather than holding the book with the spine to the left, I turned the spine toward the top and flipped the pages once more.

      When I did so, I gasped.

      Tossing the book aside, I rushed to my table and pushed aside all my papers until I found the rubbing I had done of the Ogham mark on the stone on the Isle of Annwfn. I then grabbed my journal and turned to the pages where I’d noted the Ogham symbols.

      “Oh my God,” I whispered, my hands shaking. “Oh my God.”

      The Ogham symbols were typically read vertically. Down a single line was a series of slashes that signified letters or phrases. But when turned to the side…

      Collecting all my things, the little leather book, and my satchel, I raced back downstairs to my workshop.

      I spotted Papa sitting in the parlor reading and puffing on his pipe as I rushed past.

      “Isabelle, is everything all right?”

      “Yes… Finally, yes,” I yelled then raced to my workshop, slamming the door closed behind me. I dumped all my items on my workbench, wincing when I heard a thud. I had forgotten Elyse’s mirror was still inside.

      Setting out all my papers, I looked at the repeating pattern. I then thumbed through the pages of my journal. After I’d lost the slip of paper—let it suffice to say that at that moment, any hope Gerard had of marrying me quickly faded as I called him every colorful name I knew, so much so that the airship crew paled—I’d written down the imprint as I remembered it. My first sketch, I thought, was exact, but in the days that followed, I doubted myself. There was no way I would return to the island without a key that would work. Therefore, I’d been working, making configurations based on the first design. I wanted to have every possible configuration ready just in case. I’d leave nothing else to chance. Nothing. Precision. Detail. Making sure I considered every shape, that was what would save Rhys. Not instinct.

      But when I looked at the sketch of the first key I’d drawn, the one I’d noted down from memory, I realized I’d been wrong. I should have listened to my instincts.

      I sat my sketch of the windup key alongside the Ogham symbols that had been on the standing stones.

      They were a perfect match.

      I rose and went to the box where I’d stored the windup keys. I dug through the box until I found the key tagged number 1. I inspected it against my notes and sketches. They were the same.

      A soft hand settled on my shoulder.

      I shrieked and jumped, knocking over the stool.

      “Isabelle,” Papa said carefully. “My daughter, I am so very concerned about you. I spoke to Doctor Murray and—”

      I lifted the key. “Look,” I said, motioning from the key to the sketches. “I’ve been trying to make this key. All this time, I’ve been trying to make sure I got it just right. I had to make sure I had the exact configuration. I had an imprint of the original keyhole, but I lost it to the wind. Gerard,” I said, shaking my head with angry frustration. “But I have it now. I have the key. You see! I have it now. We have to go back.”

      “Isabelle, what are you saying?”

      I stared at Papa. After losing the blueprint for the key due to Gerard’s clumsy show of affection, I had not been able to think straight. I hadn’t found a way to tell Papa about Rhys. I couldn’t find the words. But now, I needed to go back, and I needed Papa’s help.

      “Papa, listen to me,” I said. As I spoke, I grabbed a leather band from my workbench and tied it to the windup key which I then strung around my neck. “Please listen and try to understand. The automatons on the island are cursed. They were cursed by a fey creature. I saw her with my own eyes. The lord—Lord Rhys Llewellyn. The automaton is the real lord, the real man. Papa, do you understand me? That mech is a man. All the mechanicals there are people who’ve been cursed. Rhys was turned into an automaton by the faerie. This key. This key will keep him alive. I need to go back. I need to go back. I need to take him the key. I need to tell him I love him. Maybe if he knows, maybe he’ll love me too, and the curse can be broken.”

      A tear streamed down Papa’s cheek. “My daughter has gone mad,” he whispered. “Oh Isabelle, what happened to you?”

      “No, Papa,” I said, taking him by the arms. “There are more things in this world than mortals like us can ever dream of. The island was a holy sanctuary for the Druids of old. Consider how close it is to Angelesy. The druids lived there and protected the first inhabitants of that island, the fey. You must believe me. I saw the faerie woman. She is the one who cursed them. How else can you explain how advanced those mechanicals are? No tinker alive has ever created anything like them. They are not machines. They are people, cursed people. They need our help! I have the key now. I must go back.”

      “Isabelle, you are raving. What you’re talking about sounds like fairy tales.”

      Fairy tales.

      Fairy tales.

      Elyse’s mirror!

      I turned and opened my satchel, pulling out the mirror. Grabbing Papa by the arm, I turned off the lantern that had been burning in my workshop and led Papa to the window. It was cloudy outside. Rain was coming. But there was still just enough moonlight. This had to work, or I was going to wake up tomorrow morning at Carfax Sanatorium.

      “What is this? Is this the mirror Elyse gave you?”

      “Fairy tales,” I said with a nod to Papa. “Now watch. Mirror, show me Rhys.”

      At first, there was nothing.

      “Isabelle, I think we should—”

      The handle and frame began to glow blue.

      “What is this?” Papa whispered.

      The image was smoky at first, but soon cleared. When it did so, I began to see the shapes of the bedchamber in which I had slept at the castle. The images were fuzzy at first, but I saw Missus Silver and Mister Flint standing beside the bed. On the bed, I spotted Kelly. Was she ill? What was wrong?

      As the image shifted and cleared, I saw with horror that it was Rhys lying on the bed.

      Missus Silver stood weeping at the bedside.

      Rhys’s optics had grown very dim. He held Mister Flint’s hand. I could not make out their words, but I didn’t need to. It was clear what was happening. Rhys was dying.

      “I need to go. Now. We need to go. Now,” I said, turning to Papa.

      Outside, thunder rolled and lightning struck somewhere far off.

      “Isabelle,” Papa said, looking wide-eyed at me. “Is it true?”

      “It is. It is, Papa. They are all mortal. But they are cursed. I know how to save him, but I must get there before it’s too late.”

      “But he—”

      “I must go to him, Papa. I must go. Now.”

      Papa nodded. “Very well. Let me collect the map LeBoeuf prepared and get my coat. Will you need all of these?” he said, motioning to the other keys I had created.

      I looked down at the single key hanging on my chest, the perfect match to the Ogham writing.

      “No. This one will be enough.”

      “Are you sure?”

      It was a leap of faith. “Yes.”

      “Very good. Get ready then, my girl. We’ll head to the airship towers at once.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            The Deirdre

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      By the time we reached the airship towers, the rainstorm had turned violent. Wind whipped, lightning cracked, and thunder rolled across the horizon. I glared at the sky. If the fey woman wanted to stop me, she’d have to drown me this time.

      Fighting against the wind and rain, we rushed to the tower lift that would take us to the airships docked above.

      “No one up there,” the tower guard said. “Weather is too bad. All the ships are grounded.”

      “Where are all the pilots?” Papa asked.

      “Over at the Hopper,” the guard said, pointing to a tavern nearby called Rose’s Hopper. The place was a popular watering hole for airship jockeys.

      “Let’s go,” I said to Papa, motioning in the direction of the pub.

      “Good luck. Only a fool would go out in this weather,” the tower guard said then headed back into the guard station.

      I frowned at the man, then Papa and I headed quickly to the tavern. Inside, the pub was packed. Airship jockeys drank, sang, fought, and jostled each other as they stood almost arm to arm in the crowded bar.

      “I’ll ask the tapper,” Papa said then headed toward the bar.

      I stood by the door eyeing over the pilots. My assessment of them at the market was right. Three-fourths of them were nothing more than scoundrels. Many of them were already passed out drunk at their tables.

      “Oi, any of you lot willing to take a flight to Wales?” the tapper called.

      The room silenced for a moment then the rowdy crowd started laughing.

      I scanned the tavern, my eyes trying to meet those of anyone who might be willing, anyone whom I could convince to help me for all the coin in my dowry.

      “My dear, we’ll have to wait until the storm passes,” Papa said.

      My eyes welled with tears. “But Papa.”

      “Isabelle, this weather is too severe. These men won’t risk their lives for us.”

      “Surely someone will take the job. Papa, please, I don’t care the cost. You saw… We must hurry!”

      Papa pulled me close to him and kissed the top of my head. “We’ll make it in time. We’ll still make it in time.”

      I wiped a tear from my cheek and looked across the tavern to see a young girl, maybe no more than fourteen or fifteen years old, give me a hard look. She then whispered into the ear of her kilt-wearing companion. They both glanced at the elderly man passed out at the table beside them, then with a nod to one another, they slid out of the booth and made their way to Papa and me.

      “Hear you’re looking for a ship,” the young man said, his Scottish accent thick.

      “Yes. We know the weather is dreadful, but it’s an emergency. We must get to Wales tonight.”

      “It’ll be a bumpy ride,” the Scotsman said.

      Hope flowered in my chest. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “And it won’t be cheap,” he added.

      “We will pay you for the trouble,” Papa told him. “We’re just grateful to find a pilot willing to take us.”

      The man laughed. “I’m not the pilot. She is.”

      We turned and looked at the girl. She was a pretty thing with brown hair, big eyes, and an expression that was far too hard for someone her age.

      “Oh. Very well. I’m willing to pay—” Papa began then leaned in close to the pair.

      The pilot nodded to her Scottish companion.

      “We’re in. I’m Angus,” the young man said, sticking out his hand, which Papa and I both shook. “That’s Lily.”

      Lily nodded to us.

      “Right, then. Come on,” the young man said as he pulled on his coat, the girl doing the same. The two of them headed outside.

      Papa and I exchanged a glance then followed them. They were a cagey pair, but there was a certainty in the girl’s walk and expression that I knew and understood. She was not going to have any trouble flying in this storm. The storm, on the other hand, didn’t dare get in her way.

      As we approached the airship tower lift, the same guard appeared.

      “Lily, are you out of your mind?” the guard said.

      “What? It’s just a little rain,” she replied with a smirk, holding out her hand as if the torrent were nothing.

      The guard shook his head. “She’s going to get you killed, Angus.”

      The Scotsman laughed. “Lily could outrun Zeus’s lightning bolts.”

      “Where’s Fletcher? He’ll be none too pleased to discover you’ve slunk off,” the guard said.

      “Passed out drunk at the Hopper. We’ll be back before he wakes up,” Lily replied.

      The guard nodded then opened the lift for us to go up.

      Once we were inside, the girl operated the crank, and we headed up.

      The higher we got, the windier it was. It was raining in heavy sheets, the wind whipping violently.

      The lift stopped on the third platform. Once we were all out, Lily reached back inside the compartment and sent the lift back down. She turned, and we headed down the airship platform behind her.

      “Here’s the Deirdre,” Angus said, motioning for Papa and me to follow them aboard the ship. The pilot had already boarded and was climbing up to the burner basket. “You’d do best to head into the captain’s quarters.”

      The ship rocked in her berth. All around, I heard the jingling of rigging.

      “Can you get the burner lit, Lil?” Angus called up.

      “Yeah, she’ll come,” the girl replied. A moment later, we saw the glow of orange as the balloon started to fill with hot air.

      Angus began unleashing the anchor lines.

      Papa motioned for me to follow him into the captain’s cabin. It was a small space, filled with maps, equipment, and a small bench. Staring ahead absently, I sat down while Papa pulled out the map Gerard had made.

      We’re going to make it on time.

      We’ll make it on time.

      The door opened and Lily entered. “Where are we heading?” she asked as she slipped on a pair of gloves.

      “Here,” Papa said, showing her the map.

      “An island?”

      “Yes, we must get there as quickly as possible. It’s an emergency.”

      She looked over the map, setting the coordinates on her modified compass, then turned to go, but she paused first and looked back at me. She studied my face closely then said, “Don’t worry, miss. I’ll get you there in no time.” She smiled softly then closed the door behind her.

      A few moments later, I felt the airship lift out of her berth then turn west.

      Fighting to be heard over the wind, Lily shouted directives to Angus as the ship continued to rise.

      The airship rose up.

      And up.

      And up.

      And up.

      And up.

      “Papa,” I said, feeling suddenly worried.

      Papa, who also looked confused, headed outside. I went to the door of the captain’s cabin and looked out. My senses were right. We were rising…quickly.

      “Trying to get above the rain,” Lily called. “There,” she said, pointing to an opening between two storm clouds. “Up and out.”

      “Like the clashing rocks in Jason and the Argonauts,” Papa said.

      The pilot laughed then yanked on the bell to the gear galley. “Angus, ease ten percent.”

      Papa looked to the pilot and up again. “You’ll need more lift to get up and out.”

      “Yes, I know,” the pilot called.

      “And you’ll have to reduce your lift when you break through the cloud bank, or the air temperature will send us shooting up to the heavens.”

      “Is that right?

      “Yes, it is. I can man the balloon,” Papa shouted over the wind.

      “Sir, I beg your pardon, but maybe it’s better if you go back inside.”

      “My dear, I am Master Arthur Hawking. I can man your balloon burner. I am the one who designed it, after all.”

      At that, the girl laughed. “Then be my guest, Master Hawking.”

      Papa looked back at me. I nodded to him then braced myself against the doorframe. Lightning struck all around us as we quickly lifted up between the storm clouds.

      The young pilot watched everything. The sky, the balloon, the ship, the lightning strikes, the wind. Impressed, I observed her as she made her careful ascent.

      Lightning crashed so close to us that it hurt my eyes.

      “Master Hawking, increase the burn another five percent,” Lily called to Papa.

      My hands shook seeing him riding in the balloon basket. This was my papa as I’d never seen him before, my papa as he’d been when he was young. He and mother had lived the early years of their marriage more frequently aloft than on the ground.

      The wind whipped hard.

      Isabelle. Isabelle.

      “I’m coming for him whether you like it or not,” I whispered.

      Laughter rippled across the sky, buried in a crack of lightning, which struck beside us.

      The sound was deafening.

      My ears rang.

      The light burned my eyes.

      The pilot, however, had seemed to sense the bolt coming and turned the ship quickly, avoiding getting struck.

      “Jesus Christ,” Angus yelled from below deck. The door to the gear galley flapped open. “Lily, we hit?”

      “No. Close though,” she said then turned the ship, aligning it with the break in the clouds.

      “Master Hawking, twenty percent more heat. Now. Angus, stop the rudder.”

      Angus disappeared below deck as Papa turned the dials and levers. Bright orange flame shot upward, the ship rising fast.

      Up.

      Up.

      Up and through the slim gap between the clouds, which had been a moving target all the while. The Deirdre slipped right between the two banks of storm clouds just as the pilot had planned.

      A moment later, we were moving above two towers of storm clouds. The sky overhead was full of stars, the moon shining brightly.

      Papa adjusted the heat on the balloon. Hot air slipped out of a valve flap at the very top. The airship’s lift slowed.

      “Now, Angus. Full ahead,” Lily called.

      The rudder on the back of the ship began turning quickly, and the ship shot off to the west. Lily checked her compass once more, made a slight adjustment, then leaned back, smirking contentedly.

      I smiled at her, my grin reaching from ear to ear. I stepped away from the doorframe and stared up at the moon and stars. The air was so pure, so fresh. It felt magical.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said, looking back at the gifted young pilot.

      “That it is,” she agreed.

      “Thank you, Lily.”

      She inclined her head to me.

      Turning, I went to the prow of the ship and gazed out at the horizon.

      “Hold on, Rhys. I’m coming for you.”
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      The airship Deirdre descended over the island just as the first light of dawn turned the dark night’s sky pale gray. Soft yellow light trimmed the horizon. My heart beat hard as I wrapped my hand around the windup key. As soon as we were low over the garden, Lily steadied the ship. Angus emerged from below and threw the rope ladder overboard.

      “Papa,” I called, barely holding myself from leaping to the ground.

      “Go, Isabelle. I’ll be just behind you.”

      I went to the side of the ship.

      Lily extended her hand, helping me slip around the side of the ship and onto the ladder.

      “Thank you,” I told her.

      She nodded at me. “Good luck, Miss Hawking.”

      I descended the ladder quickly. When I reached the ground, I raced across the garden just as Mister Flint opened the front door.

      Tears of oil soiled his face. “Miss Hawking,” he said sadly.

      “Am I too late? Is he still alive?”

      “Barely. Oh, Miss Hawking. We had nearly given up hope.”

      I raced past him and back to the castle. I rushed up the steps, taking the stairs two at a time, to the chamber. Not waiting, I burst in.

      Missus Silver, who had been sitting at the side of the bed, rose abruptly, startled by the sudden intrusion.

      “Isabelle!” she said.

      I rushed to Rhys’s bedside.

      “Rhys. Rhys,” I said, scooping up his hand. The lights inside his optics were dim. Only the faintest flicker remained. I lay my ear against his chest. Inside, I heard a slow tick no stronger than water dripping from a leaking pump.

      The door clicked shut behind me as Missus Silver left us alone.

      “Rhys? Rhys, can you hear me?” I called, touching his cheek. To my shock, he felt like cold metal. “Rhys?”

      His optics flicked toward me and tried to focus, but there was no use. The light within was almost out. He opened his mouth to speak, but no sound came out. He lifted his hand just slightly, but it dropped onto the bed.

      “No, no, no, no, no,” I said, quickly unbuttoning his shirt. I yanked the key from around my neck, kissed it for luck, then slowly slipped it into his chest. The key fit perfectly. I felt the grooves align. Taking a deep breath, I turned the windup key. I wound the key over and over, my eyes going from Rhys’s face back to the key again. He should be reanimating by now. The lights in his optics should be coming back to life.

      I wound and wound until I could wind no further.

      I looked from the key to Rhys once more.

      The lights in his optics had gone out.

      “Rhys?” I whispered.

      Slowly, I began to pull out the key. As with the others, this should reactivate him.

      “Rhys?”

      Holding my breath, I pulled the key out all the way.

      There was nothing.

      Nothing.

      No light.

      No movement.

      No anything.

      “Rhys? Rhys?” I said, setting my ear against his chest.

      Nothing.

      He’d become still, cold, and silent.

      “No. No, no, no. I made it in time. This isn’t fair! I made it in time,” I yelled, knowing the fey woman could hear me.

      “Rhys,” I said, gently holding his face in my hands. Tears streamed down my cheeks. He was… He was just gone. He was nothing more than a piece of metal. “Oh God, no. No. No. Oh God, no,” I whispered, pressing my face against his, feeling the cold sensation of metal when our cheeks met.

      “Rhys,” I whispered. “Rhys, I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I love you. I love you. This can’t be happening. I love you, you beastly machine. Do you hear me? I love you,” I whispered.

      Wind blew in from the open window with such strength that it made all the curtains hanging around the poster bed flutter. The air felt tingly, and I smelled the soft scents of flowers and earth.

      I looked up to see the fey woman standing there, her blue robes flying all around her. She floated above the ground in a halo of glimmering gold.

      She looked at me, my face wet with tears, then at Rhys.

      She smiled softly at me then set her hand on Rhys’s heart. His metal body came alive with golden light. The light became so bright that I closed my eyes, turning away to shield myself from the light. The wind whipped wildly around me.

      And then, it stopped.

      The first rays of the sun shone over the horizon, filling the room with rosy light.

      I turned from the window back to Rhys to find a real, living, breathing, man lying there. His eyes were the same silver color I’d seen on the boy in the painting. He had a mop of curly black hair and a well-trimmed pickdevant beard.

      “Rhys?” I whispered.

      Reaching up slowly, tepidly, he touched my cheek.

      He winced then, closing his eyes as he gently stroked my skin with his fingertips.

      I took his hand into mine.

      “Rhys,” I whispered. “I love you.”

      He sat up slowly. Moving carefully, he touched my hair. He looked deeply into my eyes. “I love you too,” he whispered then leaned in and kissed me.

      And when I felt the press of his flesh against my lips, I knew the curse was broken.
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      “My lord! My lord!” I heard Missus Silver call from the hallway.

      In her excitement, she threw open the door and raced into the room.

      Rhys drew back, pausing to touch my chin gently, staring into my eyes.

      “Lord Rhys. Miss Hawking. Look!”

      I turned and looked back to find Missus Silver, the real Missus Silver, standing there. She had a sweet face lined with wrinkles. Her hair, a mix of black and silver, was pulled back in a bun, and her eyes were a soft blue color.

      “Missus Silver,” I said, rising.

      The woman pulled me into her arms. “Oh, Miss Hawking, I just knew you were the one,” she whispered into my ear.

      “Mama,” another voice called. A moment later, a red-haired woman who was about my age appeared at the door.

      “Bronwyn? Bronwyn!” Missus Silver let me go and raced across the room to embrace her daughter.

      From the foyer below, I heard the sound of loud cheers and singing.

      A bark sounded in the hallway, and a moment later, a very real Kelly raced into the room, jumping on the bed with Rhys.

      “Kelly,” he said, patting her ears. He set his forehead on hers.

      I reached out for Rhys who rose, and we all went to the hall. In the main foyer, Mister Flint, Missus Smith, and Mister Steele were dancing a jig. When they saw Rhys, they raced toward him and grabbed ahold of him, Missus Silver and Bronwyn joining in the embrace.

      Kelly ran out the front door, through which I spied Papa.

      Leaving the others for a moment, I stepped outside with my father.

      “Look,” Papa said, motioning in front of him.

      We watched as the metal retreated from the castle, the flowers and bushes returning to green once more. The metal faded as it reached the wall, and once more, the garden was alive. A silvery blue butterfly flew by, landing on a red rose.

      I looked up at the sky which was clear and bright. Pink, orange, and yellow hues lit up the skyline. I watched as the Deirdre rose up into the clouds and disappeared.

      Barking happily, Kelly raced around the garden chasing every smell and sound.

      I felt someone approach from behind and turned to find Rhys there. He took my hand in his and stared down at me, gently stroking my cheek once more.

      “Master Hawking, I must beg your forgiveness for my rudeness,” Rhys said, never taking his eyes from me.

      Papa coughed. Twice. “You are quite forgiven, Lord Llewellyn.”

      “And I must ask your forgiveness a second time.”

      “For what?”

      “For taking your daughter from you,” he said then knelt before me. “Isabelle Hawking, be my wife,” he said, pressing something into my hand.

      I looked down to see it was the windup key.

      “Only you have the key to my heart,” Rhys added.

      Papa chuckled good-naturedly and set his hand on Rhys’s shoulder.

      “Isabelle, you didn’t answer,” Papa said.

      I laughed out loud. “Yes. Of course. With all my heart. Yes.”

      The wind blew softly once more, and from the depths of the forest, I heard a voice on the breeze: Isabelle, welcome home.
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      “What do you think?” Rhys asked.

      I lowered the book I was reading and looked up at the canvas sitting on the easel. I smiled.

      “You’ve captured her perfectly,” I said. Rhys had been painting a picture of Kelly, who’d been playing in the brook near the hermitage all morning. The portrait depicted Kelly standing knee-deep in the pool amongst the lily pads. On a branch loaded with pink dogwood blossoms hanging just above the pool of water was Matilda. A glimmering beam of sunlight illuminated the sweet songbird’s yellow feathers.

      He set his paintbrush in a jar then came and looked over my shoulder. “And you, my love, what have you discovered?”

      My journal lay open on my lap. It had taken a few weeks, but I was finally done. I tapped my pen on my pad. “I think I have it,” I said, pointing to the line of Ogham and its translation in the notebook. With the booklet on Ogham Papa had brought me from the Hungerford Market, and a lot of study, I had successfully translated the line of Ogham writing that had been engraved on Rhys’s key.

      “And what did the key to my heart say?” Rhys asked.

      I gazed up at him. “Love looks not with the eyes but with the mind.”

      Rhys furrowed his brow. “Isn’t that a Shakespeare quote? But that’s not possible. Ogham is ancient.”

      I smiled. “It was Shakespeare who was quoting.”

      Rhys smiled then stroked a stray hair away from my face. “My beauty,” he whispered.

      “My beastly,” I replied, pinching his cheek, making him chuckle.

      Leaning in, he set the softest of kisses on my lips.

      And it was everything I ever dreamed of.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Princesses and Frogs

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s Mardi Gras in New Orleans, and Louisiana’s most prominent plantation owners have been invited to the exclusive Frog Prince Ball. But at the stroke of midnight, New Orleans’ bourgeoisie will learn that Leander and Modeste have other plans for this decadent krewe.
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      The zydeco music brought to life by the accordions, violins, washboards, and drums played merrily inside the glittering ballroom. I gazed through the arching windows to see the revelers, bedecked in splendid gowns, suits, and elaborate masks, spinning around the room. They shimmered like jewels under the lights of the crystal chandeliers overhead. The Frog Prince Mardi Gras ball was in full swing. Champagne was flowing like the Mississippi as the masked revelers delighted in being invited to the exclusive venue. I sneered at the sight then looked away.

      Outside the ballroom of Wisteria Plantation House, I stood alongside my father, sisters, Leander, and the gentleman in a brilliant white suit and mask who had orchestrated the entire operation. We knew him only as the prince. Most of our communication with the prince had taken place in writing. We still didn’t know who he really was. But that’s how he wanted it, and since he was about to give us everything we wanted, we could hardly disagree.

      I fanned myself with the pretty paper fan the prince had given me. It was always muggy in New Orleans, but dolled up in twenty pounds of lace, silk, and taffeta, I was pretty sure I was going to pass out from the heat.

      Searching for air, I looked up. The night’s sky was dotted with stars. The long branches of the oak trees, bearded with sweeping garlands of Spanish moss, barely moved in the still air. In the distance, the cicadas chirped. I closed my eyes, trying to soak in the little bit of breeze there was to be had. How anyone could spend night and day in a corset was well beyond me. As soon as this job was done, I was going back to my breeches and cotton top.

      “Modeste, are you even listening?” my sister Marceline hissed from behind her Mardi Gras mask. The mask covered her face entirely, but I could still feel her scowl.

      “Of course she’s listening,” Leander interjected on my behalf.

      I glared at him. Why was that man always rushing to defend me? I could easily stick up for myself, especially against my sister. Of course, he couldn’t see my glare any more than I could see Marceline’s—I was wearing the same princess mask my sister wore—but when Leander met my eyes through the slits of his own mask, he looked away. Like me, he could feel the scowl. I glanced once more at Leander’s costume. Leander had on a fine white doublet with gold buttons, pantaloons, hose, and heels. And like everyone else, he wore a mask. While mine and Marceline’s masks were distinctly feminine, Leander’s mask was molded into the likeness of a frog. On his head, he wore a white wig and golden crown. Princesses and frogs. That’s what we were tonight, servants at the exclusive Frog Prince Maris Gras Ball.

      The invitations for the ball, which had been printed in Paris and penned with real gold, had been sent to the best, wealthiest, and most prominent plantation owners in Louisiana. Tonight, the mysterious Frog Prince would hold his ball. Tomorrow, he would host the biggest slave auction the state had ever seen. His Royal Highness—the Frog Prince—was here to buy the best slaves New Orleans had to offer to work on his Bermudian island—at least that’s what the invitation had said. The plantation owners, pleased to make the acquaintance of true royalty—and make some money—had come in droves, bringing their “property” along with them.

      I gritted my teeth when I thought of it. Somewhere on the other side of the beautiful plantation house filled with beautiful people listening to beautiful music and eating beautiful food, were men, women, and children who stood chained and waiting to be sold like cattle. Part of me wanted to lock all the doors of Wisteria Plantation House and set the place on fire.

      But we had a better, smarter plan.

      And murder was just unladylike.

      “At the stroke of midnight, I will call for you to toss Modeste’s creations,” the prince said as he handed Marceline, Leander, and me baskets filled with what appeared to be gold coconuts, which were popular Mardi Gras favors. I lifted one and studied it. It had taken me weeks to get the design just right. The shells of the metal coconuts were perfect. They were gold, roughly spherical, and strong enough to withstand some jostling. With a little coin from the prince, we painted them a convincing gold color.

      “When I signal, Modeste will activate the devices,” he said then looked at me.

      I fingered the amulet hanging around my neck. While it looked like a simple locket, it was anything but. I nodded then said, “Be sure your masks are on securely. They will protect you.”

      “Very well,” the prince said with a nod. “It is nearly time.” He extended his arm to my other sister, Manon. “Shall we?” he asked her.

      She chuckled nervously. “Of course, Your Majesty. Papa, I will see you soon,” she told my father.

      “Be careful. All of you,” my father said, looking from Manon, Marceline, to me.

      Marceline patted my father’s arm then followed behind my sister and the prince.

      “You’ll watch out for Modeste,” my father said to Leander, more commanding than asking. “She’s my princess.”

      “Father,” I protested. Since I was the youngest, my father always called me his princess, and he always babied me. It annoyed me. But what annoyed me more was that my father seemed hell-bent on throwing Leander and me together. Leander served my father well, but what was he to me? Leander followed me around like a forlorn puppy. He was always there to help me, be there for me, and compliment me. It was annoying. I rolled my eyes.

      “Of course, sir,” Leander answered then offered me his arm. “Shall we, princess?”

      I nodded to my father, then Leander and I headed toward the ballroom. As we neared the doors, I cast one last glance back. My father had already gone. He had his job. We had ours. I suppose I should have felt scared. I should have been worrying about the hundreds of things that could go wrong. I should have felt a lot of things, but mostly I felt sweaty, itchy, and ready to be done. And it was very distracting to walk around on Leander’s arm like we were a couple.

      “How anyone thinks it’s manly to wear hose, heels, and a wig is beyond me,” Leander grumbled then tugged at the bottom of his white and gold doublet.

      “I thought the hose gave your legs a nice shape,” I teased.

      “Did you now?” Leander asked, his voice sounding playful.

      Oh dear, I had not meant to start something. But the hose did give his legs a nice shape. In fact, his whole body was very muscular. I could feel the flex of the muscles in his arm which was linked with mine. He was fit, that was all. No harm in noticing something like that.

      I chuckled nervously, but my voice cracked to a high whine that I hadn’t intended. Good Lord. “I’m about to pass out from the heat. This dress is ridiculous. Can’t wait to get back into my trousers.”

      “Speaking of nice shapes.”

      I elbowed him in the ribs. “My father said to look out for me, not flirt with me.”

      “Careful. Don’t want to upset that basket,” he said, motioning toward his basket of golden coconuts. “But anyway, I am relatively sure your father said I should keep you safe and win your heart.”

      “I most definitely did not hear him say you should win my heart.”

      “That’s because you’re a woman. Men talk between the lines, as they say.”

      “That may be, but someone ought to ask my opinion on the matter, don’t you think?”

      “Maybe. Don’t you want a man with shapely legs?”

      “I…well… That’s not the point,” I said with a nervous laugh. But he did, in fact, have a point. Would it be so bad to have such a devoted man? I wasn’t sure. Hardly seemed like there was any challenge to it. What fun was that?

      Leander and I followed the others toward the glass door that led into the ballroom. As we drew close, the sounds of the music grew louder and livelier. They had switched tempo to a waltz. As we approached the door, two footmen—slaves, really—both dressed like frog princes held the doors open for us.

      Manon and the prince had already gone inside, my sister Marceline slipping in behind them. When we entered, Leander let me go. No one would allow slaves—so everyone would think us—so close together in public.

      The masquerade was a fantastic sight to behold. Everywhere I looked, ladies and gentlemen dressed in an array of finery spun about the dance floor. The ladies wore a dizzying display of colors: from deep ruby red to wisteria purple to shimmering silver and every color in between. The ladies in their elegant gowns, trimmed with lace, gold thread, and sparkling beads spun as if in a kaleidoscope. All the attendees wore porcelain or satin masks. Embellished with feathers, silk ribbons, and pearls, the ball attendees made a play as subterfuge. But it was clear that Lousiana’s wealth was on display. These were the richest plantation owners around, and they had all come out in their finest to the Frog Prince’s ball, enticed by the hint of real royalty.

      But the true identity of the king and queen of the Mardi Gras ball was kept secret. At midnight, the attendees would learn who their benefactor was. I was excited to learn as well, but for entirely opposite reasons.

      Aside from the debutantes and fine Louisiana families, the room was also filled with slaves waiting on their polished masters. Every male was dressed like Leander, wearing a frog mask, white suit, wig, and crown. Every female slave wore a pale green gown with a princess mask just like my own and Marceline’s.

      A nervous knot tied in my stomach. What if something went wrong? What if they realized what was happening before we got the plan underway. I fingered the amulet hanging from my neck.

      “It’ll be all right,” Leander whispered.

      I cast a glance up at him. How had he known I was worrying?

      “It’s almost time. Let’s get into position,” he whispered.

      I nodded.

      We turned and went our separate ways.

      Manon and the prince made their way around the room greeting all the well-to-do guests. My sister looked elegant in her pale purple gown, the train of which was decorated with peacock feathers. The high neck collar on her dress was similarly adorned, her porcelain mask painted with the bright teal and gold peacock designs. The prince lifted two flutes of champagne from the tray of a passing slave and handed one to my sister. Everyone’s life was on the line, but Manon was playing her part full tilt, exuding the confidence of the elite. In the end, she was the bravest of us all, standing there among them like that, laughing and joking. At the moment, I admired my sister. But I’d never let her know it. I scanned the room for my other sister, Marceline, who was dressed like me. She was at the back of the room, no more noticeable than a wall sconce. Leander stood opposite me. His basket of coconuts hooked on his arm, he held a tray on which the party revelers deposited their empty champagne glasses. My stomach twisted in anger when I realized that they were treating that excellent, caring, and dignified man like a table.

      Frowning, I took my spot not far from the front dais. It was very near midnight. I held my basket in front of me. Other princesses stood beside me holding similar baskets. I saw green, purple, and gold beads sticking out of one basket, gold-colored coins in the second.

      The prince and Manon made their way to the front, stopping along the way to shake hands with the most odious people in the parish. First, there was Charles Beauregard whose plantation boasted two hundred slaves. That number had been a bit higher, but Beauregard’s disinterest in the slave quarters had led to the death of many when they slaves got trapped in a fire that burned down their living quarters—such as they were. Then there was Remy Bienville whose slaves had gotten a fever and died when he made them work the sugar cane fields during a late fall hurricane. After Bienville, the prince spoke briefly to Bertrand Beauford who was the last of the indigo plant growers in Louisiana. While Beauford was rich beyond compare, he didn’t seem to mind much that the materials he used to process the indigo plants poisoned the slaves who worked his plantation. Small matter. One could always buy more slaves, right?

      I watched Manon stiffen when she and the prince finally came to Delphine Rillieux, the ‘Gator of Lake Pontchartrain, as she was called. The slave owner was known for her sharp wit, tongue, and whip. I bit my lip when the ‘Gator dropped a little curtsey to my sister, swallowing the laugh that wanted to erupt from my lips. My sister’s gown and mask hid the color of her skin. Old Delphine might just die of a heart attack if she knew who she was really curtseying to. In truth, there was nothing remotely funny about Delphine Rillieux. It was her father’s plantation—now hers—from which my own parents had escaped. No. Nothing funny about that at all.

      Manon and the prince took the dais as the massive clock ticked down to midnight. The revelers stirred, excited to finally learn the identity of the Frog Prince. I’d heard them whispering as I made my way through the crowd, ruminating on whether he was an Austrian prince, a secret heir to the House of Bourbon, some thought maybe Belgian or even Russian. But no one was sure. They didn’t know, but they saw wealth everywhere they looked. That was enough for them. After all, no one had lived in Wisteria Plantation House for decades. The elaborate estate was beyond the riches of even the wealthiest Louisianans, which was saying something.

      “My friends,” the prince called, quieting the assembled crowd. “Thank you all for joining me here tonight. Tonight is very special. Tonight we shall honor the virtues at the heart of Mardis Gras: justice, faith, and power. It’s Fat Tuesday, and I have collected here the fattest in the land,” he said, waving his hand toward the assembled crowd.

      Assuming he was applauding their fat wealth, the genteel crowd clapped politely.

      “Let’s give them some cheer,” the prince called turning to those of us holding the favors. “Some coin for these poor, unfortunate souls,” the Prince called, motioning to the slaves holding the coins to toss them to the crowds.

      Laughing and clapping, the cheerful assembly snatched the Frog Prince’s coins from the air.

      “And these poor ladies. They don’t have enough gold and diamonds. My friends, whip your slaves harder. Your wives need more jewels,” the prince called.

      The men laughed and called, “here, here.”

      The prince motioned to the slaves holding the string of beads to toss them out.

      The crowd laughed gleefully as they caught the beads.

      “But as we all know, Fat Tuesday is always followed by Ash Wednesday. My friends, I thank you for bringing your finest men and women to my plantation tonight. I look forward to meeting the slaves you so kindly delivered to me.”

      This brought a cheer from the crowd.

      “Show us your face,” someone from the crowd called.

      “Reveal your identity, Your Majesty,” another yelled.

      “Not until midnight, my friends,” he said, pointing to the clock. “What a fun crowd. How about some golden coconuts, my friends. Sweet golden perfume to whet your insatiable thirst for wealth and power.”

      There was tittering laughter, but then the prince motioned to Marceline, Leander, and me.

      I said a quick prayer to God and started tossing the small metal coconuts. The crowd grabbed them from the air excitedly.

      “Real gold. They are real gold,” one woman exclaimed, looking over the device.

      The room was full of laughing, gleeful revelers.

      “Ash Wednesday,” the prince said with a nod to the clock, “Is nearly upon us. Tomorrow, you shall see what true power is. It is our faith in a better tomorrow that brings you here tonight. And this Ash Wednesday, when everything you own turns to ash, we will finally see justice. I, the Frog Prince, will end your reign.”

      The crowd went silent.

      The clock chimed then, striking the first bell of midnight.

      “And now, how about an unveiling? First, my queen,” he said, motioning to Manon.

      My stomach dropped to the bottom of my feet. I eyed the crowd nervously.

      The prince lifted Manon’s mask revealing the daughter of a former slave underneath.

      So many of the assembly gasped at once that it seemed like the whole room took in a breath.

      “Here is my beautiful queen.”

      The clock chimed on.

      I yanked my necklace from my neck and snapped open the device.

      The clock chimed on.

      “And now, your Frog Prince,” the prince called.

      Turning the gears on the device, I shifted the pins around, getting the frequency just right. As I did so, I flicked my eye to the front of the room. The prince pulled off his mask and dropped it to the floor.

      The clock chimed on.

      I stared.

      The audience went silent.

      Even the slaves around me shifted in disbelief.

      “That’s…Raphael Dupart,” someone in the crowd said.

      It was Raphael Dupart, escaped slave turned famous abolitionist who was leading the fight against slavery in the United States. He was the symbol of freedom all enslaved people looked up to, a voice in the dark, a knight in the battle. It was his words we read at night to keep our spirits high when we were downtrodden, his promise of a free south that we believed in. I had seen his likeness many times before, but this was the first I had ever seen his face. Backed by the wealth of a free Europe, Raphael had fought for the liberation of the American south. And now, here he was. Right there. Right in front of us. Had Father known? Why hadn’t he just told us who the prince really was?

      “Raphael Dupart,” the slave girl standing beside me whispered. It was the first time she had spoken or looked up all night.

      The clock let out its last chime.

      The prince nodded to me.

      I pressed my finger on the device.

      A loud, sharp whine emitted from the clockwork locket in my hand. Inside, the frequency modulator activated. All around the room, the golden coconuts responded precisely as I had intended. A small cap popped up on all of them and began emitting clouds of gas.

      To be festive, I’d worked in some coloring to the nitrous gas. Massive plumes of green, gold, and purple smoke emitted from the coconuts and filled the room.

      At once, the revelers began coughing and gagging.

      “Thank you for a pleasant night, New Orleans. My princesses and frogs, keep your masks on and follow me…to freedom!” the prince called.

      Manon and Raphael quickly pulled their masks back on.

      “Follow them,” I said, motioning to all the slaves nearby. “Keep your masks on and follow them.”

      I turned back in time to see the regal guests succumbing to the gas. One by one, like flowers wilting in the heat, the beautiful ladies dropped.

      But then, among the crowd, one man pulled a gun from inside his vest.

      “No,” I screamed and rushed him just as he took aim at Raphael Dupart. I reached him just in time, pushing the man’s arm.

      The shot went off, but it missed its mark, hitting the wall instead.

      The shooter swooned, and then his elbow crashed toward my face hard, hitting the bridge of my nose. At once, my mask toppled off.

      I glanced around the room. I stood in a haze of purple, gold, and green smoke. It was thick as night. The wealthy plantation owners, their wives, and all the pretty debutantes lay sleeping on the ground at my feet.

      I felt wetness under my nose and on my upper lip. A moment later, the tin taste of salt and metal dropped between my lips as pain shot through my nose, cheeks, and eyes. Dammit, that fool had broken my nose.

      Involuntarily, I took a breath.

      The toxic gas filled my lungs at once. I knew I had to close my mouth, not inhale, but now all I could do was cough. My eyes grew watery and black spots appeared before them. My knees felt week.

      Disoriented, I looked around the room. If I could just get to the door.

      A dark silhouette approached me. A moment later, Leander came into view.

      “There you are! Modeste? Modeste, where is your mask?”

      “Leander,” I whispered and reached out to him as my knees went weak.

      Leander caught me then swept me up and into his arms.

      He turned and rushed out of the ballroom.

      I jangled weakly in his arms, barely able to keep my eyes open. But a few moments later, I felt the sticky warm summer air on my face and overhead, I saw stars. Orange, red, yellow, and green lights filled the skies. There were so many stars.

      “Leander, the stars,” I whispered.

      Leander chuckled. “Those aren’t stars, Modeste. Looks like that gas got its creator. That’s the aether railroad. The end of slavery in Louisiana begins tonight. Look, just look,” he said, motioning overhead. “Hundreds of airships. Hundreds of them. It’s happening all over the state. Tonight, we have liberated Louisiana. Take a deep breath, Modeste. Breathe in some clean air. Tonight, we have won. And tomorrow, slavery in Louisiana will be in ashes.”

      I watched the stars—no, airships—overhead as Leander quickly ran toward a waiting vessel. There were so many of them. Ships filled the night’s sky transporting slaves to freedom.

      “Up we go. I’ve got you, princess,” Leander told me then hoisted me over his shoulder. Holding onto the rope ladder with one hand and me with the other, Leander quickly climbed up to the waiting airship.

      “They’re the last ones. Set sail, Captain,” I heard Raphael Dupart call.

      Leander rushed to the other side of the airship then knelt, slowly lowering me down, holding my head against his chest.

      “You did it, Modeste. Your device worked perfectly. When those plantation owners wake up, they’re going to have a hell of a headache. By then, it will be too late to stop us,” Leander whispered as he gently wiped the blood from my nose and lips with a handkerchief.

      “Leander?” I whispered.

      “You just rest now. It will take a bit for the gas to wear off. Close your eyes if you want. Sleep it off. Your sisters and father are on another ship, but I’m here.”

      I inhaled deeply, breathing in the clean night air. My eyelids felt so heavy, but I fought it. “Leander?”

      Leander chuckled. “Modeste?”

      “Did you climb that ladder one-handed—in heels—to save me?”

      “I sure did.”

      I felt Leander’s strong arms around me and the drumming of his loyal heart in my ears.

      “Leander?”

      “Modeste?”

      “I love your legs.”

      “I love you, Modeste.”

      I looked up at him, gazing into his deep brown eyes. “Then kiss me, frog. And when I wake up, you’ll be my prince.”

      He laughed. “Anything you want, princess,” he said then set the softest, sweetest kiss on my lips.

      As my eyes closed, I savored that sweet kiss. Then we drifted up, straight into heaven.
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        With Lionheart as the new alpha, the streets of London are quiet. But above the realm, mischief is brewing.

      

      

      

      While airship pirates are a common plague upon the kingdom, the airship Fenrir proves particularly troublesome—especially on a full moon.

      

      Clemeny must take to the skies before these shape-shifting Vikings kick off a new Ragnarok. Easier said than done now that she’s down one good eye, a partner, and not to mention the fact that she gets motion sick.

      

      On top of that, the new scar across her face makes Clemeny feel like she’ll have better luck intimidating her foes than finding a beau. But Agent Edwin Hunter, recently assigned as head of Clemeny's division, is proving to be an interesting prospect. Despite her apprehensions, it’s up to Agent Louvel to chase Fenrir across the heavens.
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      I clutched the rail of the airship and tried not to look down. My stomach flopped as the vessel rocked in the turbulent air. A raven landed on a nearby rope. It turned and cawed loudly at me.

      “Bad omen,” the airship balloonman called down from the crow’s nest just under the balloon. “Must be getting close.”

      I waved my hand at the bird, shooing it away.

      “Close to what? How can you tell we’re close to anything?” I asked, gazing out at the mist-drenched sky. My stomach pitched sideways once more as the airship jostled in the breeze. I inhaled deeply through my nose then exhaled long and slow. Travelling by any means of conveyance save my own feet always brought out the worst in my stomach. But journeying a long distance in an airship? The worst. My mouth watered, and I swallowed hard.

      “Close to land. I say, you look green, Agent,” the balloonman said.

      “I’m fine,” I lied then turned and looked back out at the fog.

      The balloonman chuckled.

      For weeks now, the Scottish division of the Red Cape Society, a unit called Shadow Watch, had reports of a rogue airship trolling the skies above Scotland, the isles, and the North Sea. The pirate ship had been a nuisance at first—as most airship pirates were—but they’d recently attacked Her Majesty’s aether armada. They’d lifted a large shipment of weapons and other valuable, but secret, intel from the ship, dropping the sailors in the North Sea as thanks. Our sovereign was not happy.

      Airship piracy, even when a nuisance enough to bother Her Majesty, wasn’t usually of concern for the Red Cape Society. But one stray report caught the attention of Shadow Watch. One unfortunate bloke, a victim of an attack, washed ashore in Caithness with the story that the pirates had red eyes. Red as rubies.

      So here I was, chasing werewolves through the aether.

      Captain Martin, who piloted the ship, pulled a cord on his wheelstand. Below deck, a bell rang. Leaning toward a receiver near the wheel, the captain called, “Slow to coasting.” He then looked up at the balloonman. “Hold her steady.”

      I dipped into my vest pocket and pulled out a piece of candied ginger. When Grand-mère heard I was headed aloft, she’d insisted I bring the candies along. I was very glad she had. If not for her quick thinking, I’d likely give our location away by retching violently over the side of the airship.

      I crossed the deck of the Jacobite, a vessel belonging to Her Majesty’s aether Navy, and joined Captain Martin.

      He unrolled a map. “There was an attack in this area two nights ago. They wait for dense air such as this.”

      “How do they find the other ships in all this cloud cover?”

      “If we descend about fifty feet, we’ll fall out of the dense cloud bank. Then, we’d be like ducks in a pond. They must sit in the fog and listen, waiting for their marks to fly past. Typical pirate tactic. They just seem especially good at it—or especially lucky.”

      Or they have the enhanced hearing of werewolves, I thought, but I didn’t say so.

      We grew silent as we listened. Below, I heard the sound of the waves. Everything was so still.

      Captain Martin was right. If another airship simply sat idle, hidden in a bank of clouds, they could easily hear another craft’s gears running. But it also required patience. Thus far, we’d been hunting the pirate craft for the last three hours without any luck.

      I glanced at the map the captain was holding. I squinted as I tried to make the image come into focus. I hadn’t gotten used to the eyepatch covering my left eye. Fenton’s attack had not rendered me completely blind, but it might as well have. My left eye had paled to moon white. All I could see out of that eye were shapes and some stray colors. My right eye was still struggling to keep up with its new burden.

      Nor had I quite adjusted to the massive scar across my face. From my brow to my cheek, I now wore a badge of my profession, a gigantic scar from the werewolf’s claws. On top of that, where he had scratched me on my hairline, my black locks had turned white. I stroked my hand across the silvery tuft of fur hanging from my belt. Well, I’d gotten him in the end. Fenton was dead. Under Lionheart’s new rule, the realm had been relatively quiet. But there had been a price. I still didn’t have a partner. Quinn was barely recovered. I was half blind. And if I’d had bad luck finding a suitable beau before, now my chances were about zero. My beauty was ruined thanks to Fenton, but at least my hide wasn’t hanging from his belt.

      I refocused on the map. The elusive pirate ship had been spotted all over the area. However, there had been reports of attacks taking place above the Orcadian and Shetland Islands in the last few days.

      “Let’s cruise north a little,” Captain Martin suggested then rang the galley and signaled to the balloonman.

      With a lurch—which made my stomach lurch along with it—the airship moved slowly forward in the fog.

      I went to the bow of the ship. Pulling out my new night array optic, I slipped off the simple leather eyepatch I’d been wearing. I winced as my left eye adjusted to the mist-shrouded light. There was a soft glow of gold and pink that made the clouds shimmer as the last rays of sunlight illuminated the skyline. Blinking to adjust my sight, I looked out at the horizon. We were floating inside a cloud.

      I looked down at the night optic lens. Master Hart hadn’t been able to repair the one Fenton had broken. Keeping in mind the condition of my left eye, he’d made me a new one. It was designed to work in daylight and at night. While it was still handy at night, I felt self-conscious wearing it during the day. Through the blue-tinted day lens, my white eye was still visible.

      I was about to slip the lens on when in the far off distance behind us, I heard a pop. And then another.

      “Captain?” I called as a flare briefly illuminated the sky.

      “Distress flares. I see them, Agent. Hold on,” he said then began to bank the ship sharply. He yanked on the bell to the gear galley. “We need speed. Quickly.”

      From below the deck of the airship, I heard gears grind as the galleymen prepared to get the airship up to speed.

      I grabbed a supporting rope overhead, willed my stomach not to empty itself on the deck of the airship, then squinted in the direction of the flares.

      A moment later, I saw a blast of orange light. Through the still air, I heard the sound of voices, yelling, and gunfire.

      The Jacobite quickly picked up speed. From belowdecks, two Black Watch agents appeared, both of them carrying massive weapons. Lot of good they had been so far. Other than looking nice in their kilts, they’d spent the entire trip playing cards and drinking Scotch. I didn’t mind much, just felt a bit jealous be left out.

      Sliding the optic back into my pocket, I pulled out my spyglass. Holding on to a rope, I set my right eye on the lens and looked out. It was hard to see through the fog. I saw the silhouette of the ship under attack. There was a shadow in the mist as another ship, the assailant, arrived just off the starboard side of the unlucky vessel. I could see people—just shadows—swinging through the air as they moved off the pirate ship and on to the other vessel.

      The Jacobite moved quickly toward the scene.

      Once more, a raven flew around the Jacobite. It circled our vessel then headed back into the mist. As we neared the catastrophe in the making, someone on the pirate ship blew a horn. The long, lonely sound filled the air with its sorrowful call. I scanned the ships. The pirates were shifting goods from the vessel under attack on to their own airship. And the second ship—the one under attack—was beginning to lose altitude.

      The horn sounded again.

      “Ready the guns,” Captain Martin called.

      As we neared, I began to feel a tell-tale prickle in the palms of my hands and the bottom of my feet.

      I lowered my spyglass and watched.

      My mooneye twitched. Out of habit, I closed my right eye—I had always favored the left—and looked. There was definitely something odd about the figures on the deck of the pirate ship. While I couldn’t see more than their silhouettes, my bad eye spied an aura of color around them. It quickly became clear that these pirates were not entirely human.

      “Now,” Captain Martin called.

      A moment later, a barrage of bullets rattled from the Jacobite toward the pirate vessel.

      The horn on the pirate vessel sounded once more. I saw the remaining airship pirates return to their own ship. Then, the pirate ship began to turn away.

      Given it was still foggy, and that the sun would drop from the horizon any minute, soon we’d be chasing pirates in the dark, a prospect that didn’t sound a bit appealing.

      “They’re retreating,” I called to Captain Martin.

      Captain Martin rang the bell in the gear galley. “We need speed.”

      “Captain,” the balloonman shouted. “The second vessel is a shipping craft. Their balloon just caught on fire. They’re going down, sir. All hands still aboard.”

      “Dammit,” the captain swore.

      Lifting my spyglass once more, I watched as the pirate airship turned in the opposite direction. As it did so, three things became immediately apparent.

      First, like all airships, the balloon had a unique marking. This ship boasted a hammer on the balloon. And on the pommel of that hammer, was a wolf head.

      Second, the long, narrow airship boasted a massive figurehead at the prow. As the airship turned away from us, I was able to make out its distinct shape. On the prow of the ship was a wolf.

      And finally, if my itching palms and the shadowy colors on the pirates’ silhouettes weren’t proof enough, when I scanned my spyglass along the vessel, I spotted a hulking figure standing on the rail. While I wasn’t able to make out his face, I could see he had long hair which blew in the breeze. His eyes glimmered a dark, wine-red color.

      The elusive pirate must have been watching me. He lifted his hand in greeting, then the airship turned, gaining altitude as it went, and disappeared back into the fog.

      Meanwhile, the screams from the merchant’s vessel quelled out any hope of pursuit. There were innocent people on that ship, and if we didn’t move fast to rescue them, they’d soon be swimming.

      “Well, there went your pirates, Agent Louvel,” the captain called.

      “Those weren’t pirates,” the balloonman corrected.

      I looked up at him. “No?”

      The man shook his head. “That was a longship. Norse construction. No, sir, not pirates. Those were Vikings.”
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      Frowning at the papers lying in front of me, my head blaring with a headache from trying to see the lines with one bad eye, I tossed my fountain pen onto my desk and leaned back in my seat. I pulled off my eyepatch and pressed the palms of my hands into my eye sockets.

      God, I missed Quinn. He always handled the paperwork.

      “Agent Louvel,” a voice said from behind me. “Enjoying completing your paperwork, I see.”

      I suppressed a sigh. Agent Hunter, my new boss, seemed particularly keen on ensuring protocol was followed at every turn, including paperwork. I would have completely hated him for it if he had not been so damned good-looking. Quickly grabbing my eyepatch, I pulled it back on then rose.

      “Of course, Agent Hunter. What else is there to live for in life?” I said, turning to look at him. I wasn’t sure I had ever seen so fine a specimen of a man in my entire life. His yellow hair was perfectly coifed, his muttonchops neat and tidy, his suit well-tailored to accentuate every perfect curve of his body. If he had not been so tightly wound, and my boss, and so much out of my league, he would be perfect. My eyes drifted to his. They were sky blue. No. He was perfect. I was the one who was a mess.

      “Other than chasing flying werewolves? I hate to take you from your report—I see you’re quite engrossed—but would you mind joining me in my office?”

      In your office. On your desk. What? Good lord, Clemeny. He’s your boss. “I, um, sure.”

      “Very well,” he said with a nod. He placed his hands behind his back, and together, we headed toward his office.

      I eyed the other agents as we went. Headquarters was unusually busy. There must have been at least four dozen agents in-house that morning, most of them at their desks working. Many of them looked up, giving Agent Hunter semi-annoyed glances.

      Ah. They were here filling out reports too. No wonder it was so busy and so grumpy.

      Agent Greystock had always let us slip a little, giving a little latitude where necessary—and sometimes even when it wasn’t. Agent Hunter, however, didn’t just go by the book, he might have actually written it.

      “I reviewed your preliminary field notes. Plans for follow-up?” Agent Hunter asked.

      “Yes, sir. I noted the marking on the balloon, and the airship had a distinct masthead. I’ll begin checking port records then asking some questions at the London and Edinburgh Towers. I need to see who knows what about this airship crew and is willing to talk.”

      Agent Hunter nodded. “And you are certain that these were preternatural pirates?”

      I nodded. “Yes. As we expected, they were wolves, sir.”

      “How do you know? Were they shifted?”

      “No. It’s all in the eyes. Werewolves always have a spark of red in the eyes. They can’t hide it. And, well, I was just sure. They aren’t doing much to hide it,” I said then pulled out my tablet, flipping to the sketch I had made of the sigil on the balloon of the airship. I handed it to Agent Hunter.

      “The balloon emblem?”

      I nodded. “And on the masthead of the ship was a wolf.”

      Agent Hunter stroked his chin. “The Hammer of Thor.”

      “The Hammer of Thor?”

      He nodded. “The symbol is not just any hammer. This shape… It’s Norse. This is the Hammer of Thor married with the image of the wolf’s head.”

      I smirked then shook my head. “Vikings.”

      Agent Hunter looked at me.

      “Just something one of the crew of the Jacobite said. He called them Vikings, not pirates. Their airship had an unusual, longship design. That, coupled with the wolf symbols—Vikings.”

      Agent Hunter nodded. “Seems he was right.”

      We arrived at Agent Hunter’s office. A craftsman was working on the door, removing Agent Greystock’s name.

      “I have no doubt you’ll get a handle on your Vikings. I have reviewed your file, Agent Louvel, and you are a highly accomplished field agent. You and Agent Briarwood were quite the pair to be reckoned with. I understand Her Majesty awarded you a special commendation for your work in the recent Marlowe case.”

      “Yes, sir.” Indeed, she had. I wasn’t much impressed with the bonus at the time—given I was nearly blind in one eye, a colleague was dead, and my partner had just quit—but I was able to buy Grand-mère a new bed with the extra coin, so in the end, I had appreciated the gesture. Her Majesty had even sent along a bauble, a silver and onyx broach, to honor my service. Quinn had been given one too. I didn’t know whether or not Agent Rose had also received any kind of recognition for her—and Constantine’s—part in the case. I hadn’t seen her since.

      “Given how accomplished you are in the field, it seems foolish to have you wasting your time chasing down small details, interviewing people. I have assigned you a new partner, on a temporary basis, for this case.”

      My stomach dropped to my feet. Oh. God. No.

      “Your new partner can work on any minutia at your discretion. I have also sent word to my counterparts at Shadow Watch. That division’s aid is entirely at your disposal, including the Jacobite.”

      “Thank you. And my new partner?” My mind quickly went down the list of people Agent Hunter might have paired with me. I grew increasingly despairing as I thought it over. This was not the right time to train a rookie.

      Agent Hunter smiled, motioned to the workman who stepped aside, then we entered his office.

      There, I found junior Agent Harper.

      “I believe the two of you already know one another,” Agent Hunter said.

      I breathed an audible sigh of relief. Okay, at least it was just Harper. But still. “Agent Harper, I’m surprised. I thought you wanted to work in—”

      “In administration. I know. I’m going to try some field rotations. I thought… It’s just… I always admired you and Quinn. When the opportunity arose to work with you, I applied. I won’t get in your way, Clemeny. I promise.”

      I chuckled. “It’s not me you need to worry about. Get your things, Agent Harper. We’re headed out now.”

      “Out? Out were?”

      “First stop, of course, is the big, bad wolf,” I said, turning to pass Agent Hunter a playful wink only to realize a stupid truth. I wink with my left eye. Instead, I made a strange, half-squinting but slightly flirtatious—yet ugly—face at him.

      Agent Hunter raised an eyebrow at me but then chuckled softly, an honest and endearing smile crossing his face for just a moment.

      It was the sweetest thing I’d seen with my one good eye all week.
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      The sound of the squash ball hitting the wall was audible even before we slipped into the viewing box at the back of the court. The sport, which had never much appealed to me, was all the rage these days. When we opened the door to enter the viewing room, Agent Harper and I were surprised to find a pair of King’s College students inside. Deeply engrossed in one another, they didn’t even notice us.

      I cleared my throat.

      “Room’s taken, bugger off—” the gentleman began but then turned and looked at Agent Harper and me.

      The moment he caught sight of our red capes, his expression changed.

      He whispered to the girl then took her hand. The pair slipped past us, giving us sidelong glances and a wide berth.

      “I’ve worn the cape for eighteen months. Still haven’t gotten used to being treated like a leper,” Agent Harper grumbled.

      I smirked. “It’s better this way. Now we have the place to ourselves.”

      “Fabulous spot for a cuddle though.”

      “Isn’t it?” I replied with a smirk, slipping inside. The viewer’s box was narrow and had a low ceiling. All in all, it felt a bit like a confessional. The place was congested, smelling heavily of dust and the wafting tang of sweat from the squash court. And just below that, I caught Lionheart’s musky scent.

      I inhaled slowly, feeling the strange flush that came over me whenever Lionheart was around. I sighed. Seriously, I needed to find a man.

      Much to my surprise, Agent Hunter and his honest smile passed through my mind.

      A grin played on my lips.

      “What is it?” Agent Harper asked.

      I shook my head. “Nothing.”

      “Is that him?” Agent Harper asked, motioning to Lionheart.

      I nodded.

      “I saw him just once before, but at a distance. He was talking to Her Majesty.”

      I nodded then watched as Lionheart and Bryony Paxton moved quickly, volleying the squash ball back and forth, and trying to outsmart one another in the process. Bryony’s blond hair, which she’d pulled into a bun, was coming loose. Strands of golden hair trailed down from her temples. Her face was flushed red from the exertion, but she was smiling all the same. All in all, she looked very pretty. Happy, even. Very happy.

      I sighed softly, my eyes going to Lionheart. I watched his moves. To my surprise, he wasn’t holding back—much. He probably could have hit the squash ball hard enough to make it explode, but as I watched his arm muscles flex, I realized he was using more strength just to control his lupine energy, keeping the match fair. But at the same time, Bryony was no slouch. Her hits were solid, slick, and sometimes, a little dirty.

      They were actually well-matched.

      Lucky girl. No wonder she looked so happy.

      “He’s not so bad to look at,” Agent Harper whispered to me. “Especially in his fitness pants.”

      Lionheart cast a quick glance over his shoulder.

      “One thing you need to understand about werewolves is that they have exceptionally good ears.”

      Agent Harper’s cheeks flushed pink, her embarrassment showing up quickly on her fair, peaches and cream complexion. It must be troublesome to be a redhead. They never seemed able to hide their blush on those pale cheeks.

      “Don’t worry. I don’t think Sir Richard minds a lady noticing how firm he is,” I said with a grin, fully aware that Lionheart could hear. “Have you noticed his calves, for example? Have you ever seen such perfect specimens?” And, as I had hoped, my comment had thrown him off, distracting him from the match.

      “Point,” Bryony cheered. “And, that’s match,” she added, her hands on her hips as she grinned at her partner. Her breath was ragged, but she was beaming at Lionheart.

      “Are they?” Agent Harper whispered in an almost inaudible voice to me.

      I looked at her then raised a playful eyebrow.

      “Well, Agent Louvel, you’ve cost me the match. Why don’t you come out and join us?” Lionheart said, turning to the box.

      Bryony’s brow flexed in confusion as she turned around.

      I motioned to Agent Harper, and we exited the low door that led out into the squash court.

      “Clemeny,” Bryony said, moving to greet me. “I’d embrace you, but I smell like an old sock,” she said with a laugh, pausing to kiss me on both cheeks. “Good to see you.”

      “And you,” I said, then looked to Lionheart. “Sir Richard.”

      “Agent Louvel,” he said with a smirk then cast a glance back at Agent Harper. “Agent Harper, correct?”

      “I-um-yes. Pleased to meet you, sir.”

      “How is Agent Briarwood?” Lionheart asked, turning away from Agent Harper.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Agent Harper frown at being ignored so easily. It would take time for Lionheart to get used to her.

      “On his feet, which is about as much as we can ask for, for now.”

      “Very good.”

      “I have a couple of questions if you have time,” I said.

      “And I’m sure you have the same questions even if I don’t.”

      I grinned.

      “I’ll go wash up. Meet you in the commons?” Bryony said to Lionheart. I cast her a glance, realizing that her cheerful smile had deflated somewhat.

      “Sorry. Just business. It won’t take long,” I told her. While my heart thumped in my chest every time Lionheart beamed his smile—especially his smirky half-smile—at me, if Bryony Paxton had a claim to the werewolf’s heart, I would never do anything to disrespect that. I might really want someone of my own, but only a bitch—literally and figuratively—gets in between a woman and her man—er, werewolf.

      Bryony nodded. She reached out for Lionheart’s hand and gave it a little squeeze then headed toward a side door.

      Motioning for me to come along with him, Lionheart picked up Bryony’s racquet and headed toward the rack on the other side of the room.

      I motioned to Agent Harper to stay behind.

      “Quite unfair of you, Little Red,” Lionheart said as we crossed the court. “Now I have to pick up the tab for dinner.”

      “Whatever are you talking about?” I asked with a grin.

      Lionheart huffed a laugh. “Agent Harper then?”

      “Trial period.”

      Lionheart harrumphed again.

      “Don’t think she’ll work out?”

      “Perhaps you should guide her toward something else.”

      “Are you offering me advice?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Hmm,” I mused. “Speaking of advice, perhaps you should tone down that wolfy smirk. Might accidentally make the woman who loves you feel jealous.”

      “The woman who loves me?” Lionheart said, stopping cold.

      Didn’t he realize? “Just a suggestion.”

      “Duly noted. So, what can I do for you today, Agent Louvel? As far as I know, everything is quiet.”

      “So it is, on the ground,” I said then pulled out my sketch of the airship. “It’s the aether I’m worried about.”

      “Aether? Does Her Majesty have you chasing Valkyries?”

      “Not quite,” I said, handing the sketch to Lionheart.

      He slipped the racquets back into the rack then took the drawing pad from me. He studied the image. “Where did you see this symbol?”

      “On the balloon of an airship prowling the North Sea.”

      Lionheart grunted that low, quiet, and very werewolf-like noise that always surprised me. “These are mixed symbols. This is the Hammer of Thor,” he said, his finger tracing the sketch. “But this is the symbol of Fenrir,” he said, pointing to the wolf’s head on the pommel of the hammer.

      “Fenrir?”

      “Fenrir the wolf. Don’t you know your Norse mythology, Agent Louvel?”

      “No, but I did save a bear named Loki once.”

      Lionheart smirked. “Fenrir the wolf was the son of Loki. The Asgardian gods raised Fenrir. But when he grew too large, too dangerous, they chained him. During Ragnarok, Fenrir the wolf escaped. The wolf swallowed the sun and killed Odin himself.”

      “That’s cheerful.”

      “Clemeny, the Norse werewolf packs are not to be trifled with. The worship of the wolf is steeped deep within their culture and religion. Werewolves, such as Fenrir, were worshipped as gods. There was a time when there were nearly as many werewolves as there were men in their lands. That was part of the reason the Vikings were so strong, so successful,” Lionheart said then sneered.

      “Viking werewolves. Fabulous.”

      Lionheart handed my notepad back to me. “I’ll make inquiries.”

      “I’m headed back to Scotland. Shadow Watch was kind enough to offer to ferry me through the clouds.”

      “While I admire your abundant bravery, Little Red, don’t forget you can’t fly.”

      “How do you know? Maybe I smell like roses because I’m secretly a Valkyrie. I might sprout some celestial wings and prevent the next Ragnarok.”

      “Didn’t you just tell me not to flirt?”

      “Who’s flirting?”

      Lionheart laughed. “Be careful up there, Agent Louvel.”

      “Thank you, Sir Richard.”

      With a nod, I turned and rejoined Agent Harper. The pair of us headed back outside.

      “Well, seems Sir Richard hasn’t warmed up to me yet,” Agent Harper said.

      “He will. Give him time.”

      “I didn’t mind. The view from where I was standing was divine.”

      I laughed. “Careful. Don’t forget, he bites.”

      “I certainly hope so.”
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      Per Agent Hunter’s advice, I sent Harper to the London airship towers while I headed in a different direction. Over the years, Quinn had managed to make a good network of informants. Most of them had come to trust me as well. Except Alodie. The bitch. When Lionheart took control, I’d suggested to him that Alodie be shipped off to Australia as well, but Lionheart disagreed—albeit reluctantly. The two of them had never gotten along. Her tarty ways might have been fine for Cyril, but they did not mesh with the morals of the Templars. Lionheart let her stay in London on the condition she close the brothel and stay out of the way. She’d agreed and had been quiet ever since. Her silence, however, did not convince me that she was to be trusted. After all, she had sold out Quinn. She denied it. But one expects that from a bitch.

      Alodie would be no help here, but I knew someone who might. If she would talk.

      Making a quick stop first, I headed across town to Canterbury Row. The street, which had once been fashionable, had fallen into disrepair. Sitting on the very edge of one of London’s dark districts, a place where the preternatural frequently roamed, the aura around the street seemed to keep the human patrons away. Still, small shops lined the place, most of which looked as if they hadn’t seen a customer in ages.

      I paused outside the small bookshop and looked up at the sign: The Norns’ Eddas. The letters had been written in a font that looked more rune than alphabet.

      I headed inside.

      The bell above the door rang as I entered.

      I was immediately overcome by the scent of old books, dust, and incense.

      I cast a glance around. Everywhere I looked, I saw books, scrolls, and other odds and ends. Nearly unidentifiable skeletons sat under glass. I threw a wary eye at a handmade mobile that hung above the door. It was made of bones, black feathers, and mirrors. On the floor was a circle with runes drawn within it.

      “I knew you were coming,” a scratchy female voice called from the back of the room

      “Well, that’s easy to say.” I eyed the eerie circle then stepped out of it. It wasn’t intended for me. I headed toward the back of the shop. Tracing my fingers along the bookcase, I made a line of dust. I flicked the dust from my fingers. “Maid take the year off?”

      There was a cackling laugh. “I like your jokes, Clemeny Louvel.”

      “I’m delighted to hear that,” I said as I reached the back. There, a small flight of steps led to a raised platform. Bookcases lined the walls, but at a small table in one corner sat an ancient woman in an old velvet gown that was fraying visibly at the seams. She had long, curly silver hair that was a tangled mess. On the small table before her was an oil lamp, a yellow scroll, and a heap of bones. She gave me a toothy grin as she looked up at me with her rheumy eyes.

      “By Freya, he did a number on you, didn’t he? You’re almost as blind as me,” she said with a laugh.

      I huffed a laugh then climbed the steps to join her.

      “Doesn’t have much to say about it now though, do you, Fenton?” I asked, patting the pelt.

      At that, she laughed. “No, he doesn’t. Quite silent. Quite silent. You want me to call him up? We can ask him what he thinks,” she said, reaching for the pile of bones.

      I shook my head. “No, thanks.”

      “No, of course not. You’re not here for him. You’re here to find out about the son of Skoll.”

      I took a seat. Thank the gods—hers, mine, whomever—that she was in the mood to talk today. There were times when Quinn and I visited the Dís only to find her sitting unmoving, unspeaking, for months. But luckily, not today.

      “I’ll bite. Who’s Skoll.”

      “Skoll chases Mani.”

      “Okay, that’s not helpful.”

      The Dís laughed. “Agent Louvel, you always say the funniest things.”

      “I’m glad you think so.”

      “Skoll and Hati were wolves, brothers, sons of Fenrir. Hati chased Sol, the sun, and became a man. Skoll chased Mani, the moon, and your enemies were born. I have seen you in the clouds, chasing the son of Skoll.”

      Now we were getting somewhere. “Who is he? Where can I find him?”

      The Dís pressed her lips together and hummed. She picked up the bones with her ancient hands and held them out to me.

      “Bleed now so you will not bleed later,” she told me.

      Sighing, I pulled my knife from my belt. Cutting my finger, I dripped blood onto the bones. For the briefest of moments, I could have sworn I saw a flash of gold.

      The Dís laughed then tossed the bones on the table before her. She then dug into the pocket of her old gown and pulled out a feather. Moving slowly, she held it above her lamp until it smoked. She wafted the smoke over the bones, bathing them in the pungent air. She then began to intone lightly. As she spoke, her eyes rolled, revealing only the whites of her eyes.

      Curious, I pulled off my eyepatch and looked at the bones.

      “Yes, you look, Clemeny Louvel. You look with your new eye,” the Dís said then chanted some more.

      I stared at the bones until my vision blurred and faded. An image appeared before me. It was murky at first, almost cloudy in the mist. I heard a raven caw, and slowly, an image came into view. It wasn’t just the vision I saw that made things cloudy. It was actually clouds. My eyes settled on a man who was standing at the prow of an airship. The massive wolf’s head on the masthead pushed through the clouds. The man stared into the distance, his eyes glimmering red. He had long, blond hair and his arms were covered with tattoos, including the Hammer of Thor married with the wolf’s head.

      “Captain Skollson,” someone called from behind him.

      The man didn’t look around.

      “Zayde?”

      The man frowned, looking annoyed. “What?”

      “Sorry, sir. We found something interesting amongst the log of the Perceval. We thought you should have a look.”

      The captain looked out at the sky. The airship moved out of the clouds, pushing into the clear blue sky. A cool wind whipped off the dark waves below. The captain closed his eyes, seeming to relish the breeze on his face.

      “For Fenrir,” he whispered, then turned back to his ship.

      The Dís snapped her fingers, and the image faded.

      I looked up at her.

      “Son of Skoll,” she said. “You see.”

      “I do. But why is he here?”

      “When one king’s reign ends, and a new reign begins, they will all test the mettle of the new ruler. The son of Skoll smells blood in the wind.”

      “The changing of alpha,” I said.

      She nodded. “He may be the first, but he will not be the last. Until the Lion shows his teeth, they will all come.”

      “Wonderful. So I’m doing Lionheart’s dirty work.”

      The Dís laughed. “And he hasn’t done yours?”

      “True.” I rose.

      “Did you forget my fee, Clemeny Louvel?” the Dís asked.

      I smiled. “Of course not.”

      Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a small box and set it on the table before her.

      “Belgian or French?”

      “French, of course.”

      She lifted the lid, revealing the chocolates inside. The fine quality confections had set me back a day’s wages, but you get what you pay for. And the Dís’s fee was always worth the price.

      “Felice Louvel has taught you well,” she said as her fingers waggled over the chocolates. “Excellent taste.”

      I smothered a frown. After Fenton, I didn’t want any of them to know anything about my grand-mère. But at least the Dís wasn’t dangerous.

      “Thank you,” I told her, pushing in my chair.

      She inclined her head to me then took a chocolate from the box. “Raspberry,” she said, looking it over.

      “What, you can see inside the chocolates as well? Prophetic about the taste?” I asked with a grin.

      She laughed. “No, you stupid girl, there is a key printed on the inside of the lid.”

      I looked at the box. So there was. I laughed. “Enjoy.”

      “I shall. Be careful when you are north of old Hadrian’s wall, Clemeny Louvel. The son of Skoll travels with his fylgja. But when you need them, remember that the old ones will always shelter those with the right blood. Those like you.”

      I turned and looked back at her. “And just what is a fylgja?”

      She chuckled. “You’ll figure it out.”

      “Prophets. Always riddling,” I said with a grin.

      “I’m no prophet. I am Dís,” she said with a laugh, her mouth full of chocolate.

      Chuckling, I turned and headed outside.

      Well, Zayde Skollson—and your fylgja, whatever that was—it was time for you to learn that this realm has teeth.
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      The agency airship lifted off from the roof of headquarters, ferrying Agent Harper and me to Edinburgh.

      “Three sightings,” Agent Harper said as she settled onto the bench beside me.

      Chewing my candied ginger, which I really should have bought more of when I stopped at the confectionary, I willed my stomach not to pay attention to the way the airship gondola rocked in the breeze.

      “There have probably been more, but, of course, no one wanted to talk to me. I bribed a few people. Is that okay?” Agent Harper asked. While it was an honest question, her green eyes smiled mischievously. Maybe she was more suited to field work than she thought.

      I nodded. “File them on form 71-B for a reimbursement.”

      “71-B? On the expenses sheet? Seriously?”

      I nodded.

      Agent Harper chuckled then turned back to her notes. “I suppose as long as I file my paperwork, Agent Hunter will be satisfied. All right, so there is a merchant vessel that ships Scotch between a distillery in the highlands and London. Your pirate airship has tried to catch them on two occasions. The airship is heavily armed but only got away by chance on both occasions. Once, due to a freak lightning storm, and the second time because the pirate ship retreated.”

      “Retreated? That’s odd. All right, what else?”

      “Now, the second story was from a pilot who runs transports. He’s a courier, quick trip chap, pilots an old racing airship. Of course, I don’t know if his tale is fact or fable, but he talked about the pirate airship like it was a ghost vessel. I don’t know. Maybe he just made up the story. It sounded too unbelieveable.”

      “Well, we are talking about an airship full of werewolves. Could anything sound less believable?”

      Agent Harper laughed. “You’re right. It was the bit about the ravens, I guess.”

      “The ravens?”

      She nodded. “The pirate said he was pretty high aloft when a flock of ravens suddenly surrounded his ship.”

      “An unkindness.”

      “Sorry?”

      “A flock of ravens is called an unkindness or a conspiracy.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Quinn,” I said with a smile, suddenly missing my old partner.

      “All right. Well, an unkindness of ravens appeared. He also spotted the wolf masthead. I think it spooked them.”

      “How did he get away?”

      “Cut altitude and raced through a pass of rocks at sea level. He said he pushed the old racing ship to its limit, damaged the rudder in the process. They were at the repair tower.”

      “Why would the pirate ship attack a courier? What was he carrying?”

      “Yeah, he clammed up when I asked. He muttered something about the Earl of Derby, but wouldn’t divulge more.”

      “I see. And the last ship?”

      “Scottish craft. The crew was Shetlandic. From what I understood, they spotted the pirate airship near Fair Isle. They gave the ship a wide berth and escaped unscathed.”

      “Fair Isle.”

      “A tiny little isle in the Shetlands. Mostly uninhabited.”

      “Sounds like a good place to hide out.”

      “Exactly what I was thinking.”

      “Well done, Agent Harper.”

      She beamed a little. “Thank you, Clemeny. I was supposed to go on rotation next month with Cressida, but when I overheard some talk about assigning you a new partner, I jumped. I just… I hope I can do a good job.”

      “So far, so good. No one’s dead yet, and we have a lead. Let’s see what they know at Shadow Watch, and we’ll go from there.”

      “What about you? Any luck?”

      “Some. I know the name of the man we’re hunting.”

      Harper’s mouth dropped open a little before she caught herself. “What? How?”

      “Well, we’ll get into the details of that later.”

      “Okay, then who are we after?”

      “His name is Zayde Skollson.”

      Harper turned a page in her notebook and jotted the name down. “Norwegian,” she said as she tapped her pen on her journal. “Skollson… Son of Skoll. Wasn’t Skoll one of the Norse gods?”

      “Apparently Skoll was a wolf.”

      “Well, that makes sense.”

      “You know your Norse gods?”

      “A bit.”

      “What’s a fylgja?”

      “Fylgja? I have no idea. Why? Do you know what it is?”

      I shook my head. “No, that’s why I was asking you. Whatever it is, it’s probably going to try to kill us, so if we can figure it out first, that will be helpful.”

      Harper laughed. “Noted. I also sent along a runner. I’ve secured us rooms in Holyrood House Inn so we can get some rest tonight.”

      “Ah,” I mused then grinned at her. “Agent Harper, I have some very bad news for you.”

      “And that is?”

      “Werewolf hunters rarely sleep. And we never sleep at night.”

      “Oh,” Agent Harper said then looked off into the distance.

      For the first time, I saw her enthusiasm for the job dim.

      I chuckled. “But I suppose I can let you rest for a few hours. From here on out, it’s the graveyard shift.”

      “All right.”

      “Now, we may not sleep, but we do drink. After that terrible news, the first round tonight is on me,” I said, giving her a gentle slap on the back.

      My stomach, however, reminded me that I needed to get back on the ground first before I started thinking of putting anything in my stomach. I pulled the brown paper packet of sugared ginger from my pocket and popped another confection.

      Well, one thing was sure, I was most definitely motivated to get this case over and done with. I had never been so nauseated in all my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Meat and Potatoes

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Much to my relief, the airship arrived in port just as my sugared ginger had taken me as far as they could go. I consented to let Agent Harper check us in at Holyrood House Inn where my stomach could get a few minutes rest before the night began.

      Holyrood House Inn was an old Tudor-style building along the Royal Mile not far from the airship towers. All in all, the place was quiet enough and clean. The maid led us upstairs to two adjoining rooms. I took the one that overlooked the street. It was always good to have options for a getaway.

      “I spotted a pub down the way. Horse something. Meet you there in two hours?” I asked Agent Harper as she headed into her own room.

      “All right. We’re expected at Shadow Watch whenever we’re ready.”

      I nodded but didn’t say anything more. The agency always wanted us to report in here or file a report there. Shadow Watch, the Scottish Division, probably wanted to know what, exactly, we were up to. Agent Greystock had always been good about letting Quinn and me roam wherever we needed. We got the job done. That was all that mattered, in the end. Agent Hunter had been on the job for a couple of months now. He was a stickler for formality and procedure, but aside from making me fill out lengthy reports—which were really part of the job anyway—he hadn’t gotten in my way.

      I entered my room. Aside from the tidily made bed, the narrow room had a dressing table, chair, wardrobe, and washstand. At once, I extinguished the lamp. It was almost dark. It wouldn’t do to have anyone glancing this way. I checked the wardrobe—never hurt to be safe—then looked out the window.

      Edinburgh, like London, was a busy hub. Everywhere I looked, I saw horses, carriages, autos, velocipedes, and steambikes. But what was on the ground hardly mattered. It was what was up in the sky that was the real problem.

      My stomach reminded me then that going back into the clouds was the last thing it wanted.

      I flopped down on the bed. Pulling out my small pocket watch, I looked at the time. It was nearly seven. I closed my eyes. Once more, Agent Hunter came to mind. I remembered his slight, honest smile. Reaching up, I pulled off the eyepatch covering my mooneye. My fingertips lightly touched the scar on my face. I had been pretty. But now? I sighed. I closed my eyes and pushed the dark thoughts away. It didn’t matter how sweetly Agent Hunter had smiled. I was an inferior at work and a werewolf hunter with a mangled face. At this rate, I was going to have a hard time attracting even the likes of Pastor Frank.

      Shut it, Clemeny. There’s got to be someone out there for you.

      Even Lionheart had someone. I swallowed the jealousy that wanted to wash up in me when I thought of Bryony Paxton. Hell, if I couldn’t even win a preternatural, was there any hope? I closed my eyes and willed myself not to think on it anymore. I needed to sleep. It was going to be a long night.
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      I dozed off long enough for my stomach to recover. I woke feeling hungry and thirsty. My meal that day had consisted primarily of ginger. I needed real food. Lots of it. Dreaming of Scotch pie and a pint, I washed my face and headed out. Lingering by Agent Harper’s door, I heard her snoring loudly inside.

      I chuckled. Agent Harper, who was a very pretty girl—petite, red-haired, green-eyed—snored like a lumberjack. From the sounds of it, she could use a bit more rest. Planning to return in a couple of hours, I left her at the inn then made my way down the busy street to The White Horse Pub.

      When I entered, a few people gave me and my red cape a sidelong glance, but no one said anything. I found a seat at the end of the bar where I could keep an eye on the door.

      “What will you have, lass?” the bartender asked, his voice thick with a Scottish accent.

      I turned to find myself face-to-face with a brown-haired, brown eyed, beauty. From his square jaw to his massive biceps, he was a sight to behold.

      “Your best stout and a Scotch pie.”

      The bartender inclined his head to me. “Of course,” he said then whistled at another attendant, made a hand gesture, and turned to the tap.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “What was what?” he replied as he began pouring.

      “This,” I said, replicating the move he’d made with his hands.

      He chuckled then set my pint down in front of me. The black liquid had a soft, caramel-colored head. Perfect. “Well, you almost had it right. But the way you did it, you ordered extra potatoes on the side.”

      “Extra potatoes?”

      The bartender nodded. “Johannes is deaf. We have a system for handling the kitchen orders.”

      “Oh. Well, maybe I wanted extra potatoes.”

      He chuckled. “I’m Ronald,” he said, inclining his head to me.

      “Clemeny.”

      “I don’t remember seeing you here before, Clemeny.”

      “That line sounds tired. Want to try a different one?”

      Ronald laughed. “All right. Don’t see many Red Capes in here. Up from London?”

      “That’s better. Yes, I am.”

      “And what is it, exactly, you people do? Aren’t you some sort of constable?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Tough job?”

      “At times,” I said, tapping my cheek below my eye patch.

      “Just another day on the job? What happened, tangle with a bear?”

      “Wolf, actually.”

      “Sure,” he said then gave me a wink. “One moment,” he said then turned and went to the small window that looked back toward the kitchen. He waved to someone then made another motion with his hands. After, he returned once more.

      I cocked an eyebrow at him.

      He grinned. “Anyone who takes on a wolf for the greater good of the realm is certainly deserving of a side of potatoes. On the house,” he said with a grin, and then went to wait on another patron.

      My stomach, which had been doing nauseated flips all days, turned once more. But this time, with a strange, excited hope. Not two hours ago I had given up hope of love forever. A brawny Scottish tapster would work just fine, thank you.

      As I sipped my pint, I suddenly became aware of a strange tingling in the palms of my hands. Scanning the room, I spotted a tall man at the very back of the pub. He was talking to a pretty girl who appeared to be part of an airship crew. I eyed him carefully, letting all my senses come to me.

      Not a wolf.

      But not a human either.

      The man smiled at the girl, but he quickly passed me a look.

      He had strange eyes. Even from this distance, I saw how they sparkled. They were not the mirrored silver of a vampire’s eyes. Nor were they the red of a werewolf. Too tall to be a goblin. Too well-built to be a ghoul.

      The man excused himself from his pretty female companion for a moment and went to the bar at the other end of the pub. He spoke to Ronald, and a moment later, the tapster handed him two glasses of Scotch. To my surprise, the man crossed the room and came to stand in front of me. He set the drink down on the bar before me.

      “Er ye lookin’ fer me?” He had a deep, thick accent and something about the way he rolled his words told me that whomever he was, he’d been around for a very long time. He eyed me warily. It suddenly occurred to me that he was deciding whether or not to murder me right then and there.

      “Not unless you’re a werewolf.”

      He chuckled. “Then we should be at peace. I dinna come fer trouble, Agent. Just fer a drink.”

      “Same,” I said then lifted the Scotch. “I’m hunting flying werewolves. Any chance you’ve seen any?”

      “Hmm,” the man said rubbing his chin. “Air is nary my element. But if I see any swimmin’, I’ll let ye know.”

      I smirked. He was a kelpie. That explained the eyes. “Bit landlocked, aren’t you?”

      “Not t’all,” he said then lifted his drink. “I’ll be swimmin’ soon enough.”

      I laughed then inclined my head to him.

      He nodded then clicked his glass against mine. We both drank. But as I did so, I felt someone else’s gaze on me. The girl the kelpie had been talking to was glaring daggers at me.

      “I think you better swim back across the pub. Your sweetheart is getting the wrong idea. I assume you have no intentions of pulling her under.”

      “Ne’er. Only und’r the sheets,” he said with a laugh.

      I laughed. “Very well. Carry on. And who am I thanking for this drink?”

      He inclined his head to me. “Eideard.”

      “Thank you, Eideard. It’s was a mighty fine Scotch. I’m Agent Louvel.”

      “Well met,” he said then inclined his head to me.

      Looking around him, I waved at the girl who glared at me.

      Eideard gave me a smile then headed back across the pub to the girl who had gone into a full pout. Her arms crossed, her gaze moody and distant, I marveled at her ability to so deftly shame a man while also looking stunningly beautiful. Maybe the reason I still didn’t have a beau was because I was decidedly unskilled in the art of the hunt. Werewolves? No problem. An eligible bachelor? Not so much.

      Speaking of.

      “Here you are,” Ronald said when he returned with my plate. The Scotch pie was sided by a massive heap of potatoes, and the entire meal was slathered in rich beef gravy.

      “Heaven on a plate.”

      “You haven’t even tasted it yet. How do you know?”

      “I can just tell,” I said with a grin.

      Ronald chuckled. “Nice to see a lady with an appetite,” he said with a smile, and then turned to wait on another patron.

      My utensil heaped with a massive bite of potatoes and gravy, I paused. Wasn’t it Lord Byron who said that watching a lady eat was vulgar? Or was it Percy Shelley who’d said that? Twats both. I remembered thinking that comment the stupidest thing I’d ever heard. I looked at the potatoes. Okay, maybe I wasn’t as refined as Grand-mère might hope, but I was hungry. And I was on the job.

      I stuck the bite into my mouth. Salty, beefy, and starchy. Divine.

      I sighed then got lost in my plate.

      

      I was on my third stout, which given I’d also had a Scotch, was one too many, when I realized that my level of flirtation with Ronald the tapster was getting quite ridiculous. I also realized that Agent Harper had never shown up. It was one thing to get distracted on the job because something was trying to kill you. It was quite another to get distracted by drink and bulging biceps.

      I had just risen and was setting some coins down on the bar when Roland returned.

      “Leaving?” he asked. I thought I heard some disappointment in his voice, but I wasn’t quite sure. My instincts invariably failed me in this department.

      “Need to meet my partner,” I said, motioning toward the door. Assuming I hadn’t already left her to an untimely death while I was busy dreaming of snogging a handsome tapster.

      He nodded then pushed my coins back toward me. “On the house. As thanks for whatever it is you do on behalf of the realm.”

      I cast a glance back toward where the kelpie and his girl had been hovering. They’d already cleared out. Off for some swimming, I supposed.

      I could do with a bit of swimming myself.

      Smiling at Roland, I said, “Thank you.”

      He inclined his head toward me. “It was nice to meet you, Clemeny.”

      “You too.”

      “I… I’m here most nights.”

      Don’t say something stupid. Don’t say something stupid. “Then I’ll be back for more potatoes.”

      And you said something stupid. Well done.

      He smirked. “Good.”

      With a little wave before I said anything else wholly ridiculous, I headed outside.

      Now, I had two problems to consider. First, I had very likely left Agent Harper behind to her certain doom. And two, I was the worst flirt ever. Seriously. Potatoes?
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      One should never, ever drink too much on the job. That was one of the first things Quinn told me. In general, I was more for tea than ale, but between the Scotch, the stout, and the allure of the tapster, I found my head was far too swimmy for my own good. I cursed myself as I headed back to the inn. My balance was still a bit off due to the eyepatch. I realized I was zigzagging down the street like the local drunk. Wonderful. I pulled off my eye patch and steadied myself.

      The risk of being killed by a werewolf was not worth the flirtation. And besides, even when lusty images of Ronald the tapster came to mind, I found myself thinking about how getting involved in such nonsense would reflect on me. I didn’t want Agent Hunter to have any reason to think poorly of me.

      Cursing myself for my stupidity, I headed back toward the inn.

      The Edinburgh airship towers were alive with light. Ships flew in and out of the busy port. I stopped and eyed the markings on all of the balloons. No sign of Thor’s Hammer.

      “You won’t find her there,” a voice called from the alley on the opposite side of the street.

      At once, my stomach twisted with knots, and the palms of my hands prickled.

      Hell’s bells, I had drunk so much my sixth sense was off.

      I turned and looked toward the alley. To my surprise, with my mooneye, I saw a reddish glow surrounding the person—well, werewolf—leaning against the building.

      I stared at the man.

      Just as I had seen in my vision, he had long blond hair braided at the temples and an equally long beard. His tattooed arms were crossed on his chest. He wore striped pants and a heavy tunic.

      “Why are you looking for me, Agent Louvel?” he asked. His voice was deep and dusky, thick with a Norwegian accent.

      “Am I looking for you?”

      “You’re looking for the Fenrir. I’ve seen you up there,” he said, tilting his chin toward the sky.

      “Perhaps I am, Zayde Skollson.”

      He paused. I could see from his expression that he was surprised that I knew his name. “Perhaps you’d better find something else to do. Keep your nose on the ground with the professor and out of the aether. We have our own business aloft, and it had nothing to do with you.”

      “By business, I suppose you mean piracy,” I said, taking a step closer to him so I could see him better. I saw the glint of gold hanging from one ear.

      He smirked. Why do they always smirk? “Just a hustle or two. Nothing to be concerned about.”

      “Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong. Her Majesty was rather put out about her ship. And I really don’t like hearing of citizens ending up in the drink for a hustle.”

      The werewolf stepped toward me. He really was a massive creature. “And what are you going to do to stop me?”

      “Why, anything I can, of course.”

      “Lionheart doesn’t rule the skies. There’s a different alpha in the aether. Fenrir is lord there, and I am his son. Stay away, or you’ll pay the price.”

      I ran my hand across the pelt hanging on my belt.  “Funny. Fenton told me something quite similar. Didn’t you, old boy,” I said, patting the fur. “And we all know how that turned out.”

      The werewolf’s gaze grew steely. “I won’t let you get in my way.”

      “Then I guess we have a problem.”

      The werewolf straightened then looked gravely at me. “It’s not worth dying over, Agent Louvel,” he said then quickly shifted form into a wolf. His fur was a light gold color. He looked at me, his eyes blazing red. A moment later, he turned and loped down the alley.

      And like a fool, I went after him.

      First, this was very likely a trick. Chances were good I was being led somewhere, presumably so I could be either killed or abducted. If not, I wanted to at least see where the werewolf had headed. If he wasn’t docking his airship at the Edinburgh towers, then where had he stashed his ship? Once again running in the direction of the monster—stupid, really—I headed into the alley. As I raced ahead, I pulled out my new night optic array. I slid it on and activated the device. A green light glowed, and a moment later, I could more easily make out shapes. The wolf darted down the street ahead of me. My head swam from the drink.

      Foolish, foolish, foolish girl. Never again.

      I grabbed my pistol. In my semi-inebriated state, if I carried my knife, I could very well fall on it and stab myself. All my senses in full alarm, I followed the wolf down the dark alley.

      But Edinburgh wasn’t London.

      Using the airship towers and Edinburgh castle on the hill as my benchmarks, I tried to keep my direction but quickly lost my way. Suddenly, I found myself at a juncture deep in the alleyways. I had no idea where I was, and I couldn’t see the castle anymore. Dimly lit streets trailed off in the cardinal directions. And in each alley, I spotted shadowed shapes.

      Hell’s bells.

      The wolf had led me into a dark district. All around me, I sensed the preternatural—and not just werewolves. Such places existed in London as well. Unless there was trouble, we Red Capes rarely entered such zones. If there was trouble, the alpha or other group leaders—such as they were—would handle it. Humans were persona non grata in such places. Maybe I could have gotten away with wandering through such a place in London without getting murdered due to my alliance with Lionheart—and the fact that I wore Fenton as an accessory—but I wasn’t in London anymore.

      I skidded to a stop. My heart thundered in my chest. I watched as shadows moved down the alleyway toward me. My head swam. Inhaling deeply, I began to slowly back away only to trip over something massive and metal. Jutting sideways, I fell to the cobblestone, scraping my lip in the process.

      I turned, my gun poised, to find a hulking metal creature with glowing yellow optics looking down at me. Standing beside it was a small, stoutly built man. He swore at me in a language I didn’t understand. He then activated the device in his hand. The hulking metallic creature lurked. The man and his monstrous automaton moved off into the darkness.

      As I gazed down the alley, I spied ruby red eyes in the far distance. Much to my frustration, the image before me swam drunkenly. Foolish girl.

      “Agent Louvel?” a voice said, a hand reaching down toward me. “Are ye tryin’ to die?”

      I looked up to see the kelpie, Eideard, standing there. Taking his hand, I rose.

      Eideard cast a glance down the alley.

      “Looks like ye found yer wolves. But I suggest ye go that way,” he said, motioning behind us. “Even the Shadow Watch be not comin’ here.”

      “I… Thank you.”

      He nodded.

      I turned and looked back down the alley. The red eyes had retreated.

      Damned wolves.

      “Thanks again,” I told Eideard. “Watch yourself,” I said, eyeing the alley.

      Eideard laughed. “Wee babes, these. But now ye owe me a drink.”

      “Agreed,” I said. I smiled at him in thanks then turned and hurried out of the alley.

      All right.

      Okay.

      Well, I had almost gotten myself murdered, but now I knew a few things. I confirmed the name of the airship—the Fenrir—and got a good look at Captain Zayde Skollson. I also learned a little of his intentions—to rule the skies. Very well. We’d be nipping that in the bud.

      I also learned that there was at least one friendly preternatural in the city. But it seemed that Edinburgh was more ripe with problems than Shadow Watch let on. The taste of blood in my mouth and the throbbing of my sore, broken lip were also very poignant reminders that I wasn’t in London anymore. And that I had no business drinking more than three stouts while on duty. Or, at least, no more than two stouts but no Scotch. Or one Scotch and one stout. Ugh.

      Now I just had to make sure that my drunken mishap hadn’t put my partner in danger. If I wanted to make a good impression on Edwin Hunter, it certainly wouldn’t do to get my new partner murdered on her first day on the job.

      Edwin.

      That was a nice name.

      A smile danced across my lips followed by stinging pain. I rubbed the back of my hand across my broken lip, smearing blood on my skin. Good job, Clemeny.

      I headed back to Holyrood House Inn, which was reassuringly quiet. Moving quickly, I went to Agent Harper’s room. The door was still locked.

      I knocked heavily.

      There was a rustle inside. I couldn’t tell if it was a good rustle or a bad rustle.

      I knocked again.

      More rustling but no answer.

      I stepped back, preparing to bust down the door when the door suddenly opened.

      On the other side, looking decidedly bedraggled, was Agent Harper.

      “Clemeny? Did I oversleep?” she asked with a yawn. “Your lip is bleeding. What happened?” she asked as she pulled a dainty lace-trimmed handkerchief from her pocket. She handed it to me.

      I pressed the heavily perfumed fabric against my lip.

      “Get dressed. I’ll tell you along the way.”

      “Along the way? To where?”

      “To Shadow Watch.”
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      I sipped a cup of tea in the front parlor of the inn, trying to get my wits together, as I waited for Harper to get ready. What was it that Fenton had once said to me? That I was either really brave or really stupid? Yeah, perhaps that old werewolf was right after all. If not for the kelpie, I would have been in trouble. I’d have to remember to make good on my promise to buy that old stallion a drink. Of course, that would mean I would have to go back to the pub. Sounded like a good idea a few hours ago. Now, running the risk of ruining my reputation with my new boss by botching a job because I got tipsy flirting with a tapster seemed a lot less shiny and bright. I didn’t want Agent Hunter to see me like that. That wasn’t who I was. And I should have known better.

      Quinn would have known better. He would have been there to kick my ass when I did something stupid like that, or at least watch my back after the fact.

      Now I had Harper, who had been in bed asleep while I was out working the case.

      Fabulous.

      I sighed and sipped my tea. I couldn’t blame her. What did she know? She’d only ever worked in administration. This was her first case.

      “Ready,” Agent Harper said as she stuffed papers into her satchel as she joined me.

      “What’s that?” I asked, eyeing up the documents.

      “Just some notes. I was trying to triangulate the pirate attacks, see if I could figure out the location of their home base. I think I have it narrowed down. Let’s see if Shadow Watch will take us aloft for a look.”

      Impressed, I nodded. “Well done.”

      Agent Harper beamed a smile at me. “Thanks, Clemeny.”

      Harper and I headed outside.

      Checking my gun, I held it in hand as we headed down the street toward Edinburgh Castle. To my surprise, the weapon didn’t attract even a little attention. I kept an eye out as we moved. My head was coming back to rights after a spot of Earl Grey. Thus far, no tingly palms.

      “So, I met the captain of the airship Fenrir,” I told Harper.

      Agent Harper stopped in her tracks. “You found him?”

      “He found me, more like.”

      “Did he…” She pointed to my lip.

      I laughed. “No. I tripped over the foot of an automaton being led by a dwarf.”

      “Dwarf? No. Would have to be a gnome.”

      “A gnome?”

      “Little people of the hollow hills. They’ve been emerging, drawn by all the new technology. It seems their minds are quite sharp for it. Scary buggers in their true form, from what I’ve heard. They’re shifters. They appear human, but their true form is not remotely as cute. Did you actually see the creature?”

      “Um. No. I did not.”

      “And what about the werewolf? What did he say?”

      “Bravado, bravado, bravado, death threat. Then tried to lead me into a trap in a dark district.”

      “A dark district?” Harper replied, a nervous tremor in her voice.

      “That’s okay. My white horse arrived in time to save me.”

      “Who? Also, I think the saying is a knight on a white horse.”

      “So it is, but I mean a white horse. Literally. A kelpie stepped in.”

      “Oh. That’s…unexpected.”

      “Anyway, this airship pirate thinks he’s the alpha of the aether, which was a new one for me. He’s either Norwegian or from one of the remote Scottish isles.”

      “That fits with what Lionheart told you.”

      I nodded. “Let’s see what Shadow Watch has to say, shall we?”

      Harper nodded. “This way,” she said.

      I knew that the Shadow Watch headquarters were located in Edinburgh Castle, so I was surprised when Agent Harper led me not toward the castle itself, but around its mountain base. Glancing back and forth from a note in her hand toward the rocky crag on which the castle sat, she led us to a single gaslamp at a jumble of rocks that remotely resembled a rough-cut stairwell in the cliffside. There, I noted the letters R. M. carved into the stones.

      I scanned around, trying to sense anything nearby. I activated my night optic. There wasn’t anyone nearby.

      “This way. Watch your step,” she said.

      We headed up the cliff.

      Feeling very grateful once more for Master Hart’s invention which showed the outline of the pseudo steps carved into the rock, I followed Agent Harper. We moved around a few jutting boulders and into a narrow pass. Ahead of us, we finally came across a very small, round metal door. It looked like the outlet for some kind of pipe. There was a wheel on the door, but when I grabbed it, it was stuck in place. I knocked on the thick panel. There was a hollow echo on the other side. The door had to have been several inches thick.

      “It’s a false door,” Agent Harper said. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out a thin piece of metal. Under the moonlight, I could see that the metal had been punched with an elaborate array of holes. She eyed the round door. Noting a nearly invisible slot on the side of the door, she slipped the metal card inside.

      Harper motioned for me to step back.

      From somewhere inside, I heard a series of gears clang, and a moment later, the hatch opened. The metal card Agent Harper used popped out. Grinning, she took it, slid it back into her vest, and then motioned for me to follow her inside.

      We entered the narrow passage. It was so low that I had to duck to follow Agent Harper.

      Harper pulled a lever on the wall. The metal hatch closed behind us. The metal locks tumbled back into place. The door had locked itself once more. Everything went dark.

      “Damn,” Agent Harper swore. “I thought a lamp would come on. You go on. You can see better with your optic.”

      Groaning, I scooted around Agent Harper then headed down the narrow tunnel. “You know, I’m very sure they have a front entrance. This seems immensely impractical. Who gave you instructions on how to enter?”

      “Someone named Agent Walsh.”

      “And did you tell them you were working the case with me?”

      “I… I’m not sure.”

      I sighed. Some senior agents enjoyed messing with the rookies. When I first started, either Quinn stepped in or the other agents just decided I wasn’t a mark, but no one ever bothered me. But this was precisely the kind of prank I’d expect. And given Shadow Watch and the Red Capes had an ongoing rivalry, I suddenly had the feeling I was prey to a Scottish ruse. “All right. And where does this tunnel lead?”

      “Keep an eye out for a ladder.”

      “Good thing I have an eye.”

      “Oh, Clemeny. I’m sorr—”

      “Just kidding,” I said with a laugh then headed forward. “Seriously, they must have a front door. Next time, let me do the talking.”

      “You think they were just messing with me?”

      “Most definitely, yes.”

      Harper harrumphed but didn’t say anything else.

      Trying not to grumble under my breath, and bent in half, a position which my ginger-infused, stout-filled stomach did not enjoy, I worked my way forward. Sure enough, the narrow stone passage soon came to an abrupt end. There was a massive cavern before me and no way down.

      “Um, the cliff of doom here,” I said.

      “Look for a ladder on the cliff wall.”

      I looked over the ledge. There, metal rungs had been worked into the cavern wall. I cast my gaze down. It was…far.

      Sighing, I slid onto my belly then grabbed the first rung. “It’s a climb,” I told Agent Harper. “And whomever Agent Walsh is, I am already planning to do very, very bad things to him.”

      “Clemeny…”

      “Don’t. Say. Anything,” I said, but I had to chuckle. It was a good prank, but very evil at the same time.

      As Harper and I climbed down, soft music came to my ears. I distinctly made out the sound of a pipe. The ghostly tune resonated throughout the cavern.

      “The piper,” Agent Harper said.

      “Piper?”

      “Yeah, haven’t you ever heard the story of the piper of Edinburgh Castle? A young boy found the caverns underneath the castle. He went in to map them, playing a pipe as he went so people above ground could hear him. But then his piping mysteriously stopped.”

      “So, you’re saying that’s the sound of a ghost I’m hearing?”

      “No, Shadow Watch has a paleophone playing in the tunnels under the castle. It scares away anyone who gets too curious.”

      “Splendid.”

      “Their headquarters really are under the castle in the bedrock. I swear. That’s why I didn’t question the entrance instructions. I’m sorry, Clemeny.”

      I chuckled. “Don’t worry. It’s not you I’m annoyed with.”

      After a climb, we reached the cavern floor. I was surprised to see the flicker of a gaslamp in a narrow passage. Due to the way the tunnel bent, I hadn’t noticed the passage from above.

      “There?” I asked Agent Harper.

      She nodded.

      We headed across the cave and into the illuminated tunnel. Gaslamps lit the path. We wound through the darkness until we met with another metal door. Agent Harper pulled out another metal card, this one a bit larger, and slipped it into a slot.

      We heard a chime on the other side.

      After a few minutes, the metal door opened to reveal a wooden entryway that looked much like a formal waiting room. To my surprise, a woman sat at a desk working busily on some paperwork. She looked up at us.

      “Names?” she asked primly.

      “Agents Harper and Louvel, Red Cape Society. We’re here to meet Agent Walsh,” Harper said.

      The woman’s lips twitched as she suppressed a smirk.

      I gave Harper a knowing glance.

      She winced.

      The woman pulled out a clipboard and ran her finger along the paper thereon. She nodded to us. “Very good,” she said then pulled a lever on the ground beside her.

      My legs shook as the room suddenly jerked. A moment later, the entire room spun on its axis, a move my ginger- and stout-filled stomach seriously disliked. A moment later, the room turned to reveal the underground headquarters of the Shadow Watch.
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      “Welcome to Castle Rock,” the attendant said, waving for us to step into the room.

      Stretched out before us was a massive workroom. Agents in their black and silver kilts worked at their desks or moved quickly to and from the offices off the main room. There was a spiral staircase at the center of the room, wide enough for four people, which extended beyond the ceiling of volcanic rock overhead. Agents hurried up and down the steps.

      I pulled off my night optic and slipped on my eyepatch before anyone else had a chance to see me.

      A squat man with broad shoulders, a bald head, and a massive mustache over a neatly trimmed beard crossed the room to greet us.

      “Agent Harper?”

      Harper nodded and stuck out her hand. “That’s me.”

      “I’m Agent Walsh,” he said, shaking her hand.

      “Ah, Agent Walsh. Junior Agent Harper told me it’s you we should thank for the instructions on how to enter Shadow Watch. Thank you for that.”

      Agent Walsh smiled at me, his grin wide and toothy. “Agent Louvel. I only just learned Harper was accompanying you. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” he said then shook my hand. His grip was firm, but his expression was playful.

      “Indeed,” I replied, giving his firm handshake an extra hard squeeze.

      Agent Walsh laughed as he eyed the pelt on my belt. “Rumor is true then? I tangled with Fenton once. Nice to see he learned to mind his place.”

      “All tricksters do in time,” I said, passing Agent Walsh a wink.

      Agent Walsh grinned then let me go. “I’ll keep that in mind. Granted, I didn’t know who Harper was coming with when I sent along the, um, instructions. Now, this way, agents. Agent MacGregor is expecting you,” he said then led us toward the stairwell.

      As I glanced around the room, I noticed that Shadow Watch’s headquarters were roughly half the size of that of the Red Cape Society. But the agents themselves struck me as looking more like battle-hardened warriors. It made sense. Shadow Watch tangled with some of the worst preternaturals in the land. Demons and other nasty buggers had a tendency to pop up beyond Hadrian’s Wall. And from what I’d heard, Agent Edwin Hunter was the most feared demon hunter in the realm.

      Agent Walsh led us up the spiral staircase to the second floor. We emerged in what appeared to be the lower level of Edinburgh Castle. The walls and floors were covered in hardwood. Agent Walsh led us down a hallway to a door labeled with Agent MacGregor’s—Shadow Watch’s lead agent—name. This was the position Agent Hunter had previously held.

      Agent Walsh knocked on the door. “Sir, Red Capes are here.”

      “Come,” a voice called.

      Agent Walsh entered, motioning for us to follow along behind him.

      Agent McGregor rose to greet us. He was a tall man with thinning black hair and a hawkish expression. His eyes were an icy blue color. I gazed around the room. It hadn’t taken long for him to redecorate. The coat of arms for Clan MacGregor, paintings of ancestral castles, and a large portrait of Rob Roy MacGregor hung on the walls.

      “Agent Harper and Agent Louvel,” Agent MacGregor said, looking from one to the other of us in turn, his eyes briefly scanning the eyepatch on my face. He motioned for us to sit. “So, what can you tell me about the menace I’ve got overhead?”

      I sunk into the seat. “The airship Fenrir,” I said.

      Agent MacGregor folded his fingers into a steeple and bobbed them gently against his lips.

      “Wolves, of course. Painting themselves as Vikings. Managed to meet their captain a few hours back. Hulking beast, blond, lots of tattoos, very Norse. His name is Zayde Skollson.”

      “Airship Vikings?” Agent Walsh said in surprise. “That’s a first. These days, nobody expects a Viking invasion.”

      “No, they do not,” I concurred with a soft chuckle. “Apparently Zayde Skollson fancies himself the alpha of the aether.”

      Agent MacGregor exhaled slowly as he considered.

      “Sir, if Shadow Watch would be kind enough to take Agent Louvel and me back up, I have triangulated the airship Fenrir’s movements, and I believe—” Harper began.

      “You encountered the airship captain. Here? In the city?” Agent MacGregor asked, cutting Harper short as he turned to me.

      I stilled. Maybe it was the crawl through the tunnel or the post-stout headache that was forming, but the slight to Harper agitated me. I turned to my partner. “As Agent Harper was saying, she has triangulated the airship Fenrir’s movements. Once we go back up, we know where to hunt him.”

      “I see,” Agent MacGregor answered. He kept his gaze firm, but it was clear he had not missed my cue. “We’ll make the arrangements for that. Very good, Agent Harper.”

      “And yes, I did meet Zayde Skollson in the city. As one expects, he threatened my life, lured me into a dark district, then loped off. Typical posturing. All it means is that he’s nervous. And he should be. Agent Harper has leveraged us an advantage.”

      “Yes. Well. I’m just surprised the scoundrel showed up here in the city. Agent Harper, where have you placed him?”

      Agent Harper pulled out her map. “May I set this out?” she asked.

      Agent MacGregor motioned for her to use a round worktable in the corner. Rising, we followed Harper as she laid out her map. “You see, I have noted the locations of the attacks. It seems that wherever their base is, it can’t be far from this area. They’re hunting the trade routes, but only within this circumference,” she said, noting a circle she’s drawn on the map.

      I looked at the map. “What’s this?” I asked, pointing to a tiny green spot amongst the blue.

      “Fair Isle,” Agent Walsh said. “In the Shetlands.”

      “Isn’t that where the airship crew you interviewed in London spotted her?”

      Agent Harper nodded. “We should scout this area.”

      Agent MacGregor nodded. “Let’s see what we can find,” he said then turned to Agent Walsh. “Ask Captain Martin to take her up again. This time, more guns.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And Agent Louvel, do be careful poking around Edinburgh. Our dark district is a bit unsettled at the moment. Some shifts of power taking place. I believe you just went through the same kind of commotion in London.”

      “Yes, sir. With the werewolves’ alpha.”

      Agent MacGregor nodded. “I wish werewolves were our only problem.”

      “Seems you do have a unique set of preternaturals in Scotland. I met my first kelpie tonight.”

      Both Agent Walsh and Agent MacGregor became deathly still.

      “What did you say?” Agent Walsh asked.

      “I…I said I met a kelpie.”

      “A kelpie? Where?”

      “I met him at a pub. In fact, he saved my arse from a patch of trouble.”

      Both looking astonished, the two agents looked from one another to me.

      “He said his name was Eideard,” I added.

      “And he lent you a hand? Did he know who you were?”

      “Yes, he did. In fact, he bought me a drink at the pub. Though I think he was just trying to make sure I left him alone. Ran across him again in the dark district. The wolves didn’t seem very interested in tangling with him. Why? What’s the problem?”

      Agent MacGregor shook his head in astonishment. “You, Agent Louvel, are fortunate to be alive.”

      “But he’s just a shifter.”

      “That he is, when he isn’t busy paddling around Loch Ness,” Agent MacGregor said then turned to Agent Walsh. “Let Ailith know her boy was spotted in the city. She needs to get him rounded up and headed back home before he upsets the balance of things worse than they already are. Christ, Eideard. Why now of all times?”

      “From what I saw, it looked like he had an itch to scratch,” I said with a slight grin.

      Catching my meaning, Agent Walsh chuckled. “That would do it. I’ll let Agent Monroe know, sir,” he told his boss.

      Agent MacGregor nodded. “Very good, Agents. Agent Walsh will see to it you are aloft by tomorrow. Please let us know if you need anything else,” Agent MacGregor said then went back to his desk.

      “This way,” Agent Walsh said then led us back into the main room. We went to a lift on the far side of the room. Once we stepped inside, Agent Walsh activated a lever, and the wooden wall panels closed behind us.

      “Agent Walsh, are you telling us that Agent Louvel met the Loch Ness monster?” Agent Harper asked, unable to hide the astonishment in her voice.

      Agent Walsh chuckled. “Indeed she did. Old Eideard is the oldest cryptid in the realm and stronger than any werewolf alive. And he hates us. Must have been something about you he liked, Agent Louvel,” he said then gave me a curious look. “Otherwise, you’d be dead. Lucky.”

      When the lift came to a stop, it chimed, and the doors opened to reveal a narrow passageway which, from the look of the stone walls, carpets, and oil paintings, was on an upper floor of Edinburgh Castle. A well-armed castle guard stood waiting.

      “See them out, George,” Agent Walsh told the guard standing there then turned to us. “Expect someone at the inn tomorrow. I’ll make the arrangements. And Agent Louvel, try not to unbalance the entire preternatural society in Scotland in a single night,” he said with a wink then tugged on a lever, closing the lift door behind him.

      “This way, Agents,” the guard said.

      “What was that about?” Agent Harper whispered to me.

      “Which part?”

      “You know, the bit about the shifts of power, the unbalanced society, and the… waterhorse. I thought they were going to faint,” she said then laughed.

      I smirked. “So did I.”

      Agent Harper shook her head. “First Lionheart and now that creature. You certainly have a way with them, Clemeny. I wonder why.”

      “Like Walsh said. Luck, I guess.”

      “Hmm,” Agent Harper mused.

      I frowned. Eideard hadn’t seemed that bad. Wary, yes. Dangerous, perhaps. But hateful? Not to me, at least. Maybe it was the way I thought about the preternaturals that set me apart. I didn’t know about Eideard, but Sir Richard Spencer had once been human. Most of the preternaturals were, after all, just people. Just people who’d been modified. As such, they ranged from good to bad. Hell, even the vampire Constantine—wherever he’d gone—still had some of his humanity left in him.

      However, I knew not all my colleagues saw them like that. Some only saw the monster. And many, like Cyril and Fenton, deserved it. But not all of them.

      The guard led us through a series of hallways, behind a tapestry, through a narrow passage, across the kitchens, through a garden, and finally, to the front of Edinburgh Castle.

      With a nod, he left us there.

      Grinning, I looked at Agent Harper. “Told you they had a front entrance.”

      Rolling her eyes at me, we turned and headed back into the city. That single exasperated gesture filled my heart with hope. Maybe this partnership would work out after all.
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      It was around two in the morning when we finally returned to the inn.

      “I’m going to go over my notes again. Want to join me?” Agent Harper asked as she unlocked the door to her room.

      “Considering I didn’t have the luxury of a lengthy nap, I’ll pass.”

      Harper scrunched up her brow. “Sorry, Clemeny. I—”

      I clapped her on the shoulder. “No worries.”

      “Thank you. And back at Shadow Watch, when Agent MacGregor brushed me off… Thanks for that too.”

      I shrugged. “It was nothing. But next time, speak up. Show them the steel in your spine, and you won’t be sent down a cave tunnel again.”

      Harper grinned at me. “Thanks, Clemeny. Goodnight.”

      I nodded to her. “Goodnight,” I said then headed to my room.

      Once inside, I went to the window and looked out. It was quiet on the street below. My sixth sense didn’t feel the unseen. I watched the few stragglers still meandering up and down the street. What, exactly, was unbalanced in Scotland that had everyone so on edge? Not my beat. Not my problem.

      Pulling off my cloak, I tossed it on the corner of my bed then sat down at the dressing table. I looked in the mirror. Leaning in, I inspected my split lip. The wound had sealed, but the lip was puffy and discolored. I pulled off my eyepatch and set it on the table. Sitting back, I took a long look at myself. I wasn’t sure how, but when Fenton had scratched me, he had also damaged the roots of my hair. My previously black hair was now streaked white. Three long scars went from my hairline, across my face, and onto my cheek.

      I looked at my mooneye. There was no color left, just white. I was lucky that I could still see something, even if it was only shadows. But still. The truth was, I’d been disfigured. The girl in the mirror, one I barely recognized as myself, was a mess.

      Sighing, I rose and went to the bed. Pulling off my silver vambraces, I lay down. My head on my pillow, my dagger in one hand and a pistol in the other, I willed myself to sleep, reminding myself that I’d be aloft tomorrow once more.

      And I was almost out of candied ginger.

      

      It was still early when Captain Martin arrived the next morning. The fog had barely lifted off the streets and the lamplighters were working their way down the Royal Mile.

      Reluctantly, I got myself ready then joined Agent Harper and Captain Martin who were already waiting downstairs.

      “G’morning, Agents. We’re docked at the towers,” Captain Martin said, motioning to the Edinburgh Towers. “Ah, Agent Louvel, I have something for you. My wife sent it along.”

      “Your wife, sir?”

      Captain Martin smiled. “I told my wife I finally met someone who gets more airsick than her. When she heard I was taking you back up, she told me to bring you this,” he said, handing me a flask.

      I took it. “What is it?”

      “Well, I don’t know for sure, but I do know my house smelled like mint and ginger while it was brewing. The cat sneezed all night long. She said to tell you to sip it as needed.”

      I chuckled. “Please give your wife my thanks.”

      He nodded.

      As we walked, I opened the lid on the flask and gave it a sniff. The strong scents of ginger, mint, and other herbs assailed my nose, making me wince. I took a small sip. The concoction was so strong my sinuses cleared at once.

      I pushed the flask toward Harper. She lifted it and took a sniff. Handing it back, she shook her head no so violently I thought she might hurt herself.

      Once we arrived at the airship towers, we took the lift up. Maybe it was just the anticipation of being aloft once more, but I could already feel the unsteady sway as we made our way down the platform toward the Jacobite. When we climbed aboard the airship, it became clear that Agent MacGregor’s request for more guns had been heard loud and clear. This time, it seemed, we were travelling with a small army.

      I grinned, wondering what Quinn would think about this turn of events. No doubt, he would have complained about them getting in the way. But Quinn never had to chase werewolves through the sky before.

      Agent Harper went to the wheelstand and spoke to Captain Martin. Not long afterward, the airship lifted out of port and headed north.

      I found a spot near the prow of the ship. Hanging on to a rope, I tried to reassure my stomach that Mrs. Martin’s brew was going to work wonders.

      “We’re headed toward Fair Isle,” Harper said when she joined me.

      “Good.”

      “Clemeny… What will we do if we find them? I mean, what did you and Quinn usually do?”

      “We arrested them if we could.”

      “And if you…if we can’t?”

      “And if we can’t?” I patted the pelt on my belt. “What do you say, Fenton?”

      Agent Harper laughed nervously but didn’t say anything else. I had a feeling that very soon I’d see what Harper was made of.
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      Captain Martin took us up into the clouds. The ride north was uneventful, but when we finally passed over the shore and began flying above the waters north of Scotland, an uneasiness washed over me. And it wasn’t my stomach talking.

      My sixth sense came alive.

      They were there. Somewhere.

      Keeping us hidden amongst the clouds, Captain Martin cruised into the area frequented by the airship Fenrir. The massive airship Jacobite had three propellers, one on each side and one below. The captain instructed his crew to run with only the lower propeller going. It cut the noise significantly. We drifted through the clouds, watching and waiting.

      I stared out into the dense cloudbank.

      We cruised around slowly, Harper using her map as a guide. She’d already identified the most popular shipping and trade routes north. The Viking ship had been lingering around the edges, looking for anyone on which to prey.

      In the distance, I saw a shadow of another ship moving through the clouds.

      I snapped my fingers and pointed.

      The captain lifted his spyglass. I pulled out my tinkered optic and slid it on. Dropping down the magnification lens, I looked out.

      It wasn’t him.

      I looked back toward Captain Martin who shook his head, confirming my assessment.

      A moment later, a raven appeared from somewhere deep within the cloudbank. It circled around the Jacobite. Alighting on a rope, it cawed then flew off in the direction of the other airship. Soon, other black-winged birds appeared, following the first to the vessel off the starboard side. The entire unkindness of birds circled the other airship.

      A sick feeling knotted my stomach. I switched my lens on my optic into night vision mode and looked all around.

      The palms of my hands itched.

      There, moving slowing under the cloud cover, I spied the shadow of a massive wolf head at the prow of an airship. And onboard, glowing red eyes. But they weren’t watching us. I wasn’t even sure if they’d seen us at all. They were moving in slowly, propelled by momentum, toward the second ship. It was like watching a predator stalk its prey.

      “Hell’s bells.” I turned and ran back to the captain.

      The entire crew turned to watch me.

      “There,” I whispered, pointing toward the dense clouds. “They’re hiding in there.”

      Harper followed my gaze, squinting to look.

      The captain lifted his spyglass. “Like shadows,” he whispered then a moment later, he signaled to his crew.

      The men readied their guns. Crewmen rushed belowdecks.

      There was a click as the second and third gears in the galley turned on.

      Captain Martin motioned to the balloonman.

      Hot air hissed as the balloon filled. The airship lifted quickly, my stomach flipping along with it.

      The Jacobite rose out of sight moments before the airship Fenrir launched her attack on the unsuspecting merchant vessel. There were shouts and screams as the Viking warship attacked. Through the misty air, I could hear Skollson barking orders. The merchant ship picked up speed as it tried to escape, the Fenrir racing up alongside her. Damn, that ship was fast.

      The Jacobite turned slowly.

      “Ready the guns,” Captain Martin called.

      The Jacobite turned, aligning herself with the other ships.

      The captain grabbed the rope that led to the signal in the gear galley.

      “Now,” Captain Martin called to his crew, yanking on the line. Below, a bell rang. A moment later, the Jacobite shot off in the direction of the Fenrir and her prey, the Jacobite’s guns at the ready. The captain steered us toward the confrontation.

      Orange gunsmoke lit up the clouds as the airship Fenrir attacked the merchant vessel. Captain Martin sped toward them, but we were still hiding aloft. Once we neared the fray, Captain Martin motioned to the balloonman who yanked open the flap at the top of the balloon. The airship quickly started to sink.

      Grabbing on to a rope, I inhaled deeply as my stomach heaved. With many, many blessings heaped on Captain Martin’s wife, the contents of my stomach stayed in my stomach.

      Once again, a raven flew near our ship.

      This time, however, it cawed loudly. The entire unkindness of birds headed toward us.

      Steadying myself, I rushed to the front of the ship. The merchant vessel was moving fast, trying to outrun the Fenrir, but the Viking ship had already pulled up alongside her and was edging in to tether to the second ship.

      When the Jacobite descended from the clouds, I heard shouting from the Fenrir.

      A moment later, Zayde Skollson appeared at the stern.

      Standing at the front of the ship, my red cape swirling around me, I waved to him.

      The werewolf’s eyes flashed red.

      He shouted something over his shoulder, and at once, the Viking ship began to disengage. Looking angry, he turned and stalked back onto the deck of his ship and out of sight.

      “Starboard side. Guns ready,” Captain Martin shouted.

      As the Jacobite approached the Fenrir, the Viking ship turned in an effort to make a hasty getaway.

      “Fire,” Captain Martin shouted.

      Guns blasting, I heard the wood on the gondola of the airship Fenrir crack. Moving quickly, the airship turned and headed back toward the cover of the thick clouds. The propeller at the back of the Viking airship came up to speed, and a moment later, the airship sped away from the Jacobite’s assault.

      Captain Martin began to make chase. “Speed. We need more speed,” he called to the gear galley.

      Two men toting long-range guns raced toward the front of the airship and continued the barrage.

      Despite the fact that the gears below were turning rapidly, we quickly lost pace. I watched as the Fenrir slowly disappeared back into the clouds.

      “Dammit! We’re losing him. More speed,” Captain Martin barked.

      The Jacobite lurched then moved ahead.

      But not quickly enough.

      The lightweight Fenrir, far more agile than the hulking Jacobite, disappeared.

      As it did, the ravens followed along behind it.

      “They’re using the bloody birds as scouts,” I said, turning to Agent Harper who nodded.

      “Clever pirates,” one of the crewmen standing nearby grumbled.

      “Not pirates. Vikings,” Harper said with a smirk.

      Clever, clever Vikings.

      

      We spent the rest of the day hunting the Fenrir, but it was no use. The airship had retreated.

      “Take Harper and me to the port at Thurso,” I told Captain Martin. “We’ll go by sea to Fair Isle.”

      “By sea?”

      I nodded. “The Jacobite can head back to Edinburgh. We’ll return to the city tomorrow or the day after.”

      “But Agent Louvel—”

      “No offense, Captain Martin. You’ve done all you could here. The Fenrir is too fast for the Jacobite. I’ll flush him out my way.”

      “Of course, Agent,” Captain Martin said, and the airship turned, heading back toward land.

      “You have an idea?” Agent Harper asked me.

      I nodded. “He knows we’re looking for him aloft. So, let’s go find him where he isn’t expecting us.”

      “On the ground?”

      “You got it.”

      “And then?”

      “And then… Well, we’ll see.”
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      The airship port at Thurso was rudimentary, to say the least. The northern village had been occupied since the days Thorfinn the Mighty terrorized the seas. Today, it was filled with fishermen, villagers, and drunks.

      But the local pub was always the best place to find gossip and a charter. To our luck—or was it a detriment? From the smell I wasn’t sure—there was a pub not far from the airship tower where the Jacobite had left us.

      “Come on,” I told Harper, leading her to The Salty Mermaid which sat on the cart path between the airship towers and the seaport. Thurso was decidedly unmodernized. It might as well have been the eighteenth century here.

      We headed inside The Salty Mermaid. Grabbing a table that had a good view of both the back door and the front, Harper and I slid into our seats.

      The barkeep whistled at a girl who’d been washing cups, motioning for her to wait on us.

      “Ale, misses?” the young girl, who was about twelve or so, asked.

      “What do you have to eat?” I asked.

      “Fish and chips. Kidney pie. Plowman’s platters.”

      “Fish and chips,” Harper said.

      “Same,” I added.

      “And two stouts?” Harper said, looking at me.

      I shook my head. “No, no, no. Have tea?”

      “No, but I have water,” the girl said.

      “Water it will be then. One stout, one water.”

      The girl nodded then headed back.

      I cast a glance around the room. Fishermen, airship crews, and other workers filled the busy pub. Suddenly, I wished I had Lionheart’s ears.

      “Always take a seat where you can see the exits,” I told Harper. “Don’t just watch who is already in the room, keep an eye on who is coming, going, and how you can get the hell out in a hurry.”

      “Front door. Back exit,” Harper said, motioning with her chin.

      “And?”

      “I… I don’t know.”

      I motioned to the window. “There’s always a way out if you really need one. Did they give you a gun?”

      She nodded then tapped the satchel she always wore strung around her body bandolier style.

      “Take it out. Wear it on your belt. If you need to pull it in a hurry, you won’t have time to drag it out of your reticule,” I said with a wink.

      “Hey, this isn’t a reticule. It’s a journeyman’s satchel. And it was a gift.”

      “It’s a very nice satchel, I don’t disagree. But not for carrying a weapon,” I said then eyed the leather bag more closely. Someone had taken great care to purchase the bag for Harper. The initials E. H. surrounded by a nice filigree were burned into the leather. “Harper, what’s your first name?”

      “Elaine.”

      I nodded. “Elaine.”

      “And who, Elaine, gave you such a nice satchel?”

      Harper shifted nervously. “A friend…at the Society.”

      The barmaiden returned with the drinks. Harper snatched hers straight away, relieved to find an excuse not to talk more. But now my curiosity was piqued. I leaned back in my seat and sipped my water. I didn’t remember Harper ever spending time with any of the male agents. Well, except for Agent Hunter. The idea that Hunter was the mysterious gift giver suddenly made me feel very jealous. I looked at the satchel once more. It was relatively new. I frowned.

      “Did you ever meet Allan Quartermain?” Agent Harper asked, her voice light and a little nervous.

      Allan Quartermain, who had a reputation as a big game hunter and royalist, was frequently in Africa on behest of Her Majesty. And unbeknownst to most, it wasn’t lions Quartermain was hunting. He was head of the small division that dealt with the preternaturals in the colonies, a job I would wish on no one. But the young agent had a keen eye and good sense for the job. I’d never been introduced to him, but I’d seen him once or twice while he was in the office before heading back out to the field.

      “No, but I know him by reputation.”

      “We’re childhood friends,” Harper replied. “He gave me the satchel before he left for Africa again,” she said then sipped her drink.

      There was a tinge of sadness in her voice. I sensed a lot of unspoken story there, and despite my curiosity, one that didn’t need me digging around into it.

      I smiled. “Well, it’s a nice bag, but put your gun on your belt. Quartermain would never forgive me if I let you get shot. And something tells me I don’t want a man who can shoot me from two miles away on my bad side.”

      At that, Harper laughed then pulled out her pistol and slipped it into her holster.

      Once again, the girl returned. This time, she had two heaping plates loaded with fried fish and chips. My stomach growled hungrily at the sight. Rising, I took the plate from the girl’s hand, popping a burning hot chip as I sat back down. “Thank you,” I told her through bites. Despite the pain, the lure of salt, oil, and potatoes was too much to deny. I took another bite, burning my tongue in the process.

      Harper looked at me, smirking as she gently laid her napkin across her lap.

      Seems I’d been working with Quinn far too long. But then again, Quinn also had better table manners than me, despite Grand-mere’s repeated attempts to teach me.

      “What? I’m hungry,” I said, grabbing another chip. The tavern girl chuckled.

      “You’re going to burn your fingers,” Harper told me then lifted her fork and knife.

      “Already burned my tongue,” I said with a laugh then grabbed my fork.

      “Anything else, misses?” the girl asked.

      Harper shook her head.

      “We need a ferry. Who do you think would talk to us?” I asked the girl.

      She looked over her shoulder, scanning the room. “In the corner by the cabinet. Try them. Let me know if you need anything else,” she said then headed back behind the bar.

      I noted the table the girl had mentioned. There, an ancient man and woman sat nursing their cups. Both looked half-asleep, and from their clothes, very hard up. The girl’s instincts were right. The other men in the room would gossip, ask questions, or be too paranoid to take us anywhere. The old couple? They looked like they could use the coin.

      I turned back to my food, scarfing it down as quickly as I could. The batter in which the fish had been cooked had pools of hot oil that burned my mouth, but the pain was so worth it. Grand-mère had raised me with a snobbish love of French cuisine, but nothing could shake my taste for salty and oily pub food.

      Once I was done, I looked at Harper who still had half her plate.

      She stared at me.

      I winked, washed the meal down with my water, then crossed the room to talk to the old man and woman. I pulled up a seat beside their table, the legs on the chair squeaking. They both looked up at me.

      “My partner and I are looking for a charter,” I told the old couple.

      They were an ancient pair. The old man had tattoos on his arms and face, but they had long since faded. The old woman had long silver hair and light-colored eyes. There was something decidedly unusual about them. They were human, kind of. Maybe it was the glow of the otherworld on them, the nearness of death, or perhaps it was something else, but they were off.

      “To where?” the man asked. His accent was so thick, I could barely make out his words.

      “Fair Isle,” I said in a soft voice so the nosey barman wouldn’t hear.

      “Lots of isles hereabout. You sure you want that one?” the woman asked. To my surprise, she smirked at me.

      “Do you have a better suggestion?”

      “I do. Probably best we don’t go out now though. Too close to nightfall.”

      I leaned back in my seat and folded my arms across my chest.

      “Really?”

      The old woman winked at the man sitting across from her. “The ravens tell me North Ronaldsay would suit better. Wouldn’t you say, love?”

      “Oh, aye.”

      I looked from the man to the woman. I grinned. “All right. Shall I meet you at the port in the morning then?”

      “Aye,” the woman said.

      “Aye,” her companion agreed.

      “Your ship’s name?”

      “The Boudicca,” the woman replied.

      “Very well. Thank you,” I said then rose.

      Odd. Definitely odd.

      I turned and motioned to Harper that it was time to go. Harper dropped some coins on the table then we headed outside.

      “We’ll go in the morning,” I told her.

      “That’s fine. But where are we going to sleep tonight?”

      “What, you don’t have your standard issue bedroll in your fancy journeyman’s satchel?”

      “What? You mean to say we’re going to sleep outside? Clemeny, I don’t think…”

      I laughed. “No, we’re not. There is an inn down the way.”

      “Are we safe here though?”

      “No,” I said with a chuckle. “God knows what strange buggers are lurking about. And then there are the preternaturals.”

      Harper chuckled. “Oh.”

      I wrapped my arm good-naturedly around her shoulder. “Well, at the very least, we aren’t out in the savanna hunting lions like Quartermain.”

      “You know those aren’t really lions, right?”

      “I do. And whatever bogeys he’s chasing, I’m just glad it’s not me.”

      Harper laughed. “Same.”

      And with that, we headed toward the dilapidated building at the edge of town aptly named The Seawolf.
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      As soon as the sun had risen, Harper and I headed to the port where we found the old couple already waiting. With less than a dozen words spoken between us, we set sail for North Ronaldsay.

      I eyed the old couple carefully. In truth, I knew little of Scottish folklore. These two were a curious pair. My palms didn’t itch when I was around them, but still, there was more to them than met the eye.

      “What is it?” Harper asked as she sat down alongside me.

      “Probably nothing. Just wondering about them,” I said, passing a glance at the couple.

      “They are curious. The man’s tattoos… The symbols are old. Celtic. Possibly druidic.”

      “But I thought the druids were hanging around Stonehenge.”

      “They aren’t always hanging around Stonehenge. Have you ever been there? There’s nothing there but the stones, some mounds, and a big, windy field. I haven’t seen those symbols before except on standing stones.”

      I pulled off my eyepatch and looked at the old woman. There was a shimmer around her shape, a swirl of silver light. And around the old man, a shine of green and gold. Druids. Well, that was a new one for me.

      I turned and looked at Harper.

      She stared at me, her eyes on my mangled face. She swallowed a gasp.

      “Yeah, bloody awful, isn’t it?” I said, touching the still-tender skin.

      “I didn’t know… Your eye. It’s a mooneye.”

      I nodded. “Pretty, isn’t it?”

      Harper gave me a sympathetic smile. “Can you see at all?”

      “Silhouettes.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      I shrugged then pulled my eyepatch back on. “It’s all right. He went after my grand-mère. Couldn’t let that happen. I got the better of him in the end. Bloody werewolf.”

      To my surprise, the man and woman chuckled, but neither said anything to me. Working deftly, they guided the ship across the dark blue waves and into port at the northernmost Orcadian island.

      Once the ship was tied up, Harper debarked, and I went to the couple. “Thank you,” I said, handing them payment.

      The woman gently pushed my hand back. “Go chase the devils out of my country, Clemeny Louvel.”

      “I… How did you…”

      She chuckled. “Blood knows blood. Be safe.”

      I looked from her to the old man. He touched his fingertips to his forehead.

      “Thank you,” I told them.

      The woman nodded.

      Once I debarked, the pair unlashed the ship then set sail once more, guiding the vessel back out to sea.

      I headed down the dock and joined Harper. What did she mean, blood knows blood? What kind of blood? Was she talking about the druids? What did I have to do with the druids?

      Frowning, I joined Harper who waited for me at the end of the pier.

      “Okay, now what?” she asked.

      “Well, first, how big is North Ronaldsay?”

      “Oh, a couple miles around, I suppose.”

      “Population?”

      “Less than one hundred, maybe?”

      I nodded. “Won’t take long then.”

      “Long to do what?”

      “To find out if there is anything weird happening here.”

      “Aside from the mysterious ship Boudicca?” Harper asked, looking back out to sea.

      “Yeah, aside from that.”

      “All right. Let’s go chat with the locals,” Harper said then shifted her journeyman’s satchel, adjusting her belt so her pistol was readily at hand.

      I grinned at her. Maybe she was going to work out after all.

      

      It didn’t take long to “talk to the locals.” Just about everyone we met had a story to tell about the strange lights and noises in the caves on the far side of the island, stories of missing livestock, and the appearance of some rough looking men in the village. The crew of the airship Fenrir, it seemed, was doing an abysmal job of keeping a low profile.

      After getting some directions, Harper and I set out to investigate. We headed across the wind-swept landscape to the western side of the island where a series of coves and caves dotted the seashore. Following the cliff, we soon spotted a cove where a single airship docking station had been built. There, the airship Fenrir sat tethered.

      Harper and I approached the site carefully. We stayed on the cliffside above the port. It seemed that the crew was using the caves as a makeshift base from which they were launching their attacks.

      “We need to stay downwind,” I told Harper, lifting a few blades of grass and dropping them in the air. “They have good noses.”

      “Oh. Wonderful.”

      “Hey, you wanted to try out this beat.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “What do you think so far?”

      Harper chuckled. “Well, no one’s tried to kill me yet, which is a good sign.

      “The day is still young.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not the daytime I’m worried about.”

      “Smart.”

      We stayed low as we approached. Lying on our bellies in the grass, we surveyed the scene. Harper pulled out her spyglass while I used my magnification lens.

      “It’s quiet,” Harper said. “Just a few people milling about the cave.”

      I scrunched up my right eye so I could look out the left. Everything was shadowy, but I was able to see the glow of the preternatural all around the airship. Opening my eye, I looked once more.

      “There. On the ship. That’s the captain, Zayde Skollson,” I said.

      “That blond brute?”

      “Alpha in the aether.”

      “But alpha of how many? One ship or more? You suppose he’s a lone wolf? We should contact Oslo,” Harper suggested.

      “Good idea. He may be a known operator.”

      “Could be he’s trying to reclaim a dead tradition, strike out on his own. He may very well be alone,” Harper said.

      “I certainly hope so,” I replied, suddenly dreading the thought of werewolves dropping out of the skies from all directions, an image which was both horrifying and funny all at once.

      “I count twelve wolves,” Harper said.

      “Let’s assume thirteen.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, thirteen is unlucky, and in this job, we’re always unlucky. And when don’t you get a baker’s dozen?”

      Harper chuckled. “All right. Now what, partner?”

      “Surveillance. Then we head back to Edinburgh and get Shadow Watch involved.”

      “The Boudicca left.”

      “There was an airship port in the village.”

      “You did see that airship, right? It was older than both of us together. And it only had one old prop.”

      “Hey, the Stargazer was a one-prop.”

      “Yeah, but it was also a racing ship.”

      Harper and I settled in behind the patch of rocks and kept our eyes on the Fenrir. The crew was busy unloading crates and barrels into the cave. Afterward, I saw the balloonman roll a pallet of fuel onto the ship. Then the gunners started loading boxes of ammo onto the ship.

      “They must be heading back out,” I whispered.

      Harper nodded.

      Through the still air, we heard the loud cawing of ravens. A swirl of black emerged from the cave.

      “Hell’s bells,” I swore. “Forgot about the bloody birds.”

      “Why does it always have to be ravens? Why can’t it ever be a flock of songbirds or something nice? Like a flock of butterflies?”

      “Butterflies don’t flock. A group of butterflies is called a kaleidoscope.”

      “Wait, how do you—”

      “Quinn. And only princesses can conjure up a kaleidoscope of butterflies. Don’t you read fairy tales?”

      Harper laughed.

      Frowning, I watched as the crew boarded the ship. Six stayed on the Fenrir, six stayed behind at the camp. I assumed the seventh was wherever would be the least convenient when the time came.

      Six wasn’t many. Harper and I could take the ground crew out.

      But there were two problems with that plan. One, Harper wasn’t Quinn. She was smart and capable, but she was still a junior agent with no field experience. And second, I didn’t want the captain to know I’d discovered his whereabouts just yet.

      “Um, you see that, right?” Harper whispered as she began to move back.

      I followed her gaze. The Fenrir had lifted out of port and was turning in our direction, the unkindness of ravens not far behind.

      I looked behind us. There was little more than a vast, empty field. We were painfully exposed.

      I sighed. “Complications. Always complications.”

      “What do we do? Those birds are going to spot us.”

      I scanned the field. There, in the distance, was a ring of standing stones. The Dís’s words, “the old ones will always shelter,” came back to me. I had assumed she’d meant people, old races, old preternaturals. But there was little older in the realm than the rings—except maybe Eideard. And, at least in some legends, the stones were said to have once been people.

      “There. The standing stones,” I said, pointing to a ring of menhir.

      Staying low, Harper and I raced toward the stones. I snatched off my cape and stuffed it into my bag. Harper did the same.

      The ring of stones was complete with a tomb at the center. The tomb consisted of three side stones and a massive capstone.

      “There,” I told Harper. “In the tomb.”

      The palms of my hands prickled, the bottoms of my feet itched, and my skin rose in goosebumps, but there was nowhere else to go. The minute Harper and I entered the ring of stones, I felt like my skin was on fire with energy. I ignored the sensation and raced toward the center tomb. Crouching low, Harper and I crawled inside, hiding under the shelter of the cap. It would be impossible to see us from above. As long as they didn’t smell us, and those damned birds didn’t investigate too carefully, this was going to work.

      Harper’s eyes were wide as she peered out the entrance to the tomb. She stared off into the distance, waiting for the airship to appear over the cliff ledge.

      I inhaled deeply and tried to shake off the feeling of magic all around me.

      We really, really needed to get out of there. It was cramped, dark, and if the raised earth beneath my feet was any indication, we were standing on the bones of someone who had once been really important. Inside a druid’s tomb was no place for a living person. There was too much magic here.

      A warm, soft breeze blew from the back of the tomb. It ruffled my hair. Along with it, I smelled the sweetest scent. Apple blossoms?

      “Clemeny.”

      My heart skipped a beat.

      Oh, hell’s bells.

      “There,” Harper whispered.

      The Fenrir rose above the cliff and disappeared into the sky, the bloody birds following along behind it.

      Harper and I held our breaths as we waited for the airship to pass overhead.

      “Clemeny.”

      I got the distinct, creepy, and wholly unexpected feeling that there was someone standing right behind me.

      Harper turned her face so she could look out of the small crack in the stones overhead, watching as the airship and the birds disappeared. “They’re going up,” she whispered. “Headed south.”

      “Clemeny.”

      Once more, I smelled apple blossoms. There was a softness to the air, like being in a park just after a spring rainstorm. The wind was warm and sweet.

      “Okay, it’s clear. They’re in the clouds, and the birds are gone,” Harper said then began creeping back out. “Oi, my back. Cramped in there. Clem, you coming?”

      “I… Yeah.” Don’t look back. Don’t look back. Don’t look back.

      Moving carefully, I shifted out from the under the rocks, decidedly not looking back, not even when someone lifted a long strand of my hair and stroked it gently as I moved away.
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      Harper and I returned to the tiny village on North Ronaldsay where we convinced a very grouchy airship pilot—after promising a lot of coin—to give us a lift back to Thurso. The rickety old airship, which seemed like it was sewn together more by the sheer will of the captain than anything made of wood and metal, arrived in port with an exhausted huff of fishy smelling smoke from the burner basket.

      Now we just needed to find a ride back to Edinburgh.

      “Look,” Harper said, pointing to a well-dressed airship captain talking to the Thurso stationmaster. “Belgian flag. Let’s see if he’s headed home.”

      Our red capes whipping around us, we headed down the ramp to the captain and the stationmaster. The captain paused midsentence and gave us both a short bow.

      “Ladies,” the stationmaster said in surprise. “Surprised to see you here. I thought your ride left yesterday.”

      I frowned at him, annoyed that he’d taken notice of the Jacobite’s—and mine and Harper’s—comings and goings. But it was to be expected. In London, it was a lot easier to blend in. Here, Harper and I were like poppies in a field covered with snow. “Yes, well, needed to pop back by. Forgot my reticule.”

      The stationmaster snorted.

      The Belgian captain smiled. Not a bad smile either, equipped with dimples on both cheeks.

      I returned the expression, but then the captain’s eyes drifted to Harper. And stayed there.

      Oh, sure, gawk at the girl with two working eyes. Of course.

      “I was wondering, if you don’t mind me asking, where you are headed, sir? We need a lift to Edinburgh,” Harper told the captain.

      “You’re in luck. I’m headed to Bruges by way of Edinburgh then London. My crew heard talk of pirating over Scotland, so we thought we’d stop for a chat, see what anyone knew. I was just planning to lift anchor.”

      “Pirating. Bah. Just rumors,” the grizzled old stationmaster told the captain.

      “Rumors? That’s understating it a bit, isn’t it?” I asked the man who rolled his eyes at me.

      “There are reports of pirating, sir. It’s true. You should stay off the trade routes,” Harper told the captain, which earned her an annoyed glare from the stationmaster.

      “What?” she protested indignantly. “The Viking ship is watching the trade lanes.”

      “Viking ship,” the stationmaster said with a laugh. “Now, that’s a good one.”

      I eyed the stationmaster. His dismissive attitude and reckless disregard for Harper’s warning did not escape my attention.

      “What does she know? She’s a civilian. The wind is better if you take the shipping route south,” the stationmaster assured the captain.

      When Harper meant to protest again, I set my hand on her arm and shook my head.

      “Ladies, you are welcome to join us,” the captain told Harper and me—well, mostly just Harper—then turned back to the stationmaster. “Thank you for your advice, sir,” the captain told him then we all turned and went to the airship which, I noted, was named The Menapii.

      Behind us, the stationmaster grumbled then went back to his post.

      Once we were aboard, I motioned to Harper and found a spot out of the way but not far from the wheelstand. Digging into my pocket, I pulled out the flask Captain Martin had given me. I gave it a shake. More than half left. Surprisingly, the brew worked much better than the candied ginger.

      The crew untied the ship, and it lifted out of port. Once the captain had the ship aloft, Harper and I joined him.

      “Stay off the shipping routes. The stationmaster lied,” I told the captain. “The airship pirate is hunting along the trade routes.”

      “Vikings,” Harper corrected.

      “Sorry, airship Vikings,” I said.

      “Are you sure?” the captain asked.

      “Yes. The stationmaster is on the take.”

      “How do you know?” Harper asked me.

      My hands tingled. I went to the starboard side of the ship. Pulling out my pistol, I eyed the mist around us then lifted my gun.

      “Clemeny?” Harper asked.

      There.

      I took aim then pulled the trigger. There was a strangled squawk then a puff of black feathers drifted by.

      “Clem… Did you just shoot a bird?” Harper asked.

      “That I did.”

      “Excellent shot too,” the captain said. “You must be a hunter.”

      I laughed. “That’s an understatement.”

      “And why are we shooting crows?” the captain asked.

      “Not crows. Ravens. And that one was tracking you.”

      “Tracking me?”

      I looked at Harper who nodded, understanding washing over her face. “Trained birds, Captain,” Harper explained. “Agent Louvel was right. The stationmaster must have sent it to follow you. Clever.”

      I nodded. “The bad ones always are.”

      Harper pulled out her map. “Captain, you should take this route,” she said, pointing to her map.

      “Agent Louvel?” the captain said, eyeing me more closely this time.

      “Yes. And Agent Harper.”

      The captain nodded slowly. “Well, Agents, I think I got very lucky today. We’re pleased to have you aboard The Menapii.”

      “Thank you,” I replied.

      “The Menapii. That’s an unusual name. What does it mean?” Harper asked.

      “It is the name of our ancient Belgic tribe. We were all Celts once, were we not? And there is nothing Celts love to do more than fight Vikings. But today, let’s evade, shall we?” he said then called to his balloonman.

      The balloon filled with hot air, lifting the ship higher. The captain studied Harper’s map once more, reset his instruments, and then banked the ship starboard.

      Leaving them, I went to the prow of the ship where I could get some air while I waited for Mrs. Martin’s brew to start working in my stomach. Holding on to a rope, I stared out at the sky, letting the wind caress my cheek.

      I closed my eyes, remembering that soft voice that had called my name. The voice had been sweet and feminine, the air perfumed with apple blossoms. What had I heard? The otherworld? The land of the Seelie? The Golden Troupe was said to use the standing stones and mounds to pass from our world into theirs. And worse, so did the Unseelie, though they had not been seen in the realm since Victoria took the throne. But I didn’t know much about them. The fey had nothing to do with my beat. And as far as I knew, the Seelie were almost never in the realm.

      Then what or who had called to me?

      And how had they known my name?
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      The airship Menapii arrived in port at Edinburgh in the early evening. Rather than returning to the inn, Harper and I headed directly to Shadow Watch. This time, we went to the front entrance. Expecting to be taken downstairs, we were surprised when we were asked to wait. A messenger went below. Immediately thereafter, Agent Walsh appeared.

      “Good to see you both,” Agent Walsh said. “Please, step inside,” he said, motioning for us to join him in the lift. “We were afraid something happened to you.”

      Harper and I climbed into the lift. Agent Walsh activated the levers, and to my surprise, we ascended.

      “Sorry to cause any concern. The Jacobite was too slow, so we sent her home. I need to talk to Agent MacGregor. We were thinking—” I began.

      “That will have to wait. I’ve been instructed to bring you along as soon as you arrived.”

      “Bring us along where?”

      “Your flying wolves struck again, and this time, they torqued off the wrong target.”

      “What happened?”

      The lift dinged, and we exited into a long hallway on the upper, closed floor of Edinburgh Castle.

      There were guards everywhere.

      “What’s happening?” Harper asked.

      “We have a guest,” Agent Walsh said as we approached the door at the end of the hall.

      The guard standing there opened it to reveal several Shadow Watch agents, Agent MacGregor, Agent Hunter, Captain Martin, and Queen Victoria.

      The Queen was standing at the window, frowning at the sky. She turned when she heard the door open.

      Casting a quick glance at Agent Hunter who seemed to breathe a sigh of relief when he spotted Harper and me, I dropped into a low curtsey, Agent Harper following suit.

      “Yes, yes,” the Queen said distractedly. “I was about to send someone to look for you, Agent Louvel. Very glad to see you’re still alive. Well, it seems you haven’t been able to stamp out that trouble in the aether just yet.”

      “No, Your Majesty. But Agent Harper and I have discovered the location of their base on North Ronaldsay. We’ve also discovered how they are tracking marks.”

      “That, at least, is welcome news.”

      “Has something happened?” I asked, looking from the Queen to Agent Hunter.

      “The airship Fenrir commandeered the Crown’s ship, stole several items that were intended as part of the dowry for Princess Vicky, and made off with the Crown’s treasure,” Agent Hunter explained.

      Hell’s bells. Harper and I might have saved the cargo of the Menapii, but apparently, the Fenrir found a better mark in the process.

      The Queen turned to Captain Martin. “You said you had the Fenrir in your sights, Captain. What happened?”

      “She’s too fast,” Captain Martin said. “The Jacobite is powerful but too big to keep up with the Fenrir. The Fenrir has a longship design and is as fast as any racing ship. Her guns are not her strength. It’s her speed. They pulled up into the clouds and were gone before we even got a run on her.”

      Queen Victoria looked at me.

      I nodded.

      “And if we can find a way to catch them, can you end this?” she asked me.

      “The wolves may be strong, but they’re no worse than what we’ve already dealt with. We just need to catch them first.”

      Queen Victoria nodded. “MacGregor, go now and get the Watch ready. Captain Martin will take you to North Ronaldsay. If you find the Fenrir in port there, burn it to the ground. Otherwise, arrest everyone you find at their hideout and recover my treasure.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Agent MacGregor said, motioning for Captain Martin, Agent Walsh, and the other Shadow Watch agents to follow him from the room.

      “And if the Fenrir is not at port?” Agent Hunter asked the Queen.

      Queen Victoria laced her hands behind her back and paced the room.

      We all waited.

      And waited.

      Agent Harper shifted uncomfortably beside me.

      I cast a glance at Agent Hunter. To my surprise, he was looking at me. He smiled softly.

      “Fine,” Victoria said, resting her fingertips on the edge the table. “Fine. If we need to be fast, we’ll be fast. Very well then. Someone bring me Lily Stargazer.”
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      There was not a child in all the land who didn’t know the name Lily Stargazer. The infamous airship racer, the first female pilot to win a World Grand Prix and a multi-year winner of the British Airship Qualifying, was a legend. From guttersnipe to the lover of Lord Byron and an award-winning pilot who once dove out of an airship to save a fellow racer, we all knew Lily Stargazer and her ship, also named Stargazer. Hell, when we were kids, we’d try to run “faster than the Stargazer.” But what had happened to the legendary woman?

      All I knew was that she’d once raced in an around-the-world event and afterward, disappeared. I assumed she was either dead or off drinking rum in Bermuda—she was somewhat renowned for her carousing. She’d be in her fifties by now. The fact that Queen Victoria sent someone to fetch her surprised me more than I could hide. How in the hell did Queen Victoria know where Lily Stargazer was?

      The Queen sent a runner to the Bank of Scotland—why, I had no idea—then Agent Harper and I went with Agent Hunter back downstairs to brief Agent MacGregor. At least a dozen Shadow Watch agents had been assembled. Harper hastily drew a map of the island for Agent MacGregor while I went to chat with Agent Walsh who was suiting up for the mission.

      “Any advice, Agent Louvel?” he asked as he checked his weapon.

      “Silver bullets. Lots of them.”

      Agent Walsh smirked. “That’s a given.”

      “If you will strike, strike before dusk. They are weaker in daylight, unable to shift until the moon comes out. And they are weakest at midday.”

      “Thank you, Agent Louvel,” he said then looked behind me. “Sir,” he said, inclining his head.

      I turned to find Agent Hunter there.

      “Good luck on the mission, Agent Walsh. Fair bit more teeth than your usual beat,” Agent Hunter said.

      “That’s for certain. At least I won’t have to lug salt around. Thank you, sir,” he told Agent Hunter then looked once more at me. “Agent,” he said then joined Agent MacGregor.

      “What’s his usual beat?” I asked Agent Hunter.

      “Spirits.”

      “Ghosts?”

      Agent Hunter nodded. “Nasty ones, too.”

      I eyed my new boss. Had he always had that smattering of freckles across his nose and cheeks? He was so poised, so polished. The freckles gave him an earthy quality that I had somehow missed before. And those eyes… I had never seen eyes bluer.

      I suppressed the sigh that wanted to escape my lips. He really was very handsome. And from what I saw, also very hardworking. It seemed like he was always at the office. He wasn’t married—Agent Greystock had deemed it necessary to inform me of that tidbit—but wasn’t he at least attached? I mean, who wouldn’t want a man like him? He was prim, sure, but a prim man could be fun to—

      “How is Agent Harper working out?” Agent Hunter asked, interrupting my completely inappropriate thoughts.

      I tried to wipe off the very unseemly smile that had crept up on my face.

      “Ah, yes. Very well, sir.”

      “We’ve arranged for her to rotate between divisions until we find the right placement. She did ask for you first.”

      “She’s handy in the field.” And she was. But she wasn’t Quinn. The fact that I hesitated at the Fenrir’s base was telling. Sure, it made sense to let the captain think he had not yet been discovered, but it would have been easier to take half the crew out then and catch the rest aloft. The truth was, I hesitated because I didn’t want to get Harper killed.

      “But?”

      Hell’s bells. How had he read between the lines? “The job can get ugly. I’m not sure she’s ready for that.”

      Agent Hunter nodded, his manner such that he shared my thoughts.

      “Agent Hunter,” a runner called, rushing across the room. “Her Majesty asked for you and Agents Harper and Louvel. Their ride is coming in now.”

      That was quick.

      Agent Hunter nodded then turned to me. “Shall we go meet Lily Stargazer?” he asked, raising and lowering his eyebrows, unable to hide his excited expression.

      I chuckled then turned and motioned to Harper. The three of us, all of us trying to hide our childish glee, went together to the lift. Every one of us tried to keep our decorum. But halfway up the lift, Harper popped with an excited laugh.

      “Sorry, I just couldn’t help it. Lily Stargazer. Can you believe it?” Harper said.

      I turned and looked at Agent Hunter who smiled at me.

      And only at me.

      A warm, happy, and much unexpected excited feeling filled my stomach.

      I patted Harper on the back. “Just try not to embarrass us.”

      

      We waited on the roof of the turret with Her Majesty and a fleet of guards, watching as an airship floated in. I eyed the shape of the ship. It was a single prop racing ship, but it wasn’t the famous Stargazer with its triskelion symbol on the balloon. This airship’s insignia was a swan.

      The Edinburgh Castle crew rushed in to take the lead ropes. A moment later, someone tossed over a rope ladder. The crew appeared at the side of the ship. I spotted two men and a young woman—too young to be Lily Stargazer.

      The crew on the airship talked—more argued from the looks of it—and talked and talked.

      Queen Victoria frowned at the ship.

      A moment later, a fourth person appeared—a woman in her fifties wearing a cap. She and a young man with black hair descended from the airship.

      I cast a sidelong glance at Harper who was biting her lip.

      Agent Hunter cleared his throat, then cleared it again.

      The pair climbed down then went to the Queen. The woman dropped into a polite but brief curtsey to the Queen, the man bowing. The Queen, who was standing a few feet from us, spoke in low tones to the pair then they turned and headed toward us.

      I’d only ever seen sketches of her, but the infamous airship racer was renowned for her beauty. Lord Byron, her one-time lover, had once remarked that Lily Stargazer was more beautiful than the Goddess Aphrodite. That was one of only a few times he’d ever spoken publically of her. Of course, most people speculated that his poem “She Walks in Beauty” was about the pilot, but no one really knew for sure. Their love affair appeared to have been both very real but also very secret.

      Harper tittered a little, seemingly unsure if she should step forward and introduce herself.

      Her Majesty motioned for us to follow them, but did not stop to make introductions.

      Dressed plainly in boots, trousers, a long-sleeved shirt, and her trademark cap—complete with its clockwork lily pin—Lily Stargazer passed us by. And never gave us a second glance.

      The young man who accompanied her, however, gave us a brief but polite nod.

      Agent Hunter motioned for Harper and me to follow along. To my surprise, he set his hand on the small of my back to gently guide me forward.

      “Can you believe it?” Harper whispered in my ear.

      My thoughts scrambled by the unexpected touch, I raised an eyebrow at her. “Believe what?”

      Harper swallowed a nervous laugh, making an odd chortle sound in the process, then whispered, “Lily Stargazer just snubbed us. I love her.”

      The young man who accompanied the airship racer, walking just ahead of us, chuckled but didn’t look back.

      I cast a gaze up at Agent Hunter who smiled at me.

      Lily who?
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      Whatever Queen Victoria thought was going to happen obviously wasn’t going to come about as easily as she expected.

      Agent Harper, Agent Hunter, and I waited on a bench outside a closed chamber door. On the other side, a heated argument was underway. The young man who had accompanied the airship racer waited with us. He stood by the door, seemingly unfazed by the shouting coming from inside.

      I could only catch a scant few words: duty, obligation, Arcadia, warden, now, and ridiculous.

      That was enough to get something of the picture.

      It was only after I heard one more word, Byron, that the fighting ended.

      This word, I noticed, also caught the attention of the young man waiting outside. He frowned heavily.

      It seemed like forever before the door finally opened.

      A red-faced Lily Stargazer appeared. She motioned to the young man, giving him a tender and apologetic look, then turned to us.

      “Who’s coming?” she asked abruptly.

      Harper and I rose.

      “We are,” I told her.

      “Let’s go.”

      Agent Hunter looked back toward the Queen.

      I followed his gaze. Queen Victoria inclined her head to me then motioned for me to go on.

      “Be careful, Agent Louvel,” Agent Hunter told me. “And Agent Harper.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Agent Harper said then turned and followed Lily Stargazer.

      I smiled at him then turned to leave.

      Without another word, we followed Lily Stargazer back outside.

      Shaking myself from the morass of emotions toying with my heart and mind, I quickened my step and joined the young man. He was just a bit older than me, dark-haired with light eyes, and had a complexion that looked more Italian than British.

      “Clemeny,” I told him, sticking out my hand.

      “Orlando,” he said, shaking my hand. “Don’t mind my mum. She’s out of sorts.”

      Mum?

      “You’d be out of sorts too if you knew where she was sending us,” Lily replied.

      “I don’t suppose you’ll be telling me anytime soon,” Orlando answered.

      Lily laughed. “Oh, no. I tell you all at once. Can’t wait to see what Angus has to say.”

      “That bad?” Orlando replied.

      Lily laughed.

      Orlando gazed at me, a smile behind his eyes. “And just what mischief are you mixed up in, Clemeny?”

      Lily cast a glance over her shoulder. “She’s a Rude Mechanical. So, the worst kind.”

      Orlando chuckled.

      I looked back at Harper. Lily was mistaken. I wasn’t a Rude Mechanical. I just worked for them.

      Harper also noticed the confusion. She opened her mouth to say something but then thought better of it.

      Walking behind the airship racer, I thought about her words.

      What if she wasn’t mistaken?

      My brow furrowed as I thought it over.

      What, exactly, did Lily Stargazer know?
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      “So, we’re hunting another airship,” Angus asked. Angus, who was not as well-known as the pilot, had still received notoriety as being part of the winning crew of the airship Stargazer. He was about the same age as Lily, maybe a bit older. He had a heavy Scottish accent, a bald head, and was wearing a kilt and a frown.

      “Yes,” Lily answered.

      “And when we find it, what will we be doing?” Angus asked.

      Lily looked at me.

      “We’ll be downing it, if possible. Her Majesty wasn’t specific on whether or not she wanted the crew alive or dead. Dead will be easier.”

      “Her Majesty does know this isn’t a warship, right?” Orlando asked.

      “Light weapons, I was told,” Lily said then looked at me. From the expression on her face, I could see she already knew that this was something of a lie.

      “That’s true, on our side. I would expect them to be well rigged. We need to run up on them and get the drop. In the end, they are airship pirates. And right now, they are the realm’s most wanted pirates.”

      “Vikings,” Harper corrected under her breath.

      I gave Harper a sidelong glance and coughed lightly. The last thing I wanted Lily Stargazer to know was that she was about to run up on some Vikings.

      “Oh, aye, airship pirates, that’s all. Of course. Lily, you know who they are, right? With them, nothing is what it seems. You should know that by now,” Angus said, frowning at Lily.

      “I do, which is why we will get them where they need to go then leave. We’re not involved. Understand?” Lily asked me, her voice stern.

      “Understood.”

      Lily looked up at the burner basket where a young woman with long, curly black hair and big blue eyes looked down at us. “We are not involved, you understand?” she told the girl.

      The girl, who had been eyeing us with wide-eyed fascination, frowned at the infamous airship racer. “Yes, Mum. Of course,” the girl said then turned away, rolling her eyes.

      Mum? There were two?

      Lily frowned then gave Orlando a knowing look.

      He also eyed the girl suspiciously.

      “All right. Let’s get it over with,” Lily told Angus then headed to the wheelstand.

      “What is the name of this ship?” Harper asked Orlando who’d gone to the side of the airship to pull up the lead ropes.

      “The Aphrodite.”

      I eyed the balloon. A large swan had been painted thereon. I pulled out Mrs. Martin’s flask and took a drink as the airship started to lift off.

      “Nervous, Agent?” Lily asked.

      I looked back at her. For once, she was smiling.

      I shook my head. “Not spirits. Ginger.”

      “Ginger?” Lily chuckled. “Don’t vomit on my ship, if you please.”

      “I’m trying not to. Thus, the ginger.”

      Lily grinned. “Well, where are we going?”

      Harper pulled out her map and headed over to the racer. “Here,” she said. “I’d expect them in this area. If they spy the Jacobite, they’ll stay aloft. But they should be somewhere here. If we see the ravens, we’ll know we’re close.”

      “Ravens?” Lily asked.

      Harper nodded. “They have an unkindness of ravens, trained birds. The birds hunt out other ships and report back to the Fenrir.”

      “You hear that, Angus? These pirates use ravens to hunt their prey,” Lily yelled to the open hatch of the gear galley.

      “Oh, aye. I heard that. I told you so,” the gear galley man yelled in reply.

      Lily huffed a laugh. “Better take a seat, Agent Louvel,” she said as she turned her ship north. To my surprise, Lily then pulled on a pair of goggles that looked a bit like the night optic array I wore. There was an odd green glimmer as she adjusted them. She scanned the horizon, apparently looking for something that remained unseen to me.

      Harper took a seat not far from the wheelstand.

      I held on to a rope and followed Lily’s gaze as she guided the airship toward… What? A ray of sunlight. I frowned. Was she looking for wind?

      The airship turned, and a moment later, a strange gust picked up from behind and propelled the ship forward. Quickly.

      My legs buckled, and I took a couple of clumsy steps as I fought to regain my balance.

      Lily chuckled. “I told you to take a seat.”

      I looked from her to the clouds around us. They seemed far too still for the velocity pushing us. “Where is that wind coming from?” I asked.

      “Just a south wind,” Lily said casually, but a smirk played on her lips.

      The girl in the burner basket chuckled, earning her a reproachful glare from the pilot who was, apparently, her mother.

      Orlando grinned at me then went belowdecks with Angus.

      The bottoms of my feet were tingling, and the roots of my hair felt charged with energy.

      I slipped off my eyepatch then pulled out my night optic array. There was something here I couldn’t see. I moved to pull the optic on, but then I stopped.

      While my good eye saw nothing more than the sun, clouds, and sky, my mooneye saw something more. I wouldn’t have even noticed it if I hadn’t been looking for it, but directly before the ship was a glimmer of light, like a parallel ray of sunshine. It seemed to be coming from the ground, emanating from the land itself. Frowning, I looked behind us. It was there as well. And the Aphrodite was flying along its course.

      I turned and looked at Lily.

      She met my gaze. From behind the goggles she wore, I could see her eyes take in my mangled face. To my relief, I didn’t spy an expression of pity. More, there was an acceptance in her gaze that told me she understood that life was not always easy, kind, nor fair. And that, sometimes, gifts are born from pain.

      “You see?” she asked.

      I nodded. I wasn’t sure what I was seeing, but there was something there. A line of energy. And the airship racer had tapped into it and was riding on it.

      “Have a seat. We’ll be there soon.”

      My optic still in my hand, I went and sat beside Agent Harper.

      “What is it?” Harper asked.

      I looked from the airship racer back to my partner. In truth, I didn’t exactly know what I was seeing. It was something that, as much of what my mooneye saw, was both in this world and not of this world. Whatever this strange energy was, it propelled us forward. Quickly.

      “Nothing,” I said then pulled my night optic array on. “Nothing.”
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      Harper kept one eye on her pocket watch and another on the landscape below. “We’re making incredible time,” she said, looking confused. “I guess what they always said was true. No one is faster than Lily Stargazer.” She cast a suspicious glance at the pilot.

      If there was one thing for sure, working for the Red Cape Society taught you to mistrust everything. Nothing was ever what it seemed.

      When I looked at Lily, however, I was very confident that she was human. In fact, being in the presence of such a legend was very sobering. She was human, and from the feeling I got from her, painfully human.

      I wanted to ask more times than I could count why she wasn’t flying the famous Stargazer. Maybe she’d retired the ship. Maybe she realized it was too recognizable. Or maybe the Aphrodite was more equipped for this kind of fast flying. Something told me, however, that Lily Stargazer didn’t like questions, so I didn’t ask.

      “We’re coming up on Thurso,” Lily told us.

      Harper rechecked her pocket watch. “Already?”

      Lily nodded.

      “We may have outpaced the Jacobite,” Harper told me then went to the pilot. “Steer clear of the shipping lanes. Go this route. We need a look at North Ronaldsay, but we need to stay out of sight.”

      “Clouds will be thick north of the island,” the girl in the basket said.

      Lily frowned at her once more.

      I suppressed a chuckle, seeing my Grand-mere’s scolding expression on the pilot’s face. Did all mothers and daughters have that underlying tension?

      Lily guided the ship away from the glimmer of light we were currently following to a course that would send us around the north tip of the island.

      “Up thirty percent,” she told her daughter who readily complied.

      “Angus, drop speed,” she called to the gear galley.

      There was a click as the propeller at the back of the ship slowed almost to a stop. When the balloon began to fill, the ship coasted to a halt then started to lift into the clouds. The quick drop in acceleration followed by the lift caught my stomach off guard, and for a split second, I thought I might throw up.

      Hell’s bells. No, no, no.

      I inhaled deeply, exhaling slowly, willing myself not to chunder on the deck of Lily Stargazer’s ship.

      Pulling out the flask, I took another sip.

      The air cooled as we lifted into the clouds. Suddenly, it grew misty. The sun, entirely occluded by the clouds, gave everything an odd grey sheen trimmed in gold.

      Checking her instruments, Lily made a slight adjustment to the course.

      Orlando appeared from belowdecks once more. This time, he carried two guns which he started loading. The first was a long rifle…or so I thought. It had a unique design. It was like a hunting rifle but equipped with a revolver. His other weapon was a standard Colt 45 just like I carried.

      Willing my stomach to be still, I crossed the deck of the ship and knelt to look at the long rifle.

      “That’s different,” I said, eyeing it over. It looked like something Master Hart might dream up.

      “Specialty item,” he said with a knowing smile.

      “But this I recognize,” I said, motioning to his weapon. Pushing my cape aside, I gestured to my own weapon.

      He nodded. “But those don’t appear to be standard issue,” he said, tapping the silver vambraces on my forearms.

      “Just a precaution.”

      “In case?”

      “In case anyone gets too toothy,” I replied.

      Orlando raised an eyebrow at me.

      I reached into my satchel and pulled out a box of bullets. “You’ll want these.”

      He opened the box, looked inside, then looked back up at me. “Silver?”

      I nodded.

      He cast a quick glance at his mother who shook her head as she frowned.

      Orlando loaded his gun with the silver bullets. “Interesting line of work you have.”

      “I believe we’re recruiting.”

      He chuckled softly. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      The airship drifted slowly through the clouds. So far, no sign of the Fenrir, the ravens, or the Jacobite.

      Lily kept the Aphrodite moving at a slow pace as she crept through the clouds. It was so silent. In a way, it was peaceful. The air was crisp, a soft mist caressing my face. And the wind was clean. I inhaled deeply, blessing Mrs. Martin once again.

      I cast a glance back at Lily Stargazer.

      She was gazing out at the clouds, the strange green goggles on her face. Her brow was furrowed. A moment later, she went to a storage cabinet not far from the wheelstand and pulled out a small case. I couldn’t see what she was doing, but she returned shortly with something in her hands.

      Lily went to the side of the ship. To my surprise, she whispered toward her closed hands then released…a bird? I didn’t know what she’d released. I saw a flash of glimmering gold as something small and fast flew from her hands.

      Harper, who had also been watching, strained to see.

      Lily folded her arms across her chest and stood frowning at the clouds.

      “Mum?” the girl in the basket called.

      “Let’s give her a minute,” Lily replied.

      I looked at Harper who shrugged.

      A few moments later, I heard an odd buzzing sound then saw a flash of light as something bright moved toward the ship. It flew fast, first around the girl in the basket—who chuckled happily—then toward me.

      The fast flying creature stopped a moment, hovering before me.

      It was…a fairy. A clockwork fairy.

      The finger-sized clockwork creation fluttered on thinly crafted metal wings. The tiny fey thing bowed to me then went back to the airship racer.

      Too far away to see what was transpiring between the racer and the clockwork fairy, I could just make out a strange ringing sound. The airship racer nodded then went back to the wheel. The tiny fair woman disappeared back into the clouds once more.

      “Well, seems we’re just on time,” Lily said.

      “On time for what?” Harper asked.

      “The battle. Better take another sip, Agent Louvel,” she said then motioned to the girl in the balloon basket.

      The girl grinned at me. “Sorry,” she said and then turned a lever on the burner, shutting it off.

      There was this brief moment when nothing happened.

      And then, we began to fall.

      Fast.
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      I closed my eyes as the ship—and my stomach—went hurtling down.

      “Get ready,” Lily called. “Angus?”

      “On it, Lily.”

      She must have motioned then—I couldn’t see because my eyes were still closed as I prayed to any god who would listen—because a moment later, I heard a loud hiss as the balloon began to inflate. Just like when a kite catches the wind, there was a tug. Suddenly, the terrible downward descent stopped.

      But the moment it did, I heard the sound of gunfire. A lot of it.

      “Clemeny,” Harper said, her voice full of alarm.

      I opened my eyes to see we were just above the cove where Skollson’s crew had been hiding out. There, the Jacobite was engaged in battle with the Fenrir. The Viking ship was still docked and was currently on fire. Shadow Watch agents were on the beach, storming the cave. But so were Skollson’s crew. Even though the moon wasn’t out, the wolves were still stronger than three men. MacGregor had brought numbers. Good. He was going to need them.

      There was a loud explosion followed by a cracking sound.

      Harper gasped.

      The Fenrir had launched a bomb at the Jacobite. A massive hole had ripped into the side of the ship. The ropes tying the Jacobite’s balloon to the gondola had come partially undone. The airship tipped and began to fall toward the water.

      At the same time, the Fenrir pulled out of port and turned to head across the land.

      Racing to the prow of the Aphrodite, I scanned the Fenrir. The gondola was still on fire, but a light crew of five or so had taken off, Zayde Skollson at the wheel.

      “Follow them,” I called back to Lily.

      Toward the trouble. Always toward the trouble.

      Without another word, the pilot turned her airship to make chase after the Fenrir.

      “Speed, Angus. Now,” Lily called.

      “Orlando, what’s the range on that rifle?” I called.

      Lifting the weapon, he rushed toward the front of the ship, joining me.

      “Far, but my aim’s not good enough to hit a man.”

      “One, those aren’t men. Two, we don’t need to shoot them. And three, if you do need to shoot them, use the other bullets,” I said then looked at Harper who had joined us. “Could use Quartermain about now.”

      Harper smiled.

      “If we shoot out their balloon, they’ll crash, yes?” I called back to Lily.

      “That will do it,” she replied.

      I looked at Orlando. “If you don’t mind.”

      Steadying his weapon, he took aim through the scope. He inhaled then let out a long, slow breath. And then, he fired.

      The gun rattled as it let out a barrage of bullets.

      I stared at the Fenrir.

      Skollson ran to the stern of the airship and looked back, his eyes flashing red.

      The Fenrir shuddered as the balloon began to deflate.

      “There’s a hole. Yes. The tear is ripping open fast,” Harper said as she gazed out her spyglass.

      The propeller at the back of the Fenrir kicked into high speed as the ship tried to make some distance between us. At the same time, the Viking ship was losing altitude. Skollson turned and yelled to his crew.

      “Can you get us over there,” I called to Lily.

      She nodded.

      “They’re going to crash,” I told Harper. “We need to get on the ground. There are five of them on the ship. Kill or capture, either will work. Don’t get bit.”

      I saw a flash of nervousness cross her face, but then she clenched her jaw, nodded, and grabbed her gun.

      Lily moved the Aphrodite toward the Fenrir. The Viking airship was going down in the field where Harper and I had hidden. In the distance, I spotted the circle of stones. And, for the first time, I noticed that bright line of energy that seemed to emanate from them in the cardinal directions.

      “There,” I told Lily, pointing to the stones.

      Understanding, she guided the Aphrodite toward the glowing light.

      Once again, the ship powered forward quickly, making up the space between the Fenrir and us in no time.

      The first of the wolves began to bail out as the Fenrir’s rudder bumped the ground. Four more followed.

      “You go after Skollson,” Harper told me.

      Grabbing a rope, she climbed up onto the side of the airship. With a nod, Harper jumped from the side of the ship and slipped down the rope. She rolled when she hit the ground then sprung up a moment later and looked all around. Spotting one of the Vikings trying to make his escape, she set off in a sprint after him.

      “Mum,” the girl in the balloon basket called.

      A moment later, there was a loud boom and a flash of orange as the airship Fenrir crashed.

      Turning the ship, Lily guided the Aphrodite toward the Fenrir. I looked back at her. There was a strange expression on her face. Her features blank, Lily stared at the burning airship, her eyes looking haunted.

      “This is where I get off,” I told Orlando then grabbed a rope. “Circle around. Harper may need you. Silver bullets, remember?”

      He nodded.

      Climbing up on the rail, I looked back at Lily.

      The pilot nodded to me.

      Taking a deep breath, I held onto the rope then jumped.
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      Ignoring the sharp, searing pains in my ankles, I hit the ground running. I couldn’t let Skollson get away. Snatching up his crew was less critical. If you didn’t take out the alpha, the pack could always be reformed.

      Of course, he also could have died when the airship crashed.

      But I seriously doubted I’d get that lucky.

      As I raced toward the burning wreckage, I saw some wood shift and Zayde Skollson emerged from the rubble.

      No, not lucky.

      Pulling my gun, I took aim and pulled the trigger.

      Miss.

      Skollson turned around and glared at me, red flames in his eyes.

      Dammit. My aim was completely off.

      And, because apparently, Skollson was just as much of a fool as I was, he turned and rushed me.

      I paused and pulled out my second pistol which I always kept stashed in my boot. I inhaled, squinted my good eye closed, and looked out through my mooneye. I saw his silhouette as he advanced on me. Damn, he was fast. And big. And getting closer.

      Exhaling slowly, I pulled the trigger.

      Skollson let out a strangled howl.

      Opening both eyes, I saw the werewolf’s knee buckle. But still, he advanced.

      Hell’s bells.

      Taking aim once more, I tried for the other knee.

      But before I could get off a shot, something hit me hard from behind.

      I gasped. One of my guns bounced out of my hand as something pushed me to the ground. I wriggled from the grasp of a second wolf.

      Ah, there was lucky number thirteen, right where I least expected him. He must have bailed out then came looking for Skollson.

      Pulling my knife, I turned on the werewolf.

      Skollson, seeing his underling had gotten me in hand, turned and rushed across the field away from me. Coward.

      The werewolf snarled at me, cursed me in Norwegian, and then attacked.

      Stupid wolf.

      I ducked. The bruteish figure, expecting to make an impact, had thrown all his weight into the punch. I stuck out my leg, tripping him as I slid to the side. He stumbled stupidly then fell.

      Moving fast, I snatched the silver handcuffs from my belt and jumped on the brute’s back, pressing him into the ground. Grabbing his arm, I yanked his hand behind his back and slapped on the handcuff.

      The wolf let out a howl.

      “Now, enough of that already,” I said, tugging on his other arm and snapping the cuff around his hand.

      The wolf pulled away. Struggling to his feet, he turned and glared at me, cursing me in his native tongue as he winced in pain.

      Crossing my arms, I rolled my eyes at him. “Look, first of all, I don’t understand a thing you’re saying. And two,” I said, then moving quickly, I punched him as hard as I could between the eyes.

      The wolf swayed a moment, his curses dying in his throat, then dropped.

      “Good boy. Stay right there.”

      I turned and scanned the field. In the distance, I spotted the Aphrodite hovering not far from the cliff. I couldn’t see Harper.

      I also couldn’t see Skollson.

      I cast my gaze around. There was nothing here, and he couldn’t have gotten that far away already.

      My eyes came to rest on the standing stones. Picking up my gun, I turned and ran in that direction, my knife ready.

      As I approached the stones, I cast my gaze on the grass nearby. The long blades were bent in a path leading into the stones. The broken grass led in but not back out. He was here.

      I stood just outside the stones. I felt their energy, their vibration. All the hair on my arms had risen. My palms itched. Scanning the stones, I didn’t see Skollson anywhere.

      “Sorry about the ship. Couldn’t let you just run off like that,” I called. “Shame though.”

      I began to move slowly around the tall monoliths. The stones, which were a few feet taller than me and twice as wide, could easily hide a man.

      There was no reply.

      Damn.

      I’d hoped that would provoke him.

      “And your crew. Sorry about that too. Looks like Shadow Watch has them rounded up save a few stragglers. We’ll be sending you back to Oslo.”

      “I’m never going back,” the wolf growled in reply.

      Ah, touched a nerve. “No? Nothing for you there? Alpha issues, I suppose.”

      No answer.

      I moved slowly around the stones. Where was he hiding?

      “Ah, not an alpha issue? Probably a bitch then. I have to tell you, I haven’t met a bitch I like yet. Troublesome lot. I can understand your troubles.”

      “You don’t know anything,” Skollson grumbled in reply.

      A moment later, a bright, fast-flying object appeared in the air before me. The clockwork fairy fluttered a moment in the air in front of me then zipped into the stones. I saw her fly around each of the monoliths then move toward the tomb at the center. She zipped around it then returned to me, floating in the air before me once more.

      I had never, ever, seen a fairy in my life. Hell, I didn’t know if such things existed or not. Where Lily Stargazer had acquired the clockwork creature, I had no idea, but the tiny, metallic fairy in front of me was very clearly motioning toward the center tomb.

      I inclined my head to her.

      She bowed to me then sped off in a glimmer of light back toward the Aphrodite.

      I turned and stepped into the standing stones. Once again, my palms and the bottoms of my feet began to itch. The sensation of energy surrounded me.

      Skollson was probably armed. He definitely was going to try to kill me and escape. But he was also injured.

      “Come on, Zayde, let’s talk. You don’t want to go back. I really don’t want to have to kill you. What am I going to do with you?”

      A soft wind blew then. But oddly, it didn’t blow across the field. Rather, the breeze came from within the stones themselves. This time, however, it carried a foul smell. A nasty stench of sulfur and decay wafted out of the tomb.

      “To us. Give him to us,” a hissing voice called.

      Oh, damn. Not again.

      I approached the tomb from the back.

      I could just catch Skollson’s light breathing inside.

      I jumped up onto the capstone of the tomb. Crossing my arms, I inhaled deeply then blew out the air. I tapped my foot. Now what?

      “Come on, Zayde. No ideas?” I asked.

      Below me, hiding within the tomb, I heard Skollson swear.

      “Hey, Zayde, let me ask you something. What’s a fylgja?”

      “What?” he huffed.

      “A fylgja?”

      “Follower. Supernatural follower.”

      Ah. “Like an unkindness of ravens.”

      He huffed again but didn’t reply.

      “So, how long have you been a werewolf?” I asked.

      “Too long.”

      “What were you before that?”

      “It doesn’t matter anymore.”

      “Doesn’t it? I mean, if you were a cobbler then turned into a werewolf, I think that would make a difference. What if you were a page, a farmer, a soldier, or a sailor? Hell, maybe you were an artisan or a poet. Doesn’t who you were shape who you are now? I mean, you’re still one of us, just not quite the same, right? Why don’t you come out, and we can chat about your future?”

      “If I come out, you’ll die.”

      “We’ll see. Come on out. Let’s talk. You’ll find I’m quite reasonable.”

      “Tell that to Fenton.”

      “Well, he tried to make it personal. I’m not reasonable when it gets personal. A simple hustler is another thing entirely.”

      I trained my gun on the exit of the tomb and waited.

      But I didn’t have to wait long.

      A moment later, the rocks under me shifted as the wolf put his back into the capstone, pushing it sideways. I jumped off just as the capstone tilted. The stone slid to the side but did not fall off.

      I turned, taking aim at Skollson, just as his fist collided with my arm.

      At least he’d anticipated the fight.

      A moment later, he punched me hard in the ribs. It was all I could do not to throw up. From the searing pain, however, I knew he’d broken my bones. I stumbled backward. But, anticipating he’d throw another punch, I ducked around behind him. Turning, I kicked him in the back. He tumbled toward the rocks, barely stopping before he collided with a monolith.

      He turned. Growling, he advanced on me. I blocked with my left arm. And I was glad too. He had tried to take a bite out of me. His teeth connected with my silver vambrace. He recoiled in pain, his skin burning. His knees buckled out from under him.

      A cold breeze blew, the bad smell along with it. The nasty smells of sulfur and rot filled the air. And this time, I saw a glow within the tomb.

      “To us. Give him to us,” the voices called.

      Wherever these voices were coming from, it was decidedly not the same place I had sensed the last time I was here.

      I advanced on the wolf, kicking him over.

      My silver cuffs on his crewmate, I was either going to have to knock Zayde out or kill him. Twirling my gun in my hand, I decided to go with the former.

      The werewolf, who was bleeding profusely from his knee and his temple, the skin around his mouth red, backed toward the tombstone.

      The vile wind blew once more, and this time, I saw dark shadows moving under the tombstone. I saw their hunched, shadowed forms and round yellow eyes.

      “Zayde, stop,” I called, gasping when the shadowy forms of the small creatures reached out to grab him.

      “I won’t let you take me alive,” Zayde spat at me.

      “No. Wait. Stop,” I said, motioning toward the stones behind him.

      “To us. Give him to us, Clemeny Louvel,” the little voices said. And then, with long, claw-like hands, they grabbed him.

      “No,” I yelled.

      Turning my gun once more, I took aim, shooting at the unknown assailants.

      Zayde, still not understanding, threw himself flat on the ground. But the moment he did, he stared back into the tomb. His eyes went wide when he saw the creatures there.

      The little creatures shrieked. “A curse upon you, Clemeny Louvel,” one of them called then retreated into the shadows.

      I rushed across the grass and looked into the tombstone, my gun raised.

      They were gone. Whatever portal they had opened, they had already retreated back into it once more.

      Zayde looked up, staring from me to the stones. “Did you… Did you just save my life?” he asked.

      “Yes, and you’re welcome,” I said then turned and cold-cocked him with my gun.
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      I dragged the unconscious Viking to one of the standing stones. Digging into my bag, I pulled out the length of rope I carried. It would have to do for now. I tied the wolf to the stone. Then, pulling out the small bit of salt I always carried, I poured a circle around the werewolf. Whatever had come through those stones might come back. This would protect him.

      Once I had Zayde settled, I raced back across the grass toward the Aphrodite.

      Apparently, I was just in time too.

      While I’d had a bit of luck, things were not going so well for Harper.

      Not well at all.

      With my magnification scope, I saw that Harper was busy fleeing as five werewolves pursued her to the edge of the cliff.

      Hell’s bells.

      I’d left her alone for five minutes.

      I ran after her.

      To my relief, I heard Orlando’s gun rattling from the deck of the airship. It appeared that they were trying to give Harper some cover so she could make an escape. To where, however, I wasn’t sure. If they lowered the airship for her to get on, the werewolves would just follow. Hell, they were better jumpers than humans. So that was not going to work. I hoped Lily would realize that. Chances were good she’d figure it out.

      With only a few bullets left, I raced after the werewolves. Harper must have winged a couple of them as they were running along slowly behind the rest of the pack.

      I paused and took aim at one of the werewolves who was moving like he’d already received a shot in the leg. Aiming at the other leg, I pulled the trigger.

      The wolf howled then went down.

      The others looked back but decided Harper was the better mark. She must have pissed them off. Either that or it was the red hair. For some reason, preternaturals really hated people with red hair. Which was ironic given that Cyril was the biggest red-haired nightmare I’d ever met.

      I ran past the wolf I shot. He was lying in the grass holding his legs and cursing at me.

      I waived to him. “I’ll be back,” I called then rushed toward the others.

      Harper was running out of ground fast.

      Orlando’s gun rattled then fell silent.

      There was a flurry of activity aboard the Aphrodite, but I couldn’t see what was happening.

      A moment later, the airship lifted.

      Harper slowed to a stop as her only means of escape evaporated before her eyes.

      Dammit, dammit, dammit.

      I aimed at the werewolf closest to me and shot, but he was too far away.

      He looked back at me, his eyes wild, red flames bouncing. But then he turned and headed after Harper.

      The first wolf reached her.

      My lungs burned in my chest, and my heart beat hard.

      Dammit, she was going to get killed.

      Harper threw a punch. The hit landed so well it surprised the wolf and me. The wolf stumbled back, clutching his nose.

      “Harper,” a female voice yelled from above. I looked to see the hatch on the bottom of the airship Aphrodite was open. Angus and the black-haired girl who operated the balloon were just inside.

      A moment later, a figure dropped out of the bottom of the airship.

      Attached to a lead of rope, the young girl who’d been working the balloon swung from the belly of the airship toward my partner.

      Lily Stargazer raced to the rail of the ship. “Georgia,” she screamed, a look of shock on her face.

      A split second later, she disappeared back onto the airship.

      Georgia swung low, reaching out and snatching Harper from the ground.

      “Now, Angus,” the girl yelled the moment she’d grabbed my partner.

      I heard the winch on the gears of the airship grind, and a moment later, Harper and Georgia were pulled back up into the airship. The airship quickly ascended.

      One of the wolves jumped and grabbed at them, pulling off Harper’s red cape in the process, but nothing more.

      My partner was safe.

      Which was fabulous.

      Except that left me alone with four angry werewolves.
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      I slowed to a stop.

      The werewolves turned and looked at me.

      I smiled, gave them a little wave, then turned and ran.

      All I needed to do was outpace them one at a time. I could take them out one at a time. Okay, sure, one of my guns was completely empty. The second? I had at least two shots left. Surely there were two shots in there.

      I ran past the werewolf whose leg I shot once more. Grinning, I waved to him again.

      Running ahead as best I could, I turned and shot.

      Not expecting the move, I managed to hit the wolf closest to me in his upper thigh. He went down with a wince.

      This, however, just seemed to make the others mad. They ran faster.

      I took aim at the second brute.

      Click.

      Okay, there was only one shot left in there.

      Not good.

      If I got myself killed in front of Lily Stargazer, I was never going to forgive myself.

      For once, I turned and ran away from the danger. As I raced along, I realized I was out of options. I was going to have to fight them hand to hand. I cast a gaze up at the sky. The Aphrodite was turning back, but not fast enough.

      I slowed to a stop then turned.

      Pulling out my blade. My thoughts went to my grand-mère. This was what she always feared. This.

      I readied myself as the first werewolf approached. There were only three. I could handle three.

      A moment later, however, I heard the rattle of a gun.

      I looked up.

      To my great surprise, another airship had descended from the clouds. It was held aloft by the red balloon of a Red Cape Society airship. And there, gun in hand, was Agent Hunter.

      I almost swooned.

      Almost.

      Okay, maybe I swooned a little.

      I turned and looked back at the werewolves who stared up at the airship. They cast a glance from the airship to me and then they turned tail and ran.

      Ugh. So much running.

      Slipping down ropes, half a dozen Red Capes suddenly appeared. Passing me, they raced after the wolves.

      Pausing to catch my breath, I looked up to see Agent Hunter slide down a rope. He crossed the grass and joined me.

      “Thought you could use a little backup,” he said with a smirk.

      Nope, not swooning again.

      “What? I had this handled.”

      “Was that the Jacobite I saw on fire?”

      “Maybe. But I wasn’t on the Jacobite. I was on the Aphrodite. And we shot down the Fenrir.”

      “Where’s Harper?”

      “On the airship,” I said, pointing at the Aphrodite, which was coming up alongside the agency airship.

      “And Skollson?”

      “Left him tied to a rock over there,” I said, pointing to the standing stones as I tried to catch my breath.

      Agent Hunter chuckled. “I see,” he said then laced his hands behind his back. “Seems like you didn’t need me after all.”

      I grinned. “And why did you come, sir?”

      “Just… On a hunch.”

      “A hunch?”

      Agent Hunter shrugged, but a smile played on his lips all the same.

      “I like your hunches, Agent Hunter.”

      “I like your work, Agent Louvel.”

      “Shall we go clean up this mess?”

      “Before the moon comes out? Sounds like a grand idea.”
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      The rope ladder leading up to the Aphrodite wagged in the breeze. My fellow Red Capes rounded up the crew of the Fenrir, including Zayde Skollson, who looked in my direction when they loaded him aboard the agency airship. The expression on his face was an odd tangle of anger, annoyance, and gratitude.

      “Where are they headed?” I asked Agent Hunter.

      “Her Majesty wants them sent back to Oslo.”

      I sighed. “From what Lionheart told me, it’s likely they’ll just get a slap on the wrist. We could be plucking him out of the sky again very soon.”

      Agent Hunter gave Skollson a long look. “No. Something tells me he won’t be tempted to tangle with Little Red again.”

      “I’m the one with broken ribs. I’m not too keen on tangling with him again any time soon.”

      Agent Hunter eyed me carefully, his expression full of concern. “Are you serious?”

      I nodded, gently touching the ribs on my left side. “Yeah, definitely broken.”

      “We’ll get you to the surgeon in Edinburgh.”

      I shook my head. “If it’s all the same to you, I’m really, really ready to head back to London. I have someone there who can patch me up.”

      Agent Hunter smiled sympathetically at me. “As you wish.”

      Harper and the crew of the Aphrodite—save Angus who was still on the ship—made their way toward Agent Hunter and me.

      “And how was she?” Agent Hunter asked under his breath.

      I raised an eyebrow at him. Apparently, Harper and I weren’t the only ones who were star-struck. “Interesting.”

      He nodded. “That’s what I figured. And fast. You must have arrived right behind the Jacobite.”

      “That we did.”

      “Interesting indeed.”

      “You have no idea.” I smiled at the young woman who Lily Stargazer had called—well, more shouted—Georgia. “We owe you a huge debt of gratitude,” I told the girl. “You saved my partner’s life. Thank you.”

      Harper smiled generously at the girl.

      The girl shrugged. “Seemed like the right thing to do.”

      Lily gave her daughter an exasperated and mildly amused look. She shook her head.

      “Thank you for your help,” I said, turning to the airship racer. “You and your crew,” I said, turning to Orlando.

      He inclined his head to me.

      “Don’t forget what I told you,” I told Orlando.

      He huffed a laugh. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

      Lily turned to me. “Do you need a lift back to Edinburgh?”

      “We have another ship coming in,” Agent Hunter told her.

      She nodded. “All right. Then I assume Her Majesty will be satisfied?”

      Agent Hunter nodded.

      “Right. We’ll be off then. Agent Louvel,” Lily said with a grin, turning to me. “No offense, but I hope we don’t cross paths again any time soon.”

      I chuckled. “Understood. It… It was an honor to meet you.”

      She smirked. “Don’t get sentimental, Agent. It doesn’t suit you,” she said then turned to Harper. “Agent Harper.”

      Harper tried to say something, but it came out as a mangled mess that sounded something like, “BigyouthankfansorryI… Oh, bloody hell.”

      Lily laughed. “Nice to meet you too.”

      With that, Lily Stargazer motioned to her children, and the three of them headed back to the Aphrodite.

      “Well, I almost died, but the former crew of the Stargazer saved my life. So, that makes it about equal,” Harper said as she watched them head back to their ship.

      “It was quite the experience, to say the least,” I agreed.

      I waved to Angus who gave us a friendly salute then headed back belowdecks.

      “Well, at least you didn’t throw up on Lily Stargazer’s ship. That would have been…awful,” Harper said with a laugh.

      I frowned at her.

      “Throw up? Agent Louvel, are you sick?” Agent Hunter asked.

      “No,” I said, hoping that Harper would shut up.

      Harper grinned at me then turned to Agent Hunter. “Agent Louvel gets motion sick.”

      Agent Hunter turned to me. “Is that true?”

      “Yes, but I’m fine now.”

      “You did all this while sick?” Agent Hunter asked.

      “She was positively green,” Harper said with a laugh.

      “Oh my god, shut it.”

      Harper chuckled.

      Agent Hunter gave me a sympathetic smile, an expression which made my stomach flop, and not in a bad way.

      “There is the second ship,” Harper said, motioning to another red-ballooned agency ship.

      “Shall we pick up Shadow Watch and head home?” Agent Hunter asked.

      I grinned. “Yes. But let’s make sure Agent Walsh goes on that ship,” I said, pointing to the airship full of werewolves headed on the long, uncomfortable ride to Oslo.

      Agent Hunter raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Can you help with that? Harper and I owe him a little thanks for his hospitality.”

      “As you wish, Agent Louvel,” Agent Hunter said with a smirk.

      “Ugh,” Harper said, looking back at the remains of the Fenrir. “That’s a mess.”

      “Indeed. You’ll need to fill out Form 776 on that one, Agent Harper,” Agent Hunter told her.

      “Form 776? That’s fifty pages long!”

      “So it is.”

      I chuckled then looked back once more at the Aphrodite which was ascending into the clouds, taking the living legend—and her clockwork fairy—along with it.
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      After leaving the Shadow Watch agents at Castle Rock, Harper, Hunter, and I headed to the Edinburgh airship towers to take a second ship back to London. I was still nauseous, my ribs hurt, my busted lip still was sore, and I’d gotten a few new cuts along the way, but I was alive.

      What more could I ask for?

      As we made our way back down the Royal Mile to the towers, I spotted Ronald at the door of the White Horse Pub. He looked like he was just headed in to work for the night.

      “Agent Louvel,” he called.

      I stopped a moment, Harper and Hunter waiting for me a discreet distance away.

      “Should I get some extra potatoes on?” he asked with a smirk, motioning to the door of the pub.

      While Harper looked away, trying not to pay attention to the scene, I could feel Agent Hunter’s eyes on the brawny tapster and me. Suddenly, I felt like I wanted to sink into the ground.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Not today.”

      “Headed back to London already?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I’ve had enough action for now.”

      Ronald chuckled. “So I see. Want a drink first? On the house. You and your friends, of course.”

      I looked back at Agent Hunter. He was standing very still, his hands laced behind his back. Harper was just behind him. To my surprise, she flicked her eyes toward our boss and gave me just the slightest knowing look.

      “Thanks, but no. We need to head back.”

      Taking the cue, Ronald nodded. “Well, maybe next time you’re this way.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, and with that, I rejoined the others.

      We continued toward the towers. As we walked, my stomach filled with nervous butterflies. I hated the idea that Agent Hunter might think me a barfly, or a flirt, or whatever he thought. Ronald seemed like a nice enough guy, but still. Agent Hunter’s good opinion of me meant a lot more than some random flirtation.

      “You used to work this city. Ever been in there before?” I asked Agent Hunter, motioning back to the pub.

      “Can’t say I have.”

      “Interesting place. I met the Loch Ness Monster there.”

      Agent Hunter stopped. “Sorry?”

      “Eideard, the waterhorse.”

      “Was there? At the pub?”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, he bought me a drink, pulled me out of a scuffle later on too. Nice chap.”

      At that, Agent Hunter smirked. “You, Agent Louvel, have a nose for trouble.”

      “I guess that’s what makes me good at the job.”

      “I guess so,” Agent Hunter replied, smiling lightly.

      I cast a glance at Harper who grinned at me but didn’t say another word.
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      The next day, I found myself at the squash court at King’s College. Since Lionheart hadn’t yet warmed up to Harper, I decided to go on my own to let the alpha know that the skies above the realm were clear once more.

      I slipped into the viewer’s box just as Lionheart and Bryony had finished their match. This time, the werewolf had won. They chatted with one another as they went to put their rackets away. I was just about to open the small door leading onto the court when I stopped cold.

      Lionheart stepped close to Bryony, setting his hand on her chin. He gazed down at her, and a moment later, leaned in and kissed her.

      Taking my hand off the door handle, I stepped back into the shadows of the viewing box and stayed there.

      When they finally let one another go, he whispered something in her ear.

      Bryony smiled at him, squeezed his hand, then headed out of the court.

      Lionheart finished cleaning up the equipment then turned and looked back at the viewer’s box.

      “Coming out, Agent Louvel?” he called.

      There was a strange, sick feeling in my stomach. Jealousy? That was stupid. But it was there all the same. I didn’t want Lionheart. I was a werewolf hunter, not a werewolf lover. But I liked that the alpha was fond of me. It made me feel…special.

      “I was just trying not to interrupt,” I replied as I joined him on the court.

      “For that, I am obliged. After all, I have you to thank for the progression of things with Professor Paxton.”

      “Me?”

      “I had, for some time, sensed her growing attachment. I had tried to ignore it, given my true condition, but it seems that my affliction is not an impediment to her affection.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” I replied, trying really hard to be as glad as my words suggested.

      Lionheart smiled abashedly then turned and studied me more closely. “Well,” he said then. “Looks like you found the flying wolf.”

      “So I did. He’s flown back to Oslo, for now. The situation is in hand.”

      Lionheart inclined his head to me. “I expected no less, Little Red.”

      I smiled nervously. “Yeah. Thanks. Well, anyway, I just wanted to let you know. I won’t keep you from your lady.”

      Lionheart inclined his head to me.

      I turned and went to the door but paused just a moment. “Richard, what do you know about the druids?”

      Lionheart shook his head. “Both before and after my time. A secret sect, really.”

      “Not unlike the Templars.”

      “No, indeed. Different flavor though.”

      I nodded.

      “Go to the summer country, Agent Louvel. If you want to know about the druids, walk the lands of Arthur.”

      I nodded.

      “And if you run across the Holy Grail, be a good sister-in-arms and snag it for me. I’ve only been looking for it for a few hundred years.”

      I laughed. “Of course. Good-bye, Sir Richard.”

      “Good-bye, Agent Louvel.”
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      Reluctantly, I took the tram back across town to headquarters. There, I found Agent Harper at her desk, busily working on completing Form 776. Still nursing my sore ribs, I slowly sunk into my seat. My entire torso had turned the loveliest shades of yellow and purple.

      “I left you Form 912 and Form 11,” Harper said, pointing to the papers on my desk.

      I picked up my fountain pen then set it back down. Leaning back in my chair, I scanned the room for Agent Hunter.

      “He’s gone already,” Harper said without looking up.

      “Sorry?”

      “He got called out on a case first thing this morning. He stopped by though, asked where you were.”

      I looked at Harper.

      She looked up at me then winked. “What? I’m observant.”

      I chuckled.

      “I do have bad news though,” Harper said.

      “And that is?”

      “I’m rotating to Cressida now,” Harper said, referring to one of our colleagues who worked in magical artifacts. “She has a case. Hunter asked me to follow up with her when I’m done with the paperwork for the Fenrir case.”

      I smiled softly at her. I hated to let her go. “I’ll miss you, but I am glad about one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Hunter said you can join Cressida when you’re done with the paperwork for the Fenrir case, right?”

      “Yes, that’s what he said.”

      Moving slowly, I rose. “Good.”

      “Why is that good?”

      “Because he said when you’re done with the paperwork. He didn’t say anything about me.”

      “And just where are you going?”

      “To my grand-mère’s house. I have two broken ribs, a busted lip, and more bruises than I can count. I can’t think of any place I’d rather be.”

      Harper laughed. “Fine, Clemeny. I’ll finish it all.”

      “Thanks, Harper.”

      “Tell Cressida not to get too used to having you around. I’m going to need you back when you’re ready.”

      Harper beamed a smile at me. “I already told Agent Hunter I’d rather just stay with you, but he wants me to finish my rotations.”

      “Makes me wonder what Agent Hunter’s got planned for me.”

      “Oh, I definitely think he has plans for you. Not sure they’re all work-related though.”

      “Oh my god, shut it.”

      Laughing, Harper said, “Go get some rest, Clemeny.”

      “Thanks, Harper. For everything.”

      She nodded then—thankfully—picked up the paperwork she’d left on my desk and set it in her own pile.

      I turned and headed to the exit.

      And just what did Agent Hunter have planned for me?

      I couldn’t wait to find out.

      Devious
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